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Chapter 1



“Do you think that if we refuse to get out of bed today that we can all pretend that we don’t have classes in the morning?” I was stretched out in the middle of Jackie and Kaleb, the three of us eating a late brunch in my bed, ignoring the way time kept passing.
Kaleb yawned and leaned over to kiss my forehead before grabbing a slice of apple off of the tray I had on my lap. “I think that it’s worth a shot, but I’m not sure that it’s going to work. This break has been amazing, though, I will say that.”
We all fell silent then, and I knew what they were thinking, because I was thinking it, too. This break had been amazing except for the fact that we all missed Brett terribly. Him being around would have been the one thing to make our break even more incredible.
I knew that the last thing Brett would want would be for the three of us to mourn him so much that we couldn’t get on with our lives, but it was almost impossible for me. Everything we did – from snuggling in bed watching movies, to taking long walks in the woods – had a shadow case over it.
None of us could help it. We all missed Brett terribly and there wasn’t anything that we could do to bring him back. The forehead kisses from Kaleb were as much physical affection that I’d had from the boys since the funeral.
I wanted them, and I knew that they wanted me, but…it just felt wrong.
“Did you guys see your schedules? They were put on our doors sometime last night, and we need to make sure that we have classes together.” Jackie had never been a huge planner, but I had a pretty good feeling that I knew why he was suddenly so concerned about making sure that we all got as much facetime as possible during the last semester.
They didn’t want to leave me to be on my own against Amelia and the harpies.
“I did.” Leaning over, I grabbed it off of my bedside table and handed it to him. He scanned it quickly, then handed it to Kaleb.
“Looks like we all have homeroom together,” Jackie said, “and then economics. Kaleb will have to walk you to statistics and probably tutor you, but I’ll pick you up from there and take you to Spanish. You have a whole class of voice as well as full days on Tuesday and Thursday? That’s insane, Rosita.”
I grinned at him, finally feeling a little excitement about the upcoming semester. “Yeah, apparently Taylor Prep takes their singing very seriously in the second half of your senior year. I had no idea that I’d be singing all day. The only problem is that I’m going to be in there with Amelia the entire time, and I’m pretty sure that she still hates my guts.”
“You got that right,” Kaleb said, tossing my schedule to the floor. “I don’t even want to think about how terrible she’s going to be now that she’s had all break to think about Brett. She was bad enough before, but now that she’s convinced that you killed him, it’s going to be crazy.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.
I hadn’t told them about the letter I’d gotten from Brett about him still being alive. It’s not that I didn’t want to share that joy with them, but honestly…I wasn’t sure that I believed it.
I didn’t want to put the two of them through hell if it wasn’t necessary, but it was time. I’d spend all of my free time during break trying to research the accident and look into his family, but I hadn’t found anything.
Brett was dead. Or, at least, that was the official statement.
“I have something that I need to tell you two.” I sat up, taking a deep breath. This wasn’t going to be easy, and I knew that I should have told them earlier, but…I couldn’t. I was the only one who knew about the letter. Well…me, Brett, and whoever send it to school. None of it made any sense. I just hoped that with their help, the three of us could figure it all out.
“Please tell me that you’re not going to try to get revenge on Kelly and Amelia for the way they treated you.” Jackie took my hand, lacing his fingers through mine, and squeezed. “We really don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Of course I am.” Every single night when I fell asleep, I thought about how I could hurt Amelia and Kelly. There was only one semester left at Taylor Prep, and I planned to make the most of it. “But that’s not what this is about. It’s about Brett.”
I felt both of my rogues stiffen next to me. Sure, we talked about him, but it was a sensitive topic, and one that we kinda avoided when we could. Nobody wants to talk about their dead boyfriend or dead best friend.
“Okay, Rose. What is it?” Kaleb snuggled closer to me, slowly stroking my arm. Every time one of them touched me, I felt a fire burning in my core. It took all of my concentration to pay attention to what I was saying and not get caught up in the way his fingers traced up and down my skin.
“Right at the end of last semester, I got a letter.” Twisting around, I picked up my journal from the bedside table and flipped it open. The letter was right in the middle where I could flip to it and read it whenever I want to. It had lost Brett’s smell, but that was okay. I still knew that it came from him.
Taking a deep breath, I lifted out the thin piece of paper and held it up for the boys to read.
“I’ve alive?” Kaleb’s voice was strangled, and I turned to him to see the look of horror on his face. “Is this some fucked up joke? Where did you get this?”
Before I could answer him, Jackie snatched the note from my fingers. “It’s Brett’s handwriting. I’ve seen it too many times not to know that but…Rosita? How?”
Gently I took it back. Jackie’s hands were shaking, and I didn’t want him to accidentally rip the note. It was all that I had left from Brett. Next, I pulled out the picture of Brett and showed it to them.
They both looked horrified. It was like seeing your old friend come back from the dead. I understood exactly what they were feeling, which was probably why it was so hard for me to speak. I had to clear my throat a few times before I could finally talk.
“This was in an envelope on my desk at the end of last semester. Look at the date on the back of the photograph.” I turned it over and Kaleb gasped, reaching out to squeeze my hand, but finding Jackie’s instead. My eyes locked on my two rogues holding hands, but I had to focus.
I couldn’t think about all of us being together right now. We had to get Brett back.
“Do you believe it? Do you think that he’s really alive?” The hope in Jackie’s voice was almost palpable, and I choked back a sob. I wanted him to be alive more than anything, and of course my rogues did, too. The four of us…we had something special.
We could handle anything together, and for Brett to be taken from us? It wasn’t fair.
“I think he might be. I did a ton of research over break when we weren’t together to see if I could find anything online that may help me prove it, but I couldn’t find a thing. Whoever has him did a really damn good job of covering it up. Everyone really wants us to believe that he’s dead, but I knew he wasn’t, and this proves it.”
“Brett’s alive.” Jackie took the picture from me and ran the tip of his finger over the image. “But why would they make it seem like he was dead? What’s the point of doing that? I just don’t see what they would think that they could benefit from that, you know?”
“I know.” I watched him trace the picture, and for just a moment, all three of us were silent. We could hear the sounds of other students moving back on campus, but we didn’t move.
If they were feeling what I was, then they probably didn’t want to move. I wanted to hide out here with the two of them and pretend that everything was okay, even when I knew that it wasn’t.
“If they – the council, or whoever – could convince everyone else that Rose was the cause for the accident and that Brett was really dead then they may think that they have a good enough reason to drive her from Taylor Prep,” Kaleb mused.
“But who’s really behind all of this?” I was frustrated. It was infuriating to feel so close to figuring out the truth but to be unable to really get to the bottom of it. “We know that his mom hated me because she thought that I knew she helped kill her first husband, but then at her house she seemed almost apologetic.”
“The problem is the council.” Jackie swung his legs off of my bed and stood up, stretching and tossing me the photo of Brett. I grabbed it and slipped it back into my journal so that I wouldn’t have to worry about it being damaged or lost. “The council has been after Rosita since day one when Brett’s mom went to them about her being at the school.”
“But we don’t know who’s on the council,” I said, slamming my journal shut. It was fine for the two of them to get excited about figuring this out, but without knowing who was on the council, nothing mattered. “Until we figure out who’s on council, we’ll never know who’s behind this. That means that they’ll never stop, and more importantly, we’ll never be able to find Brett.”
“Is it possible that the council took Brett?” Kaleb asked. “Does that even make sense? I mean, if his mom is on the council and she doesn’t know that he’s not dead then that seems pretty far-fetched.”
“You’re right, but think of this...” Even though I was still really nervous, I was also getting excited, and I jumped off of my bed next to Jackie. “Just because she didn’t know that he wasn’t dead at the funeral doesn’t mean that she doesn’t know now. There’s a very good chance that they hid it from her.”
“So you think that the note and photo are from her?” Kaleb frowned. “That doesn’t make a ton of sense, Rose.”
“Okay, but who else would they be from? Nobody else here really likes me except for you two and Harper and Maggie. I have a very good feeling that their parents wouldn’t be involved. Brett’s mom is the only one who really knew me and might want to help me alleviate some of the guilt that I feel.” Just talking it out felt good, although I’m not sure that we’re going to get anywhere.
“Say it is from his mom. Why? And how in the world did she get it here without anyone seeing her drop it off? I wonder if you have another friend here, Rosita, but you just don’t know it yet,” Jackie said, reaching out to pull me into a hug.
I leaned against him and sighed, enjoying the strength that he offers. All of my rogues are strong and caring, and I needed Jackie and Kaleb to support me so that we can find our missing one.
It was a wonderful thought that I might have another friend at Taylor Prep – someone who wanted to see me succeed and was willing to pass on information like this for me, but it was far-fetched. I didn’t believe it, but I didn’t want to tell Jackie that and upset him. Not when he still had tears in his eyes from looking at the picture of Brett.
“What’s the plan, then?” Kaleb slid off the bed and walked up to us, pulling us into a group hug. I snuggled into both of them, enjoying their warmth.
“I think that we need to see who may be on our side. One of you needs to reach out to Brett’s mom,” I tell them. “I would, but…I’m afraid. What if I’m wrong?”
“Then we’ll be here to pick up the pieces.” Jackie bent his head and kissed me. His lips were warm and soft on mine, and I relaxed into it. Kaleb had his arms around me and Jackie was kissing me…it was almost perfect.
When I finally pulled back, I grinned up at both of them. “Okay. Good. We’ll figure out who wants to help us. Which one of you is going to call his mom?”
Jackie and Kaleb lock eyes for a moment, then Kaleb nodded. “I’m the better choice, by far. No offence, Jackie, but this situation needs a gentle touch.”
“No offense taken. You guys want to grab some lunch and then you can do that before it gets too busy around here?” Jackie knew that I was worried about how students would treat me when they all got back, so I appreciated him wanting to make sure that I got something to eat and then wouldn’t be alone.
“Sounds good. Rose?” Kaleb reached out and stroked my cheek. “Do you think this is a good start?”
“Anything that brings Brett back to us is the right thing to do,” I tell them both. “Let’s make it happen.”




Chapter 2

Even though all I wanted to do was work with my rogues on finding out whether or not Brett was really still alive, I also needed to spend some time with my girls. Harper and Maggie stopped me on my way to breakfast Monday morning, linking their arms through mine.
I was deep in thought about Kaleb. He’d called Brett’s mom, like he’d promised that he would, but she had refused to speak to him. That was bizarre, especially since she knew how close the two of them were.
Dwelling on Kaleb’s conversation with Brett’s mom wasn’t the best way to spend the day, and I was almost a little relieved when my girls pulled me out of my thoughts.
“Rose! We missed you!” Harper’s voice rang out in the hall as we walked to the dining hall. I leaned my head on her shoulder for a moment, loving the feeling of having my two friends with me. If I was going to make it through the last semester of our senior year, I knew that I was going to need as much support as possible.
“How was break?” Maggie squeezed my arm. “We thought about you the entire time we were gone and I texted you a few times, but never heard back. Everything okay?”
I felt really guilty about not texting Maggie back, but honestly, the last thing I wanted to do was talk to anyone except Jackie and Kaleb. My mom had been heartbroken that I chose not to come home for break, but I told her that I had some things to wrap up for classes.
It wasn’t entirely the truth, but no parent will argue with the child saying that they need more time at school, and mine was no different. She let me stay, although she was a bit begrudging. It was the first time I’d celebrated Christmas without her, and not being there after dad died last year…I had to push the thought away or I was sure that I would just obsess over it.
“It was good,” I told her, even though that wasn’t the entire truth. As much as I longed to tell the two of them everything that had been going on, I knew that it wasn’t a good idea. If Brett really was alive and there were some people trying to hide that, then the fewer people who knew the truth, the better.
I didn’t want to accidentally put Brett at a real risk for being injured just because I wanted to talk to my friends.
Swallowing hard, I continued. “I really missed you two, though. I hated not seeing you guys for so long, and honestly, I’m just ready to have the year over with, you know? I can’t believe that I’m going to be in class all day on Tuesdays and Thursdays with Amelia.”
“That sounds terrible,” Maggie agreed, pulling her schedule from her pocket as we walked. “Do the three of us have any classes together?” We paused in the hall to look.
“None.” Harper sighed and then tugged my arm again. “So, you know what that means. I know that you love spending time with the rogues, but you’re just going to have to make a little more time for the two of us, okay?”
“Breakfast, every morning?” I didn’t know if this is what they meant, but I wanted to make sure that I managed to keep my friends. Even though it would have been easily to only rely on Jackie and Kaleb, I knew full well that having more people on my side until this all blew over was a good thing. Although I got used to lazy breakfasts with my boys over break, I was willing to pass on them if that meant that I could keep my friends.
“That’s perfect.” Maggie grinned at me and then nodded at Harper. “See? I told you that she wouldn’t disappear just because she snagged some of the hottest guys at school.”
“Eww.” The voice came from behind us, but I didn’t even have to turn around to know who was talking. “That’s my cousin you’re talking about, you know that? He’s not hot, he’s just slightly brain damaged if he thinks that slumming it with Rose is a good idea.”
The three of us kept walking, but Amelia passed us and got in front of us, holding out her hand to stop us in the hall. “Listen, Rose, I told you before break that you need to lay off of my cousin and off of Brett, but it doesn’t seem like that happened. I really don’t want my cousin to die, you know? It’s just that people around you tend to all drop dead.”
“Why don’t you drop dead, Amelia?” Harper asked, steeping forward.
“Oh, fuck off, Harper. You’re almost as bad as she is, but you’re so ugly that nobody at school would fuck you unless you had a bag on your head. Even then, they’d be able to tell that it was you thanks to your uneven tits.” Amelia rolled her eyes and turned back to me while Harper’s face flamed.
“I hope that you remember that I told you not to come back, and that if you did, the shit would really hit the fan, Rose.” Somehow she manages to sound bored, although I can tell from the look on her face that she’s interested in what I’m going to say.
“I remember, Amelia, but I hope that you remember I told you to suck it. I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to finish out my senior year here and take home the trophy for the vocal competition at the end of the semester, so you can deal with it.”
I try to step around her, but she reaches out, putting her hand on my shoulder and shoving me back. I stumbled backwards, but my friends catch me, their arms holding me up from the floor.
“God, you suck, Amelia,” Maggie gasps out. “Why can’t you just leave us alone? Rose is suffering enough after losing Brett, so just go away!”
Amelia scoffed, then poked me in the chest. “I don’t think that Rosie here is grieving at all, actually. She’s too busy shacking up with Jackie and Kaleb to miss Brett, aren’t you, you little whore?”
“Fuck you.” Before I could think about what I was doing, I reached out and shoved Amelia out of the way. She took a step back, trying to catch herself. She wind-milled her arms, but her backpack threw her off center and her heels were so high that she couldn’t keep from falling.
Everyone was watching as she landed with a loud thud on the floor, her bag falling open and her books scattering across the hall.
“You murderous cunt.” Her eyes were darker than I had seen before. “I swear to you, you’ll be the next one to die, you hear me?”
“Oh, I hear you, Amelia,” I told her, taking my friends by the hands again and walking over her. We had to step around her and her books to reach the dining hall, but I didn’t slow down.
If Amelia was any indication, this year was going to be rough. But I had my two rogues, and I had my two friends. If I kept telling myself that I could get through it okay then maybe I would.
I just couldn’t let down my guard around Amelia, not when it was so obvious that she wanted me gone now more than ever.
◆◆◆
 
The rest of the day was fine until I walked into voice. Against all hope, I wanted Mrs. McKearin back, but I’d heard a rumor that she decided to stay home with her baby. Even though I knew in my heart that that was probably true, I was still crossing my fingers the entire walk across the quad.
As soon as I walked into the music room, however, I knew that I was fucked.
Like…really and truly fucked.
Part of my revenge plan for Amelia hinged on me being able to sweep the rug out from under her in the vocal competition at the end of the semester. It’s not that I felt like I needed Mrs. McKearin there to help me do that, but I knew that she would make it easier than if Amelia was able to pull strings to get in a new teacher.
But, of course, that’s just what she was able to do.
“Oh, Rose, you’re here. Do you remember Mr. Collins?” Amelia’s voice was sickly-sweet and she winked at me from behind the teacher’s back.
Of course I remembered the personal vocal coach who Amelia had managed to get hired at Taylor Prep after Mrs. McKearin went out on maternity leave. Nobody could forget him. Most of the girls here drooled over him because he was cute, but that wasn’t why I kept staring at him.
It was because I knew that with him at her side, Amelia had a much better chance of winning the competition than without him.
“Yes, Mr. Collins, hi,” I said, dropping my bag to the floor and going to stand with the group. “So glad to see that you’re back to teach us again.”
For his part, Mr. Collins could barely spare me a look before turning back to Amelia. “As I was saying, darling, I know the perfect song for you to sing for the competition. It’s a great match for your range and tone and I know that it will wow everyone.”
I felt my face flush. He was already showing that she was his favorite by picking out a song that was perfect for Amelia. I had a very good feeling that I wasn’t going to get the same treatment. I also had a very good feeling that bringing it up wasn’t a great idea, but I couldn’t help myself.
“Are you going to pick out songs for all of us to work on? Or do we need to try to find them on our own?” My tone was sarcastic, which my mother would have hated, but she wasn’t here to help protect me, so I didn’t give a shit what anyone else in class thought.
So slowly that at first I couldn’t tell if he was moving, Mr. Collins turned around to look at me, pinning me in my spot with his gaze. “I’m sorry, remind me your name?”
“Oh, that’s Rose,” Amelia piped up before I could open my mouth. “Remember? My mom was telling you all about her over break.”
“Ah, yes, Rose. You have quite the reputation, you know that?” When I didn’t answer his question, he smiled at me and continued. “Don’t you worry about picking out a song. I have a selection of ones here that the rest of you can choose from. It’s just that I know Miss Holland so well that I could easily pick out the perfect song for her. You understand, I’m sure.”
Oh, I understood. I understood perfectly. Amelia was going to do everything in her power to make this semester as difficult for me as possible, but I wasn’t going to bow to her.
Mr. Collins turned away from me and continued to talk to Amelia. Kelly was listening in to the two of them, but it was obvious that she wasn’t Mr. Collins’ full focus, and she knew it.
Kelly was next on my list.
Slowly I walked next to her, feigning interest in the sheet music that Mr. Collins had put on the table for us to go through. She didn’t notice me moving next to her until I was right beside her, but when she saw me, she turned and scowled.
“What the hell do you want, you murderer?” Even though the words were mean, there was something about Kelly that was weak. That was going to make the next part of my plan even easier than I had anticipated.
“Just looking at the music, Kelly. Did you manage to choose something yet? Or are you not yet over the fact that you’re second-best like me?” Amelia and Mr. Collins were leaning so closely together that their foreheads almost touched. Neither one of them heard us talking.
Kelly scowled. “Please. There’s no way that you and I are at all alike, and you know it. He’ll work with me by myself when he’s done with her, you’ll see.”
I shrugged, like I didn’t really care what happened. “Sure, maybe, but there’s a very good chance that he’s going to focus on his favorite, and I don’t think that it’s you.”
Kelly moved away from me, obviously trying to insert herself in the conversation between Mr. Collins and Amelia. Amelia caught the movement of her friend from the corner of her eye and threw her a nasty look before angling her body to cut her out.
I saw the look of surprise on Kelly’s face and felt a jolt of excitement. I wanted to hurt Kelly, but if I could also make her feel like her friend left her behind, then that was going to be even better.
“I don’t know, Kelly. Looks like you might be a bit of an outcast yourself,” I told her, grabbing the top sheet music from the table. I didn’t really care what it was, I was going to win the competition no matter what I sang, but I needed to be ready to back away from Kelly.
“Fuck off, you stupid whore. None of this would have happened if you weren’t so intent on opening your legs for anyone at school, you know that?” Kelly’s pretty face was twisted in anger. “Not only did you stay, which you shouldn’t have, but then you shacked up with three guys. You killed him, and you shouldn’t be here.”
“I deserve to be here,” I told her casually, walking away. I had no way of knowing if she was going to follow me or not, but it didn’t matter. Kelly was in my sights, and the fact that I could so easily get a rise out of her told me that I’d be able to take my revenge on her sooner rather than later.
“You deserve to be dead.”
I paused, but I didn’t turn around. There wasn’t no reason to rush into this. I had all semester.
Once I got Kelly out of the way, I was going to take on Amelia.
By then, I hoped that we would be able to prove that Brett wasn’t dead, and I’d have all three of my rogues back.




Chapter 3



“You have a glint in your eye. I don’t like it,” Jackie said as he walked me to class. It was Tuesday, which meant that I was going to be in voice class all day with both Kelly and Amelia. When I’d first seen my schedule I’d been a little worried about it, but now…
Now that I’d figured out exactly what I wanted to do to Kelly, I was pretty excited to see her.
Well, that’s not quite the word. I didn’t think that I’d ever be excited to see any of the people who made my life a living hell at Taylor Prep, but I had a plan for Kelly, and it was exciting to me to think that I was finally going to be able to put it into action.
No matter how late I went to bed, or how tired I was, I stayed up at night, thinking about the beauty of ruining Sara when she was on stage in front of everyone. Kelly’s downfall would be a little less public, but still just as delicious.
“You sure that you don’t want to clue us in on what you have planned? We’re happy to take the heat for you.” Kaleb stopped and turned my by the arm before giving me a gentle kiss. He smelled like syrup from breakfast and I leaned into his chest for just a moment.
“Not a chance,” I told him, shaking my head. “If something were to happen to the two of you then I would feel terrible. I’m going to focus on taking Kelly and Amelia down a few pegs and I just want the two of you to focus on finding Brett, okay?”
“We haven’t found anything yet.” Jackie sounded so despondent that I leaned up and gave him a kiss.
“You will. I know that you two will. I have complete faith in the three of us being able to bring us all back together, okay? Don’t worry. Just let me handle this and pretty soon everything will be back to normal, except better.” Even as I tried to convince them, I realized that I was a little worried.
I had to pull this all off. They had to find Brett. We had to overthrow the council. It was a lot to do, but if we all worked hard then the harpies would get what they deserved.
“You’re still here.” Amelia sounded bored but her eyes narrowed when she watched me walk in the door.
“Of course, I am. You think that calling me bad names is enough to drive me away from Taylor Prep? Not a chance, Amelia. I want this more than you do, and I deserve it more than you.” I dropped my backpack down at my feet and pulled my sheet music from it.
Our group was going to work on a piece together and then we’d all work on individual pieces. I wasn’t worried about the group piece – we all knew that Amelia would be given the main solo, but I had to nail my individual piece if I had any chance of taking the glory from Amelia.
“I can kick your ass again in the quad, if you want.” Amelia flipped her long hair over her shoulder and pinned me in place with a stare. “Although, it really wasn’t that hard or exciting for me, so I’d appreciate it if you’d fight back a little next time.”
Remembering last year when she beat me up in front of everyone in the quad made me blush a little, but I was determined not to let her get to me. Rather than respond, I waited for Mr. Collins to come in, which he did just a second later, his heavy cologne sweeping through the room as he walked to stand in front of us.
“Okay, ladies,” he said, clapping his hands together, “we are in for a very long day today. You may have a lunch break, of course, and if you absolutely have to go to the bathroom then that’s okay, but I’d prefer if you stay in here as much as possible. One of you is going to take home the championship at the vocal competition, I can feel it.” He winked at Amelia, who grinned at him and flicked me off behind her music stand.
Whatever.
She could be as cocky and unsufferable as she wanted – Kelly was the one I wanted to take down next, and then Amelia would be the full focus of my attention. By then, however, I was hoping that she wouldn’t want to be in my crosshairs.
The crazy thing about Kelly was that she wasn’t just a great singer, as evidenced by her warm-up and the way she ran her scales, but that she also was incredible at math. Although I had the sexiest math tutor at the school, she was the highest rank math student to come through Taylor Prep in a while, which is what made it so easy for me to decide how I was going to take her down.
We sang all morning, and I focused as hard as possible when I was singing, but when I had a little downtime, my mind wandered. That weekend was the mathletes competition, and Kelly was competing to represent our school.
I was going to be there, front row and center, making sure that I got to see her fall apart. She had no idea that I was coming for her, and even if she did, I doubted that she would think that I would attack in front of everyone. What she didn’t know, though, is that I’d lost something very important to me.
When you lose someone like Brett, even if it’s hopefully just for a short period of time, there’s very little that will keep you from doing something crazy.
◆◆◆
 
The rest of the week flew by, and before I knew it, it was Saturday morning. Rather than sleeping in, I’d set my alarm for 6 am so that I could make sure that I had an early breakfast and was ready for the mathletes competition.
Every morning this past week I’d eaten with Harper and Maggie, but today it was my two rogues who were waiting for me at the dining hall. The girls had decided to sleep in, and the boys were thrilled to join me.
“Gorgeous Rosita,” Jackie said, pulling me to him in a hug. He kissed me, running his hands up my lower back and making me melt into him. I still couldn’t believe how strong and sexy my boys were, and I kissed him back, snaking my hand around the back of his neck and pulling me to him.
When I finally stepped back, Kaleb turned me to him, circling his arm around my waist. “Listen, girl, you can’t be that sexy and not come over here to give me some, too, understand?”
Oh, I understood.
I understood perfectly well that my entire day could go in a completely different direction if I’d let it. Kaleb grabbed my hips and yanked me into him. I could easily feel his huge cock pressing up against me as we kissed, and for just a moment, I thought about giving up on my plan to take down Kelly.
Spending all day in bed with my boys sounded like a much better plan…
But I had to do this. It took all of my self-control, but I finally stepped back, still breathing hard. “You guys really know how to distract a girl, you know that? You both make it really, really hard to get anything done around here.”
Jackie laughed, his perfect teeth bright white, and then grabbed my hand, steering me to the dining hall. “No, sweet Rosita, I think that Kaleb and I would agree that you are the one who makes things hard.”
Kaleb chuckled and took my other hand, giving it a squeeze as we walked down the hall. There were a few people already eating. We could hear their voices carrying through the doors and down to us.
“You want to clue us in on what shenanigans you’re thinking about pulling this morning?” Before we reached the doors, Kaleb pulled back on my hand, spinning me to him. Jackie flanked me, waiting on my response.
Hesitating, I thought about the pros and cons. If the boys did my dirty work for me then I wouldn’t have to worry about someone catching me, but there was no way that I was willing to throw them under the bus.
Besides, and this may have been even more important to me, I wanted to be the one to break Kelly. No matter who tore her down and tore her apart, I’d love it, but I wanted to be the one to really bring her to her knees.
Shaking my head, I looked at them both. “No, I love that you want to be there with me, but I have to do this. There’s no way that I want you guys to get in trouble, and I have to make sure that things go off without a hitch, okay?”
Jackie squeezed my hand. “You got it, Rosita. We’re there for you, okay? We’ll do anything that we can to help, all you have to do is ask.”
I knew that he was telling me the truth. Taking a deep breath, I nodded and smiled at him, then prepared to walk into the dining hall.
But what we heard next stopped all three of us in our tracks.
It was Amelia. She must have been standing pretty close to the cafeteria doors because we could hear her hissed words. Without bursting through the doors, there wasn’t any way for us to tell who she was talking to, so we all froze and just listened.
“I know, but don’t worry. Someone paid the price for that stupid bitch staying. I don’t think that we need to worry about anything else. She’s running scared, and as long as she doesn’t do anything to ruin me then we’ll be fine.” Amelia paused, and I reached for the door, but Jackie put his hand on mine to stop me and shook his head.
“Well, obviously I want Jackie to be okay as well, but really? I just want her gone. I want to win the vocal competition and make sure that I never have to hear her stupid name or dumb fucking voice again, okay?”
This time, I couldn’t stop myself. Even though Kaleb reached for me to keep me from walking through the door, I opened it quickly, wanting to get a look at who Amelia is talking to. Her back was to me, and I grabbed her shoulder, whipping her around.
She turned, a sick grin on her face and hit her phone’s screen, hanging up, before slipping it into her pocket. “Everything okay, Rose? You look like you saw a ghost, but with your history, I really wouldn’t doubt it.”
“Who were you talking to, Amelia?” I ask, even though I know that there’s no way she’s going to tell me.
Just like I thought, she laughed and flipped her hair. “Don’t you worry about it, Rosie. It’s something called a friend, and they were just checking in on me. I’m sure that one day you may have more friends, but only if you stop being such a murderous cunt.” With that, she whipped around and stalked back to her table.
Kelly was waiting there for her, and when she caught my gaze, she shot me an evil look.
That was fine. She could look at me like that all she wanted. Her time was coming, and then I was going to take Amelia down.
I knew that Jackie, Kaleb, and I needed to talk about what we heard Amelia say on the phone, but I also knew that just then wasn’t the right time. We needed to eat and then get down to the auditorium so we could get good seats for the math competition.
“Are you sure that you want to do this today?” Turning to Jackie, I was surprised at how pale he was. He took my hand and rubbed his thumb across it. “We could just go back to the dorm and hide out from everyone if you wanted.”
I wanted that. I wanted that more than almost anything in this world, but I had to get justice for Brett. Giving his hand a squeeze, I tried to smile at him.
I’d forgotten how much the boys missed Brett. Even though we knew that he was alive, hearing Amelia talk about him like that was enough to make me sick.
“We’re doing it,” I told them both. “We’re taking care of Kelly today and then we can spend all day tomorrow in bed if you want. I have to do this today, and then, I promise, I’m yours, okay?”
“You better be ours.” Kaleb cupped my chin in his hand and tilted my face up to look at him. His green eyes were dark with shadows and he looked exhausted. “I don’t want to lose you, Rose. I’m not sure that either one of us could survive it, okay? So you have to be very, very careful.”
“I am. I promise,” I told them, but even as the words left my mouth, I felt a little bit of fear.
I could be as careful as possible, but that didn’t mean that things would end up okay for me. If nothing else, though, I reminded myself, I had to protect my boys. Amelia obviously wanted to keep Jackie safe from harm, but I wasn’t sure if she was willing to sacrifice him to take me down.
I just hoped that we wouldn’t have to find out.




Chapter 4



Honestly? I didn’t know that math competitions were a big thing. When we walked into the auditorium, I half expected it to be mostly empty, but it was more than half-full, with students and professors from other schools coming in all the time.
This was, apparently, a huge event, and I wished that we had brought snacks.
We’d been checked at the door for any electronics and had to walk through metal detectors. “Did you guys know that Taylor Prep took math this seriously?” I joked as the three of us slid into our seats. “This seems a little over the top, right?”
Kaleb pinned me in place with his green eyes. “This is why we want to help you, Amelia. They take this incredibly seriously. Once you come into the auditorium, you can’t leave and then come back. They lock the doors to anyone who hasn’t been through the metal detector. No phones, no notebooks, nothing that may help with cheating. It’s a big freaking deal.”
“Are you sure that we can’t help you?” Jackie squeezed my leg just above my knee to get my attention. It got me to look at him, but it also caused a flare of longing to spring up in my core. This was not the place or the time to get turned on by my boys, and I shook my head to clear it.
“Okay, look.” I’d been adamant about taking our seats in the back, even when there were better ones a bit closer to the stage. In all honesty, I didn’t give a shit about seeing Kelly perform. I just knew that right now was the best way to take her down. Leaning forward, I reached under my seat and tugged on something.
It came loose with a rip of tape, and I sat back up, looking around to make sure that nobody heard me. Everyone else in the seats was still chatting away and nobody turned in our direction. Sighing with relief, I pulled the bag the rest of the way out from under my seat and opened it, pulling out a notebook.
“What the hell?” Jackie snatched the notebook from me and flipped through it. I’d taken weeks to write down formulas, expressions, and examples of problems. It was packed with all of the information that a student could need to win the competition.
“What are you planning on doing with that?” Kaleb asked, his eyes locked on the notebook. He knew that we could get into major trouble with that in here. We all knew it.
“I made it and taped it in here because I knew we’d be searched for any contraband,” I explained, grabbing the notebook from Jackie and slipping it between my legs out of sight. “When they dismiss teams to go to the bathroom, I’ll have already been in there to leave it. They check after everyone uses it to make sure there isn’t any cheating.”
My boys stared at me. “How in the world do you know this?” Kaleb finally asked, his jaw hanging open.
I shrugged and gave him a kiss. “I read the rules. They published the handbook online so that all of the students would know what to expect. When I saw that, I knew that this was my best way to ruin everything for her.”
“But what if she gets eliminated before they get to the bathroom breaks? You’re kinda banking on something that may not even happen,” Jackie said, sounding a bit worried.
But I wasn’t worried. “You’re kidding, right? You guys know as well as I do that she’s easily the best at math in the entire school. Everyone is talking about her walking away with the grand prize. She’s basically a shoo-in for 100k. That’s insane, right?”
“You’re going to ruin her chance at that much money? You know that she will kill you if she even suspects that you were the one who did this to her, right?” Kaleb frowned, a crease appearing between his gorgeous eyes.
“I don’t care. The harpies can’t keep running the school like this. You guys know as well as I do that they’re evil, and I bet that they or their families had something to do with Brett being taken out of school and everyone pretending like he’s dead. This has to be done, and you all know it.”
“We know, Rosita,” Jackie said, taking my hand and lacing his fingers through it. “We just wish that you would let us take on the risk.”
“Not a chance.” I shook my head and looked down to the stage. Kelly stood out since she was the only girl competing from the surrounding schools. She was brilliant, that was for sure. It was just a damn shame that she was so stupid that she thought that being friends with Amelia was enough to protect her.
When the competition really started going, I slipped out of my seat and walked to the bathroom. The auditorium was mostly silent as people watched the competition, but in the halls there were some people talking.
Turning the corner to the bathroom, I stopped short. Outside the door was an official, who looked bored. She saw me coming and turned to me. “Can I help you?”
“I just…need to use the bathroom,” I explained. I’d rolled the notebook and slid it up my pant leg, pinning it in place with a long sock. “Is everything okay?”
“Oh, sure,” she responded, gesturing at the door. “I just need to pat you down to make sure that you don’t leave anything in the bathroom for the competitor, okay?” It was obvious that she was waiting for me to walk up to her, so I took a deep breath and did just that.
“That’s fine,” I told her, holding my arms out. She started at my wrists, patting through my jacket, then moved to my torso. When she worked her way down my legs, I held my breath. My right leg was fine, but there was a slight crinkle when she patted my left, and her eyes narrowed.
Standing up, she tilted her head a little. “Do you have something in your pant leg, miss?” Her hand rested on her radio, and I took a deep breath to keep from panicking. If she realized that I had the notebook not only would I be kicked out the auditorium, but I was pretty sure that I would have hell to pay with the headmaster.
Leaning forward, I acted like I was embarrassed. “It’s that time,” I told her, then bent down and pulled a tampon from inside my pant leg. I’d tucked it in with the notebook on the off chance that something like this would happen.
To my relief, she visibly relaxed, removing her hand from her radio and smiling at me. “That’s fine, then dear. You go on ahead and then get back so you don’t miss any of the action.”
I managed to whisper a thank you at her and then scurried past her into the bathroom, bending over to grab my thighs and take a deep breaths.
I couldn’t believe that I got away with it.
I thought for sure that I was going to get caught.
Before I could ditch the notebook and run back to my seat, though, I pretended to use the bathroom and wash up. I then took out my notebook and slipped it between the toilet and the wall.
They were going to sweep the bathroom after Kelly used it and they’d find it there. It was perfect.
By the time I got back to my seat, she had eliminated over half of the competition without breaking a sweat. Out of all of the students on the stage, she looked the most calm and put together. I could admire her if I wasn’t focused on taking her down.
“Everything okay?” Kaleb whispered as I slid past him.
I nodded and sat down. “Now we just have to wait for a few minutes, okay?”
◆◆◆
 
Actually, we didn’t have to wait that long. Almost as soon as I sat down, one of the competitors called for a break. He looked exhausted and wanted water, but the math teacher, Mr. Gessler, ran out onto the stage to say something to Kelly. She nodded and followed him off the stage, where she was met by a security guard.
“I think she’s going to take a bathroom break while everyone else is getting water,” Jackie whispered. “But it’s going to look super suspicious since Mr. Gessler just told her to go do it.”
He was right. I gripped my hands together, digging my fingernails into my palms while we waited. In my mind, I imagined the walk down the hall that Kelly was now doing. She’d be frisked, just like I was, and they wouldn’t find anything.
Then she’d use the bathroom.
Then they’d check it and find the notebook.
It didn’t matter how they thought she got it in there. This was too big of a competition for the people running it to allow for any doubt in people’s minds. Once they found the notebook and knew that she was the last person in the bathroom, then they’d suspect her.
I just knew it.
We sat for ten minutes before I started to get antsy. “What do you guys think is taking so long?” I asked them, turning around in my seat to look for her. “Do you think that everything is okay?”
It was obvious that I wasn’t the only person wondering this. More and more spectators were starting to turn around in their seats, obviously wondering what the delay was. Kelly was the only competitor who wasn’t back from break.
As we watched, an official walked over to Mr. Gessler and started to talk to him. The math teacher looked calm at first, but as we watched, his face began to turn red.
“They must have found it,” I breathed. I had my boys next to me, but I was honestly so focused on what was going on with Kelly that I might have been alone. This was something that I had to do, not just for me, like I originally thought, but for Brett, as well.
“I’d say so,” Jackie responded when Mr. Gessler was marched off stage. The official had his hand on the teacher’s elbow, like he was afraid that Mr. Gessler was going to make a run for it. “I wonder if they’ll announce anything.”
“They have to, right?” Asked Kaleb. “I mean, there’s no way that they’re just going to remove her from the competition without saying anything about it. This is a really big deal and for them to just sweep it under the rug is – ”
But we didn’t get to hear what Kaleb thought it was, because the crowd suddenly fell silent as the person in charge walked to the center of the stage. He looked like you would expect a lifelong mathematician to look. His glasses sat perched on the end of his nose and he kept running his hand through his hair like he was nervous.
“I have a very unfortunate announcement to make,” he said, his voice carrying thanks to the microphone clipped to his lapel. “It has come to our attention that one of the contestants has been caught cheating and has been removed from the competition.”
A murmur rose in the crowd and he held his hands up, obviously wanting silence. When people quieted down, he continued. “We will continue the math competition without her and she will be dealt with appropriately by her headmaster.”
With that, he turned and stalked off of the stage.
I grinned. He hadn’t mentioned Kelly by name, which would have been the only thing to make my victory even sweeter, but she was gone. I had taken something that she loved and ripped it out from under her.
It was great. Glee ran through my body and I felt light-headed with it. For the first time since the accident, I actually felt really happy.
Things were starting to go my way for once, and I was going to give the harpies at Taylor Prep what they deserved.
“You guys ready to go?” There wasn’t any reason for us to sit and watch the rest of the competition. Not when I finally got what I wanted and Kelly got what was coming to her. The three of us stood and walked out, but we weren’t the only ones.
Most of the Taylor Prep students walked out with us. They’d all come to see Kelly. She was supposed to be the winner, but now that everything had fallen apart for her, there was no reason for her to stay.
The three of us stayed as quiet as possible as we wound through the crowd. Amelia was in the crowd somewhere, and I really didn’t want to meet up with her.
Like all good things, though, my luck came to an end.
We turned the corner away from the auditorium to cut through the quad. Mr. Gessler and Mr. Taylor were in a heated argument with each other. Standing near them, sobbing, was Kelly. Two adults, who I assumed must be her parents, were talking near her, but not looking at her.
None of them saw us, and I grinned, turning around to say something to my boys.
That’s when I saw Amelia stalking straight at us.




Chapter 5



“What the fuck is your problem, Rose?” Amelia walked right up to me and slapped me across the face before I could move. My cheek stung and I instinctively reached up to hold it. The heat radiated into my hand and I bit back a sob.
Even though I wanted to scream about how bad it hurt, I swallowed hard and dropped my hand to my side. “That the best you got, Amelia? It was pretty weak.” Jackie and Kaleb were at my sides, and I could feel the rage pouring off of them.
Rather than let them get involved, though I wanted handle this on my own. Jackie took a step forward, but I reached out, putting my hand on his arm and squeezing it.
“I’m surprised you don’t want your little boyfriends to do your dirty work for you, Rose,” Amelia spat. Her eyes were flashing and she had bright spots of pink in her cheeks. If given the chance, I had a pretty good feeling that she would lunge at me, but there were too many people around.
Correction. Too many adults. She didn’t give a shit about attacking me in front of students.
“I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about. Sucks that Kelly is a cheater, though. Guess she won’t be able to compete for Taylor Prep anymore, huh?” Glancing over Amelia’s shoulder, I saw Kelly bend forward, crying. She was getting bad news, that was for sure, but I’d have to wait and find out exactly what happened.
“You fucked her over, you know that? First Sara, then Kelly. And you killed Brett, so let’s not forget that.” Amelia had her fingers up and was ticking off my sins as she listed them.
“First of all,” I said, holding up my own fingers in response, “Sara choked cause she sucked, so I have no idea why you’re trying to pin that on me.” I touched the next finger. “Kelly is a cheating bitch, so that’s her fault, not mine.” The last finger I had up was my middle one, and I waved it at her. “And Brett didn’t die.”
Her eyes grew wide, but I couldn’t tell if she was angry or scared. “Fucking liar,” she whispered, taking a step back from me. “He’s dead. He paid the price for you being too stubborn and fucking stupid to leave Taylor Prep when you obviously weren’t wanted here.”
Shrugging, I turned away from her. It wasn’t smart to turn my back on her, especially when she was so pissed, but we were done here. All I wanted to do now was go spend time with my rogues and wait until we heard about the fallout from Kelly’s scandal.
I honestly had no idea what Taylor Prep would do to someone they caught cheating like that, but I couldn’t imagine that it was good.
◆◆◆
 
It was better than I expected. The boys and I spent the rest of the day in my room working on projects and trying to stay focused.
I knew that I needed to be putting in some time working on my solo piece for the competition, but the last thing I wanted to do was be away from them right then. Not only was spending time with them a great way for me to stay sane, it was also a great way for me to stay safe.
Getting cornered by Amelia when I was by myself would be terrible. I just…I wasn’t prepared for her. Not yet.
Rolling over in bed, I leaned my head on Kaleb’s chest. His heard pounded out a steady rhythm and I felt my eyes closing, but before I could relax enough to fall asleep, Jackie shook me awake.
“We really should go get some dinner before the dining hall closes, Rosita.” His hand was warm on my shoulder, but when I didn’t respond right away, he dropped it down to my side, running his fingers up my ribs.
“Ahh!” I shrieked, rolling away from the two boys and jumping off of the edge of the bed. “Fine! Let’s go get something to eat, but you guys have to promise to stay with me. I don’t want to be caught alone by Amelia, okay?”
They agreed and the three of us headed out into the hall and down the three flights of stairs before cutting across the quad to the dining hall.
“It’s really empty, isn’t it?” I asked as we walked. Usually, when there was really nice weather like this, there were plenty of people out in the quad relaxing, but today everyone was inside. I only hoped that they weren’t all waiting for us in the dining hall.
I wasn’t that lucky. The boys held the doors for me and I walked in, making everyone turn to look at me. It seemed like the entire senior class was in the cafeteria.
Except Kelly.
Ignoring the way Amelia and Sara stared at us, I waved to Harper and Maggie and then joined my boys in getting food. By the time we made our way to the table, a lot of people had started talking again.
Except for the harpies.
“Did you hear?” Maggie leaned forward, the excitement thick in her voice. “I mean, I know you guys have been upstairs in your love nest all afternoon, but surely you heard?”
One glance at her eager face told me that something big had gone down and we’d missed it.
Taking a sip of water, I shook my head. “Haven’t heard a thing, Mags. What’s going on?”
This time it was Harper who leaned forward. She reached across the table and grabbed my hand, giving it a squeeze. “Kelly’s been expelled. Mr. Taylor is so pissed right now, and her parents are trying to get back the, uh, generous donation that they made to the school at the beginning of the year.”
Not to be left out, Maggie interrupted. “It’s insane, Rose! They got into a screaming match in his office and he told them that he simply didn’t allow cheaters to study at his prestigious university.”
It worked.
It not only worked, but it sounded like everything imploded for Kelly, and the thought that I’d been the one to take her down and get her kicked out of Taylor Prep made me shiver. It was no wonder that Amelia looked so pissed.
She finally realized that I was going to put up a good fight and that I was coming for her.
Honestly, I hadn’t realized that Kelly would get kicked out, but that was just the icing on the cake.
“Well, cheers to that,” I said finally, lifting up my glass of sparking water. My two friends and my rogues did the same and we all clinked glasses before I took a long sip. The water was cool and bubbly and I couldn’t help but grin as it slid down my throat.
It calmed the twisted feeling that I’d had in my stomach for months.
“So, do you think that she really cheated? I mean, I know that she wanted to win really badly, but wasn’t she super good at math?” Harper looked at Kaleb while talking, knowing that he was the math genius of the group.
To his benefit, he didn’t look at me before answering her. “I think,” he said slowly, trying really hard to carefully pick his words, “that sometimes when people are under a lot of pressure they make stupid decisions, even when those decisions will come back to bite them in the ass. She could have won, but she’s made choices that wouldn’t let her be successful. Does that make sense?”
Harper nodded and Maggie giggled. “I just can’t believe it.” She grinned at Harper but then turned to look at me, one eyebrow raised. “Can you, Rose?”
“Can I what?” I pushed my food around on my plate and didn’t look at her until she cleared her throat.
“Can you believe it? It’s kinda crazy that first Sara choked and now Kelly did. Unless, of course, someone was there to help it all along. Not that anyone would blame that person, of course. It would all make sense.” Harper was playing it cool, but she wasn’t stupid.
“Sometimes things need a push in the right direction,” I said finally. “And I guess that someone has to be willing to give that push.”
Harper nodded and winked at me. “Glad to know that I’m friends with someone who isn’t just going to lay down and take it any longer,” she said. “We were worried about you, Rose.”
Maggie grinned and reached across the table to squeeze my hand. “You have no idea how important you are to us, Rose. We’re glad that you’re back.”
The smile I gave them felt hollow. Even though knocking Kelly off of her podium and getting her kicked out of school had felt amazing, I couldn’t deny the fact that something was still missing.
My boys knew it. I knew it. It was Brett, and until I had him back in my arms where he belonged, there was no way that I could really revel in my victory.
Everything felt a little off without him. things weren’t as exciting as they could have been. If Brett were here…
I couldn’t think about how he would react. I just knew that I had to knock Amelia down off of her pedestal and then get my last rogue back. Without him, I didn’t think that we’d ever be whole.
If only I’d known when I was younger how important he would be to me…
But I didn’t. Now I did, though, and I was willing to go through hell to get him back.




Chapter 6



The next week was fairly quiet. Having two full days of voice with Amelia sucked, but at least she left me alone for the most part. I was beginning to think that maybe she was seeing me as some real competition and that maybe she was starting to get a little afraid of me.
I’ll admit, that made me a bit cocky.
Friday afternoon I walked across the quad by myself. I’d told my rogues and friends that I wanted to meet them for dinner because I needed to take a shower, but that was the real reason why I wanted to be alone.
The truth was that we weren’t any closer to finding any real answers about Brett. I’d stood in the shower, scalding water burning my skin and flowing in rivers down my body, and leaned against the wall of the shower while I sobbed.
My tears mixed with the water and washed away, but that didn’t make me feel any better.
The water couldn’t wash away my sins. It couldn’t bring Brett back to me. As hard as my boys were working to find out information about where he could be, they still hadn’t found anything. I had a sinking feeling that either we weren’t going to be able to uncover the truth before graduation or I’d have to dig deeper somehow.
Not that I knew exactly what that meant I would have to do, but I was worried. There were very few people I could trust at Taylor Prep, and everyone else had their lips sealed tight around me.
After my shower pity party, I quickly got changed. As much as I’d wanted to be alone, I didn’t want to be alone for very long. I still needed my boys and my friends.
Even though I’d just showered, my hair was already dry, which was one benefit of having it so short. My friends had given me long dangling earrings for Christmas, and I loved the way they made me feel more feminine. Now they swished back and forth by my neck as I walked across the quad.
“Hey, bitch.” Amelia’s voice broke into my thoughts. I was still wallowing in missing Brett, but I had to push those feelings down quickly when I saw her cutting across the quad to me.
It was so different to see her walking by herself, especially when she always had the harpies around her when we had first met. She looked angry, which wasn’t anything new for her now, and pinned me in place with her glare.
“Amelia. How are you? Walking the line? Staying good? Making sure that you don’t fuck up so you don’t get asked to leave like Kelly?” Keeping my voice light was the best way for me to show her that I wasn’t afraid of her. I turned to her and crossed my arms on my chest.
With Amelia, you had to be ready for anything. Fighting. Fleeing. I never really knew what I was going to get with her.
“I still don’t know how you did it. How in the hell did you sneak the notebook into the bathroom?” She stopped a few feet from me and waited for my response.
I wasn’t stupid. There wasn’t any way that I would admit to her what I’d done. It wasn’t that I thought she’d wear a wire – I didn’t think that she was sneaky enough for that. She preferred to do her dirty work out in the open where everyone could see it. No, I knew that if I ever admitted that I was the reason Kelly was kicked out of school, she’d make my life an absolute living hell.
Well, worse than she had in the past.
“Listen, Amelia, I know that you want to be able to blame someone after your friend made such a stupid decision, but I didn’t have anything to do with it. She messed up, big time, but it was her and nobody else. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m hungry.” I turned away from her, not wanting to stay and chat any longer than necessary.
That was where I made my big mistake.
“I know you’re lying.” Four words. Just four, but they still stopped me in my tracks. My heart started to pound in my chest as I thought about whether or not she could possibly know that I wasn’t telling the truth.
“I’m not lying.”
I had to think through the mechanics of walking to manage to pick up one foot and put it in front of the other. If I stood here for much longer with her in the quad then I knew she would just heckle and push my buttons, and I might make a mistake and say something that I shouldn’t.
Getting away from her was the smartest thing that I could do.
“Fuck you.” She started running at me, even though we weren’t that far apart. I heard her feet pounding the ground behind me and I started to run, but I was too slow.
She had a head start on me and she was pissed. There’s something to be said for the driving power of anger when you’re faced with the person you hate.
Amelia launched herself at me, tackling me to the ground. Her legs immediately pinned me down and she grabbed at my head, trying to hold onto my hair, but it wasn’t long enough.
A flash of gratitude swept through me that she wasn’t able to get a handle on my hair, but it quickly disappeared when she grabbed something else.
My earrings.
“Fuck, Amelia! Let go!”
She had both of my earrings in her hands now and pulled them back, arching my back off of the ground. Straddling my torso, she had me pressed almost flat so that I couldn’t move, but she only yanked harder.
I was face down on the ground and I used my hands to push myself up, trying to relieve the pressure on my earlobes. The hooks through my ears were burning now and I could feel my skin stretching as she pulled.
If I stopped arching my back towards her, then they’d rip out of my lobes. If she pulled any harder, she’d rip them out.
“Please! Please stop!” I didn’t want to beg her, and I hated myself as soon as the words were out of my mouth, but I had to get her to quit. If she didn’t…well, I didn’t want to think about how bad it would hurt.
“Tell me the truth!” She screamed, her voice carrying across the quad. “Tell me that you’re the one who did this to Kelly! You made it look like she cheated so that she’d get kicked out, didn’t you? I hate you!”
“I didn’t!” There wasn’t any way that I was going to tell her the truth now. I knew her well enough to know that even if I told her that I was the reason Kelly was expelled that she’d still pull the earrings from my lobes. Amelia didn’t show mercy. It was why she’d gotten so far in life and at Taylor Prep.
“Fucking liar!” She yanked hard on my right earring and I felt the skin begin to give way. Pain shot through my ear and my body, making my skin feel like it was on fire. “You’re a fucking liar, Rose! I hate you!”
Taking a deep breath, I tried to clear my vision, but red was encroaching on the outside of it, making everything fuzzy. It hurt like hell to have her pulling on my earring like that, but I knew that it was only going to get worse.
“Everything okay?” The voice to my right sounded curious and concerned, and hope sprang up in me. If it were any student or teacher who wasn’t completely crazy then they’d help me. They’d get Amelia off of me. They’d…
It was Sara.
I recognized her shoes as she got closer. She dropped down to a squat to look in my face. “Looks like you caught yourself a little bitch, Amelia.” Her eyes were dark when she spoke and I felt a chill run through me.
Fuck. Fuckity fuck fuck.
“You wanna give me a hand?” Amelia sounded like she was getting tired. If Sara hadn’t shown up then I might have been able to outlast her. I might have been able to walk away with my earrings still intact. As she spoke, Amelia jerked back harder on my earrings.
I was pushing myself up off of the ground as far as I could, but I couldn’t buck her off of me. Amelia’s knees dug into my sides and pinned me to the ground from the waist down.
“It’s my pleasure.” Sara stood up and I twisted my head to look at her.
“Please help me,” I whispered, but that only made her scowl more.
“Your arms look tired, Rose. Let me give you a hand there.” Before I could think about what she might do, she kicked out, sweeping my arms out from under me.
I couldn’t stop myself from falling.
My earrings ripped through my lobes, the small bits of flesh and skin there giving way under the metal hooks and the pressure that Amelia put on them.
Screaming, I fell to the ground, my face hitting the dirt and all of my breath getting knocked out of me. I stayed there for a moment, trying to catch my breath, my lungs not cooperating, not letting me breathe anything in.
I couldn’t breathe.
My ears were on fire.
Finally, I sucked in a breath and Amelia climbed off of me. Screaming, I grabbed my ears. My lobes were shredded and bleeding. It hurt worse than anything I’d ever experienced. When I rolled over, Amelia put her heeled foot on my stomach, pressing down with the stiletto so that I couldn’t move.
“You deserve that, and more, you stupid fucking bitch. Don’t let me catch you alone again unless you want to find out what else I have planned for you.” She put more of her weight on her foot that was pressing into my stomach and I let go of my ears, grabbing at her shoe, trying to push her off.
“I can’t breathe,” I gasped out, sucking at snatches of air. My vision started getting black around the edges. “Let me go!”
After another moment, during which I was convinced that I wouldn’t ever be able to take a full breath again, she finally lifted her foot from my stomach. I rolled onto my side, sobbing and breathing, my ears streaming blood.
“You should be the one cold and dead in the ground, Rose. Remember that. Brett didn’t deserve what you did to him, and I will put you next to him when I have the first real chance.”
I looked up at her, but she was backlit by the sun, making it almost impossible for me to really see her face. For just a moment it sounded like she was going to cry, but that was crazy.
Amelia had one emotion: anger.
And it was all directed at me now.
She stomped off, Sara at her side. I watched them go, still clutching my stomach.
Never in my life did I think that she would really hurt me. Sure, she was happy to beat me up when she got the chance, and I didn’t put it past her to land me in the nurse’s office again, but to threaten to kill me?
That was something new.
The boys weren’t going to like that.
It took me a few minutes, but I managed to push myself up into a sitting position. My ears felt like they were on fire, but the bleeding had slowed down. Gently I reached up and touched one lobe, then yanked my hand back at the shooting pain.
I should probably go to the nurse now. Standing up made me dizzy, and I had to bend over to keep from passing out. There was blood all over my shirt and soaked down to my bra. If I went into the dining hall like this then it would cause a scene, and not necessarily a good one.
But Amelia and Sara had walked back to the dorm together. Even worse than walking into the dining hall with bleeding ears was going back to the dorm and running into them alone.
Luckily, my ears stopped bleeding by the time I made it to the dining hall. I still looked like shit, but I couldn’t be by myself. I didn’t want to be afraid of Amelia, but she scared me.
I had to get that feeling under control if I was going to be able to take her down.
As soon as I pushed open the double doors leading into the dining hall, everyone fell silent. The bleeding from my ears had stopped but they were still a few drips that fell onto my shoulders when I moved. I could feel the sticky of the blood on my skin as I walked, but I tried my best to ignore it.
I didn’t make it four steps into the dining hall before Jackie called out to me.
“Rosita! What happened? Are you okay?” He pushed back from the table where he was eating with Kaleb, and came running to me, Kaleb on his heels.
Jackie grabbed me and pulled me in to his chest, not paying any attention to the way my blood started soaking through his shirt. My ears hurt, a deep ache that made me want to touch them and hold them, but I knew that doing that would make the pain much worse.
I gasped as I leaned into his chest. “Amelia,” I managed, but I couldn’t bear to look up at him. The last thing that I wanted to see on his face was pity.
Or disgust.
“Amelia did this?” Kaleb wrapped his arms around me and turned me to him, giving me a chance to look up at Jackie.
It wasn’t pity on his face. Or disgust, like I had feared.
He was angry. His eyes were dark and his brow furrowed. As I watched, he worked his mouth, like he was trying to think of something to say but couldn’t come up with the words. The look on his face terrified me and I leaned into Kaleb’s chest, unsure of what I should say.
“My cousin?” The two words were bombs from his perfect mouth.
I nodded.
“Anyone else?”
Five minutes ago I’d been in the quad, my face pressed into the dirt while Amelia and Sara tortured me. I’d been scared, of course, but now I was even more terrified. Not of Jackie, because I knew that he would never hurt me, no matter what happened.
No, I was terrified of what he was going to do.
Knowing that I had to be honest with him, even though it was going to kill me, I nodded. “Sara.” Her name had barely passed my lips when he turned from me to the doors.
“I’ll kill them both.” His voice was low, a deep growl that came from deep in his chest, and it made me shiver. When I reached out to touch his arm, he turned to me, but it took a moment for his gaze to focus on my face. “Amelia. Sara. Anyone else who dares to touch you. I promise you, Rosita, I’ll kill them.”




Chapter 7



“You can’t kill her,” I told Jackie again. We were in his room, with Kaleb leaning against the door, his strong arms crossed casually on his chest. He looked relaxed, but I knew that he was wound as tight as I was and was ready to do anything necessary to stop Jackie from leaving the dorm.
Jackie turned to me, his face twisted in anguish. “But look at what they did to you, Rosita! They hurt you, again! I promised myself and you that I would do everything I could to keep you safe, and I couldn’t even do that! How in the hell am I supposed to be okay with her walking around campus like nothing even happened when she did this to you?” Jackie walked over to me, his long legs closing the gap between us quickly, and took my hands in his. “I love you, Rosita.”
“I love you.” I looked into his eyes as I spoke, trying to make him see just how much he meant to me. “I have no doubt in my mind that you love me. I just…I can’t let you take the fall on this one. I’ll get Amelia, I promise you. You have a job to do, remember?”
He frowned and squeezed my hands. “I know, but we can’t find anything on Brett. I just…I have to do something. Right now I feel like I’m spinning my wheels, and I’m going crazy watching you take so many risks. Let us be the ones putting ourselves at risk for a while and you do the research.”
It was tempting, but when I looked into Jackie’s eyes, I knew that he was going to do something that we’d regret. He was too close to this, too passionate, too…
“Please,” he said, interrupting my thoughts, but this time, before I could respond, Kaleb walked over and took Jackie’s hand, slipping his fingers through his and then taking mine with his other.
“Listen, you two. I can’t…” His voice broke and he closed his eyes, swallowing hard before continuing. “I can’t handle that they hurt you, Rose, but we can’t go off the rails now. If we want to bring Amelia to justice and bring Brett back to us then we can’t get distracted, Jackie. It sucks, but you know this.”
He closed his eyes again and bent his head, resting it lightly on my forehead. My Kaleb, my passionate rogue, the one with a heart as big as he was, had been so quiet since I’d walked into the dining room with my ears ripped open and bleeding. Now, though, I could tell that it was all about to come to a head.
“You are everything to me – to us – Rose. You are the most important person in my life and to see you hurt…” He paused again, fighting back the choking sound in his voice. Tears leaked from his eyes and I leaned up on my toes to kiss them away. “We can’t let you get hurt. We’ll get her, and we’ll bring Brett back to us, I promise. But I won’t let them hurt you again.”
His mouth was so close to mine. I leaned forward, capturing it with my own. At first, he kissed back slowly, gently, like he was afraid of hurting me.
I’d already been hurt so badly today. I needed my boys to love me and put me back together. They’d bandaged my ears as best they could, but I needed more.
His mouth opened under mine, hungry, and I bit his lower lip, coaxing a moan from him. Kaleb’s hands went to my waist, where he squeezed my hips and pulled me closer.
I hadn’t let go of Jackie’s hand yet, and I turned from Kaleb, kissing him. He wasn’t hesitant. Never had he been cautious, and now was no different. Rubbing his hands up my back, turned me to him, gently stroking his thumb across my nipple.
It sprang to attention and I gasped at the shooting pleasure that it sent through my body. Even though I wasn’t sure what was going on, I reached for them both, pulling them to me as I backed up to the bed.
I needed them.
I needed to feel loved. To feel whole. Kaleb tugged on the hem of my shirt, ripping it up and over my head, careful of my ears. Even though he was cautious, I felt a sting when the shirt pulled over my head, and I gasped.
“Are you okay?” Kaleb’s eyes searched mine for answers and he cupped my chin in his hand, turning me to look at him. “We don’t want to hurt you.”
The meaning in his statement was clear, and I swallowed hard, nodding. “I’m fine. You won’t. Just go slow, okay?”
“Oh, Rosita, we have all evening.” Jackie pushed me down onto the bed and shimmied out of his pants before pulling mine off. Kaleb stripped, his muscles twisting as he pulled off his clothes.
My mouth watered.
I’d been with them both, but not at the same time. To have them both fully focused on me and my needs? The thought was overwhelming, to say the least.
But I didn’t have much time to really think about it. Jackie kissed me, his hungry mouth on mine, his hands exploring my body, squeezing my tits. I groaned as he took a nipple in his mouth, and then I gasped when Kaleb did the same with my other.
My back arched as they sucked and squeezed me, but then Kaleb let go and slid down, opening my legs and settling himself between him.
Everything felt like I was in a haze or a thick fog. I could barely concentrate on what was happening, but I felt his kisses up my thigh, the way he slipped two fingers into me, how my muscles squeezed and contracted.
“Oh, holy hell,” I murmured, reached down to wrap my hand in his hair. He slipped his fingers out and across my clit, coating it in my own juices, then rubbed it, making fireworks shoot through my body.
“God, you feel good, Rose,” he said, before sucking my fingers. “And, fuck, you taste even better.”
“She does,” Jackie agreed, before kissing me. I reached for him, wrapping my hand around his hard cock. Both of my boys were huge and hard, ready for me, and I wanted nothing more than for them to take me.
However they wanted.
Before I could think anything else, Kaleb licked me, his hot tongue sliding over my slit, then slipped his fingers back inside before sucking my clit. The feeling of his tongue on my sensitive nub made me squirm and pulled a moan from deep inside my body.
He continued lapping me, his tongue making me wetter and wetter as he tasted me, his fingers coaxing an orgasm from me.
Not coaxing.
Tearing.
What he was doing to me didn’t leave me any time to think or breathe. I could barely focus on anything but the way my body was responding to him.
As I stroked and rubbed Jackie’s cock, he bent over me, his tongue sucking and nipping at my nipple. It hardened immediately and he pinched the other, making me cry out.
At the same time, Kaleb stroked me from inside while he sucked my clit.
I felt my body getting higher and tighter. It felt like I was leaving myself on the bed, hovering over myself, the tension and excitement of what was to come practically pushing me over the edge.
Jackie lifted his mouth from my nipple and kissed his way up my neck. My skin was all on fire, his hot kisses somehow soothing and cooling. “Come for us, Rosita,” he whispered in my ear.
I was teetering on the edge before, but that took me and threw me over the edge. There wasn’t any way that I could hold on or stop myself. I came, screaming out their names one after the other as I fell apart. Kaleb held my shaking hips to the bed to keep me from rocking them forward too hard as Jackie sucked my nipple again.
It was heaven.
When I came down from my high and was a quivering mess on the bed, Jackie kissed me, then Kaleb crawled up my still shivering body to plant a kiss on my lips. I tasted myself on him. My two boys were leaning over me, staring at me, then Jackie turned his head to Kaleb.
“Let me taste her.”
Without hesitation, Kaleb leaned over, kissing Jackie. Their mouths collided and Jackie reached up to hold the back of Kaleb’s neck, preventing him from pulling back. I watched, my mouth hanging open slightly, a burning deep in more core keeping me pinned to the spot.
They were both so gorgeous. To see them together like this, in bed with me, made me happier than I had ever been. There was only one thing missing.
But I would have him back.
We’d have him.
I promised myself that, and I’d promised them that. I didn’t care what stood in our way.
At first, I thought that I could just sit back and watch them, but when Kaleb pulled back from Jackie, moaning slightly from parted lips, I knew that I couldn’t wait any longer. Leaning up, I pulled him down to me, kissing him hard, my mouth forcing his open.
I needed them both in a way I couldn’t verbalize. All I could do was show them. Wrapping my leg around Kaleb’s, I turned him, flipping him down so that he was on the bed. Jackie watched as I straddle him, slowly lowering myself onto his cock.
He filled me and split me and I had to go slow. Even though there was a burning for him deep in my stomach, I had to go slow. Inch by inch, breathing deeply the whole time, I lowered myself, digging my fingers into his chest. He cried out and pulled me down to kiss him.
“Fuck, Rose, you feel good.” Kaleb started to grind his hips into me, but I stopped him, looking over at Jackie.
“Join us.” Before he could answer, I leaned forward on Kaleb, wiggling my ass at him. Jackie grinned and ran a hand through his hair before climbing onto the bed behind me.
“That ass,” he said, cupping it and squeezing it. “I’m going to bury myself in you, Rosita.”
I was still wet from Kaleb going down on me, and he’d spread my juices everywhere. Biting my lower lip, I gasped as Jackie entered me from behind, kneeling with his legs around Kaleb.
“Oh, god,” I moaned, started to rock. Jackie had his hand on my waist, holding me tight and helping me rock back and forth on them both. Kaleb reached up and squeezed a nipple, rolling it between my fingers until I cried out. When I did, he slipped a finger into my mouth. I sucked it, hard, my tongue sliding over it as I slipped up and down on his cock.
“You feel amazing, Rosita,” Jackie murmured, his breath hot on my skin. “Just keep going.”
Honestly, I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be able to last. I could feel the pressure building up inside of me. It was made even more powerful by the fact that I was filled up with two of the boys I loved.
Brett’s image flashed in my mind.
“I’m coming,” I told him. I was coming for him. I wouldn’t let him stay away for much longer.
The boys heard me. Kaleb dropped his hand from my nipple to my clit, rubbing his thumb roughly over it. I felt like I was flying high, electricity sparkling through every nerve in my body. There wasn’t anything grounding me any longer.
I wasn’t part of my body anymore. All of my nerves screamed for release, my mind and body completely disconnected. I was in heaven, but with just a few more strokes of their cocks, I was going to come falling back down to earth.
“Rosita!” Jackie screamed out my name at the same time that Kaleb cried out and we all tipped over the edge together. I fell the hardest, collapsing on Kaleb’s chest, covered in a fine sheen of sweat.
When I could breathe again, Jackie lifted me off of Kaleb and helped me stretch out on the bed before rubbing my feet. He worked his way up my body, relaxing all of my muscles.
I fell asleep before he got to my thighs.




Chapter 8



It wasn’t until sun fell across my face that I finally stirred. I’d been sleeping with one leg thrown over Kaleb and my face buried in Jackie’s chest, but I must have turned. It was suddenly cold in bed, and I sat up quickly, unsure of where I was.
Then I remembered.
I remembered what it felt like to be so loved by my two rogues last night. To know that they would do anything they could, not only for me, but for each other. To feel the complete love and passion of two incredible people.
As happy as I was, I couldn’t wait until we had Brett back. I just knew that having him as a part of our group again would add another element and would make all of us even happier than we were right now.
Jackie was sitting by the window looking out over the quad. His back was to me, but when he heard me stir in the bed, he turned around, a grin on his face.
“There’s our girl.” Everything about him was smooth and elegant, from the way he spoke to how he moved across the room to me. “Scoot over, Rosita, I’m coming in.”
I moved and lifted the blanket for him. Jackie slid in next to me and gave me a kiss, but I pushed him away after a moment.
“Morning breath,” I explained. “Trust me, you don’t want any of this.”
He laughed, a sound that made my core tighten. “I want all of you, Rosita, no matter what your breath smells like.” At that, I kissed him again, this time letting myself fall into it.
When I pulled back, I looked around the room. “Kaleb? Where’s he?”
Jackie snuggled down next to me, pulling me so that my head was resting on his chest. “He went to get us all something from the dining hall. Amelia is going to be on the warpath today, so we decided to keep you here in bed as long as we could. Not that I mind.” He ran his fingers along my arm, making me shiver, and pulled me closer. “I don’t know how long he’ll be gone,” he began, but just then the door clicked open.
“Kaleb! Food!” I pulled away from Jackie and ran across the room to help my other rogue in the door. He carried a huge tray loaded with croissants, fresh fruit, juice, yogurt, and granola. When he locked the door behind him he leaned over and gave me a kiss.
“You are a sight to see, my love,” he murmured, running his hand along my cheek.
I giggled and the three of us crowded onto the bed to eat. The food was amazing, as always, and we didn’t speak until we’d eaten our way through most of the tray. Then I leaned back on a pillow and pinned Kaleb in place with a gaze.
“Did you see her? Amelia?” I knew that I didn’t need to say her name. He’d know exactly who I was talking about, but I almost felt that calling her by name gave me some power. If I wasn’t afraid to say her name, then she couldn’t hurt me.
It was ridiculous and made me feel a little like a child, but I had to try something to take more control of the situation.
He nodded and took a drink of juice before continuing. “Yeah, I saw her. She’s fit to be tied right now, you guys. I’ve never seen her that pissed. Kelly won’t leave her side, like she thinks that Amelia’s going to protect her, but honestly? I think that Amelia would throw her under the bus at a moment’s notice if it meant that she could get to you.”
His words made me shiver. I didn’t want to think about someone gunning for me that much. It was terrifying to believe that anyone could hate another person the way that she hated me, but it was obvious. My ears were the proof.
Gingerly, I reached up and touched my lobes. They still ached and throbbed, but I’d managed to forget about them for a bit. Being around my rogues helped me to forget a lot of the crap that I was dealing with here at Taylor Prep.
“Then what’s our move? As much as I’d like to keep you here all the time, Rosita, I know that we can’t just live in bed with you.” Jackie grabbed the last bite of croissant from my hand and popped it in his mouth before I could stop him.
“Well,” I said, shooting him a dirty look, “I guess that I need to move on with my plan a little earlier than I had thought. Either that or we need to prove to everyone that Brett is still alive. I honestly don’t know which one is going to be easier to do.”
“If you’d tell us your plan then we could help you.” Kaleb reached out and took my hand, gently running his thumb over my knuckles. “You know that we don’t like the fact that you’re trying to handle whatever it is on your own.”
“We can’t protect you if we don’t know what we’re protecting you against, Rosita.” Jackie took my other hand and squeezed it until I looked at him. “Let us take care of you. It’s what Brett would do if he were here right now.”
They were right and I knew it, but that didn’t mean that I wanted either of them to put themselves at risk for me. Hell, they already were doing that just by choosing my side in all of this. Brett would stand in front of a moving bus for me, and he certainly wouldn’t flinch away at protecting me from Amelia.
But I couldn’t do that to them.
I shook my head. “Not a chance, you guys. If I need you, if something goes wrong…if I can’t get to her the way that I think I can, then I’ll come to you, okay? I promise. I just…I need to be the one to handle this, if I can, and I need to do everything that I can to keep you two safe.”
Kaleb sighed. “That’s how we feel about you, Rose. We’d do anything that we could to keep you safe. Let us help you.”
I wanted to accept their help. I loved all of my rogues more than I’d ever loved anyone – or anything. The thought hit me like a ton of bricks and I struggled to take a deep breath. I had to keep it together if I was going to save them, though. That was my only way to walk out of this alive.
And to keep them alive in the process.
Slowly, I shook my head. It was killing me to keep them out of the loop, but I knew that it was for the best. I just hoped that they could see it, too.
“Listen. I love you both, and I love Brett. That’s why I want to handle this on my own. If you guys want a little additional help getting him back first, then that’s fine. I can wait on taking care of Amelia as long as I know that you two have my back.”
“We’ll always have your back, Rosita.” Jackie leaned forward and kissed my forehead. The warmth from his kiss flowed down through my body and warmed me, giving me strength for what I knew was going to come.
“Okay. Then let’s find Brett first. Let’s bring him back. I had hoped that we could do both of the things at once, but it’s going to be too much. If we work together then we can get him back sooner.” I felt good about this, but I saw the look on Kaleb’s face. “What? You don’t like the plan?”
“Here’s the deal, Rose. You help us get Brett back first, okay? Then we’ll be stronger than ever and nobody will want to mess with you. But when he’s back, you have to let us help. You need us, Rose, and we need you. Let us help you take the harpies down. We don’t want you trying to do this on your own. Deal?”
Hesitating, I considered what he offered.
In my heart, though, I knew that it was the right choice, so I nodded. “Deal. I’ll let you all help me take down Amelia as soon as we have Brett back. But until then…”
“Until then we’ll make sure that you’re safe,” Jackie promised. “We won’t let you go anywhere on your own, okay?”
“Okay.” All of our glasses were almost empty, but I picked mine up anyway. The boys followed and I held mine up for a toast. “To Brett. To us. To getting rid of Amelia.”
“To Brett,” Jackie said, lightly tapping his glass against mine.
“To being back together again.” Kaleb tapped our glasses and swallowed his juice before putting his glass back down on the tray. “Now, let us tell you the few things that we’ve found out.”
As it turns out, finding out information on someone who is supposed to be dead is just as hard as it sounds. I was glad that I’d asked the rogues to work on that for me, since they had access to their families and friends outside Taylor Prep. I simply didn’t have the wide group of people to turn to for help like they did.
“There’s a rumor going around that Brett has been moved to an old house not that far from here. He’s living there with his mom and they have a slew of servants coming in and out of the house, so it’s almost impossible to get a glimpse of him.” Kaleb paused for a moment and I interrupted.
“Then how do we even know that he’s there? Do we trust the person who told you this information or do you think that it may be bogus?” As much as I wanted to believe that they had found something out about where Brett may be, I also didn’t want to get my hopes up. The thought of having them crushed if we found out that he wasn’t actually there made me feel sick.
“Well, we don’t, not for sure. That’s the crappy part, but I really trust the person who told me this.” Kaleb nodded at Jackie. “Jackie may have found out some things that back this theory up.”
I turned to Jackie, who cleared his throat and nodded. “When Kaleb told me about the possibility of Brett being kept out of his house in another house with servants, I reached out to my old driver.”
“Your driver?” I interrupted.
“Yeah, he drove me until I came here. Great guy. Really trustworthy, and we kinda became friends. So, when I called him, I asked him if he’d heard of any movement at old empty houses around here and of any new clients needing full staff. It’s pretty rare for anyone to hire a full staff all at once.”
“Usually they just replace one or two for problems,” Kaleb interjected. “Hiring a butler, cook, chef, driver, cleaning crew, gardener…you don’t do that all at once. It’s a clear sign that someone just moved to the area or some real shit went down at their old house.”
Normally, I would want to know what kind of shit would have to go down for a family to hire an all-new staff, but now was not the time. Instead of dwelling on that, no matter how interesting it was, I forged forward.
“So your driver said that someone just hired an all-new staff for a home? Did they say who it was or where the home is located?” Even though I knew that it was a bit of a long shot, I couldn’t help but get excited. If we had any idea where he was then we could find him.
Jackie grinned at me and first the first time all morning, I felt my spirits lift. “It’s close, Rosita. Really close. The house is just half an hour from here. We could get there, no problem.”
“But we don’t know that it’s him.” Kaleb reached out and touched my shoulder to get my attention. I turned him, only then realizing that I’d been staring at Jackie with my mouth slightly open. “It’s good to hope, Rose, but we don’t want to get our hopes up and get hurt. It may be Brett, but it – ”
“It may not.” I finished his sentence for him and sighed. “But what if it is, you guys? What if he’s that close to us and we just have to go find him? How do we do it?”
None of us spoke for a moment. We were all thinking through the logistics of not only hiring a driver, but also getting close enough to the house to see if it were Brett.
“We have to try.” I grabbed both of their hands and gave them each a big squeeze. “You guys know it as well as I do. If there’s even a slim chance that Brett is there, then we have to try.”
“We’ll try, Rosita,” Jackie promised me. “Let us figure out the logistics. You just be ready.”




Chapter 9



It took two weeks for them to figure out the logistics. During that time, I kept my head down, walked with them everywhere, and did my best to avoid Amelia.
It wasn’t easy. As much as I knew that I should avoid her to stay safe, part of me wanted to lash out at her.
I should have been lashing out at the council, but seeing as I couldn’t find them yet, Amelia was easier. That, and she was a complete and utter bitch.
“Got big plans for the weekend, Rose? Maybe gonna sleep around like the little whore that you are?” Amelia sidled up next to me in the dining hall. The boys were already sitting with Maggie and Harper and waiting on me, but I’d gotten caught up in line waiting for some fresh baked sweet potatoes to be put out.
That’s how she got me.
Even though I could have easily reached out and touched her, I turned my body as far away from her as possible. My ears still ached from our last interaction out in the quad, and while I didn’t think that she’d be so stupid as to attack me in front of everyone in the dining hall, I didn’t put anything past her.
She was crazy.
“I asked you a question, whore.” She jagged her finger into my ribs to get my attention, but I just gritted my teeth and ignored her. It was hard, but I couldn’t play into her hands.
When the sweet potatoes were set out, I grabbed one, but Amelia yanked the tongs away from me before I could put them back. She clamped them down on my wrist and leaned forward, her face just inches from me. I could feel her breath on my cheek and I shivered, but I refused to pull away.
I wasn’t going to let her know that I was scared of her.
“Listen, you fucking murderous whore. I know that you’re doing everything you can to keep your little boy toys with you all the time, but if I ever catch you on your own…it’s over. The council wants you gone and they just can’t understand why you won’t leave.”
My blood stilled and my breathing slowed. I had no idea that Amelia knew the council well enough for them to be passing information on to her. It gave me chills, but it also gave me an idea.
“You know the council? You a part of it, or are you too stupid for them to let you on?” She had the tongs clamped so tightly on my wrist that I couldn’t pull it away from her, but that didn’t mean I had to stand there and take it from her.
“I’m not stupid, Rose. You’re the one who’s too damn stupid to do the right thing for everyone around her. Remember: if it weren’t for you – ”
“Brett would still be alive, yeah, I know. You’ve told me that a thousand times.” It didn’t even make me sad to say it, though, which was refreshing, but that was because I knew the truth and she didn’t.
Even if she were a part of the council, which I wasn’t convinced of, I didn’t think that she was privy to all of their information. It would be hard for anyone, even a psycho like Amelia, to walk around pretending that Brett was dead when she really knew that he was still alive.
Right?
Honestly, I didn’t know who I could trust anymore. Just my boys. I had to trust them if I was going to make it out of here in one piece and find the other man I loved.
She finally let go of my wrist and I walked away from her without looking back. My eyes were on my boys. Jackie had told me earlier when walking me to class that he and Kaleb had come up with something, and I couldn’t wait to hear what it was.
“Rogues. You have something for me?” I put my tray down on the table and scooted close to Kaleb. His thigh was pressing into mine and he snaked his arm around my waist to pull me closer. Just touching one of them made me feel so much safer than when I was by myself.
“We do.” He leaned down and nuzzled my neck, careful to avoid my earlobes. “We’re getting out of here tomorrow and going for a little drive. All three of us.”
I was so excited that I could scream, but I knew that I needed to play it cool or I’d attract a lot of unwanted attention. The last thing that I needed to have happen was to make everyone in the dining hall pay look at us or try to listen to what we were talking about.
So, instead of jumping for joy and shouting, which is what I wanted to do, I swallowed hard and gripped his thigh while locking eyes with Jackie across the table.
“Tell me everything.”
Jackie grinned and leaned forward. “You know my old driver? Well, from the sound of it, he’s pretty tired of working for some shitty families, and he wants to throw me a bone. He’ll be picking us up early tomorrow morning and taking us out for the day.”
“And Taylor’s okay with this?” I knew that the headmaster could be a bit of a dick, especially when it came to students leaving campus. He firmly believed that everyone should be on campus as much as possible to ensure that they were getting the most from their studies. He was probably right, but still.
It sucked.
Kaleb sucked in a breath. “Taylor’s not thrilled. But my mom called in a bit of a favor.”
“A favor?” From time to time, the boys would mention something that made me realize how little I knew about their world. They’d grown up rich, with drivers and more money than they really knew how to handle, and it still blew my mind. “What kind of favor would make Taylor okay with the three of us all leaving campus at the same time?”
Instead of answering, Kaleb ducked his head and sighed, so Jackie piped up. “There’s going to be a new dorm built over the summer. It’s Moore Hall.”
I gasped. “They’re naming a dorm after your family? How in the world did you make that happen?”
“It wasn’t me,” he answered, shaking his head firmly. “I had nothing to do with it. Well, I mean, I asked my mom for some help and she transferred some money around, but it’s not my money, so don’t make it out to be my thing.”
I stroked his cheek. “Don’t be embarrassed. Thank you for doing that.” One thing that I’d noticed about my boys is that they both hated it when everyone knew how much money they had. Neither one of them liked to flaunt it, which was so unlike the harpies that I sometimes forgot just how much money they really had.
“It’s done,” he said, turning to look at me. “I don’t care how much money it was. I’m just glad that it was enough to buy us a day away from Taylor Prep. If we can find Brett then that will be even better, but just getting you away from here for the day so that we can keep you safe…that’s worth all of the money in my account.”
I bit my lip. Even though I was tempted to ask how much money he had in his account, just because I was curious, I didn’t want to push.
I loved him, not his money.
“Tomorrow, then.” I picked up my glass and raised it in a toast. It felt just like the toast we’d had back in the dorm a few weeks ago. But now we didn’t just have a plan that we had to work on and try to figure out how we’d bring it to fruition.
We were taking steps.
I honestly believed, deep in my heart, that tomorrow we’d find Brett.
We’d bring him back.
We’d all be together again.
Everything was going to be fine.




Chapter 10



When Kaleb had said yesterday that we needed to be ready early for Jackie’s driver to pick us up, I didn’t realize that he meant that the driver would be at the front gates of Taylor Prep before breakfast.
It was a surprisingly chilly morning, and when Kaleb noticed me shivering, he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me back against his chest. The warmth from his body quickly melted away my chill while we waited on Jackie.
“I’m here!” He was running across the quad towards the two of us, carrying a bag in his hand. “Don’t you dare leave me, you two!” When he ran up to us, he planted a kiss on my lips, instantly igniting a fire in my core.
It still amazed me that my boys could make me want them so quickly. A touch, a word, a kiss…any of those things were enough to make me need them and crave their touch.
“You’re late,” Kaleb said, frowning at Jackie as he took my hand to pull me to the waiting car. “I don’t want to ruin this day, so let’s go.”
“Don’t be grumpy.” Jackie reached out and squeezed Kaleb’s arm, looking deep into his eyes. My breath caught in my throat at the sight of how they were looking at each other. “I brought breakfast. Don’t you know how grumpy Rosita here gets when she’s hungry?”
I laughed and took the bag from him as we walked to the car. “I think that the proper term is hangry, Jackie, but yes. Bringing breakfast was a smart move. What time do we have to be back?”
“5. We have to be back for dinner, so let’s get a move on,” Kaleb said, motioning me into the backseat of the car.
I slipped in, followed by Jackie, and then Kaleb, who leaned up between the front seats to speak to the driver. While he did that, I ripped open the bag, pulling out three large zucchini chocolate chip muffins.
“Chocolate. You know me so well,” I said to Jackie, resting my head on his shoulder for a moment. He grinned and passed a muffin to Kaleb before taking a bite.
“Eat up, Rosita. Today’s about to get very exciting. If all goes well then we’ll be coming back in a few hours with Brett.” Jackie grinned at me and wiped a crumb from my chin.
If all goes well…
I couldn’t bring myself to think about what would happen if things didn’t go well.
It didn’t seem like it takes very long before the drive pulled to the side of the road in front of an old Victorian house. It was much smaller than Brett’s actual home, but if my boys were right, this is was a place to hide him until everything blew over.
His mom wouldn’t have wanted to live there forever. It was a hideout, but what she didn’t realize is that we were coming for her son.
“That’s it,” the driver said, gesturing at the house. It’s the first words that he’d spoken since talking to Kaleb in front of Taylor Prep. “You tell me where you want me to wait or how I can help.”
This was the part of the plan that made me nervous. As many times as we had all talked about what we would do when we finally found the house, actually putting our plan into action was much scarier than I thought it was going to be.
“So, remind me again, what’s the worst that could happen?” I asked, gripping the handle of my door. I couldn’t tear my face away from the window, not even to look back at Jackie and Kaleb.
“The worst is that he’s not there,” Jackie said, soothingly rubbing my back.
“Or that we can’t get to him,” Kaleb countered. “That’s the worst possible outcome for me. If he’s in there and we can’t get to him then…I don’t know what we’ll do.”
“But at least then we’d know for sure that he’s alive,” I whispered, more to myself than to my boys. Jackie must have heard me, because he squeezed my shoulder.
We all sat in silence for a moment and the driver turned off the car. There wasn’t any reason to be idling outside his house as it would just attract unwanted attention. We needed to get up to the house and find out if he was there as quickly as possible.
“Okay. I’m going.” Kaleb took a deep breath and opened his door.
I think that I whispered good luck to him, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the house. Would Brett’s room be on the second floor? Was it possible that he would be looking out of his window and see us sitting out front?
Could this really work?
Kaleb shut the door quietly and walked across the street, through the gate to the house, and up the path to the front door. I’d argued that I should have been the one allowed to go, but the boys agreed that since his mom knew me, it wouldn’t ever work.
I’d set her off. It had to be Kaleb or Jackie since she didn’t know them as well as she knew me.
My heart pounded and I realized that I was holding my breath when Kaleb walked up to the front door. He paused for a moment like he was listening, and then pounded on the door so loudly that we could hear the sound of his knocking from inside the car.
Nothing moved.
Kaleb shifted his weight while he waited, and just before it looked like he was going to turn around and come back to the car, the door opened.
It didn’t swing open invitingly, but opened just a crack. Just enough for someone to lean out and talk to him, but that was all that we needed.
It wasn’t his mom.
The butler scowled at Kaleb, twisting his face as he talked.
This, we couldn’t hear.
“Come on, Kaleb,” Jackie whispered, reaching for my hand. I gripped it, squeezing tightly so that our fingers crushed each other. He and I both needed the pressure. We needed to be grounded and the only way that we could stay sane was by holding onto each other.
“He’s got to be there,” I whispered back. “Please, please, please, let him be there.”
Kaleb was gesturing and I watched in surprise as the butler’s scowl slipped off of his face. He smiled a little and then even laughed.
What was he saying to him to break down his walls like that?
“Do you think this is going to work?” I asked Jackie, barely able to believe that we were this close. If Brett was really in that house then he was just a few yards away from me right now. I closed my eyes, wanting to reach out to him, but that was ridiculous.
As much as I loved him, I couldn’t make him know that we were here. Not until he looked out the window and saw one of his best friends on the front porch, that is.
The butler stepped outside of the house, closing the door behind him and pointing down the street. Kaleb shook his head and mimed making a call.
He was trying to get in to use the phone.
For a moment, the butler hesitated. I could see the indecision written all over his face as he obviously considered what he should do. Finally, he nodded.
It was almost like the excitement coming off of Kaleb was palpable. He didn’t turn around to look at us – doing so would have surely given him away and made the butler suspicious. Instead, he followed him into the house.
I released the breath I’d been holding when the door swung shut behind him.
“Now what?” I knew the answer, but I had to ask it.
Jackie squeezed my arm again and kissed my cheek. “Now, Rosita, we wait. And hope.”
◆◆◆
 
I didn’t mean to fall asleep, but I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before and my eyes felt so heavy that I had to fight to keep them open.
“Rosita,” Jackie said, cutting through my dream. I was reunited with all of my rogues, all four of us leaving Taylor Prep behind us.
It didn’t matter where we went. Anywhere would be better than the hell that was locked up behind those gates.
When I didn’t answer him, he nudged me. “Look, it’s Kaleb.”
Sure enough, when I forced my eyes open and rubbed them to get rid of the sleep, I saw Kaleb walking back across the street to us. His face looked grim and he didn’t speak until he’d shut the car door behind him and buckled up.
“Drive,” he said to the driver, who immediately started the car and pulled away from the curb. When we made a right turn at the end of the road Kaleb finally sighed and turned to us.
“Well?” I couldn’t hold in my excitement any longer. I just had to know if Brett was there and why Kaleb looked so tired. He frowned a little, but then a smile split his face.
“He’s there,” he said, leaning over Jackie to grab my hand and give it a squeeze. “I’m sure of it.”
“You saw him?” Joy exploded in my chest and I felt lightheaded. “Did he see you? Did you get to talk to him? How did he look?” I had a thousand questions running through my head and I didn’t know where to begin. How to ask all of the questions I had about Brett?
How to express how excited and hopeful I was about him really being alive?
Kaleb shook his head, still squeezing my hands, and I felt my excitement fade away. “I didn’t see him, you guys. But he was there.”
“How can you be sure?” Jackie’s voice sounded strangled. When I looked at him I was surprised at how stunned he looked.
We had all thought that this would be easier than it was. We thought we’d walk into the house, find him, and bring him home.
But Kaleb had gotten back into the car with us without Brett. So, what went wrong?
“I didn’t see him,” Kaleb continued, “but I caught a glimpse of his mom. I saw her at the funeral, so I recognized her. And I saw some things that I know are his.”
“Like what?” I interrupt. “Do you think that it’s possible that his mom just brought some of his things with her to make herself feel better? How do you know he was really there?”
“I know,” Kaleb said, forcefully. “There was a stack of his books on the floor by the sofa. His shoes were kicked off by the front door. The butler didn’t let me go any farther than that, but from what I saw, I feel like he was there. I felt it, okay? I know that that sounds ridiculous, but I’m sure that he’s in there.”
It didn’t sound ridiculous to me. I knew exactly what Kaleb meant.
“Then how do we get him out? Did his mom come and talk to you?” Knowing that we were so close to Brett but still so far away from being able to get to him was terrifying.
“She didn’t see me. Honestly, even if she had, I don’t think she would have come to talk to me. Unless she remembered me from the funeral then she wouldn’t have any reason to, you know?” Kaleb sucked in a breath and looked out of his window.
“I vote that we just storm the place.” Jackie sounded so convinced that, for just a moment, I felt my hopes rise.
But that wouldn’t work, would it?
Who storms an old Victorian to get their boyfriend back?




Chapter 11



We were back in front of Brett’s new house. The driver had driven us around for a while so that the three of us could talk. Honestly, I didn’t remember anything about where we’d gone. The driver had kept silent the whole time, allowing the three of us to talk in the backseat and try to come up with a plan.
By the time we’d pull back off of the road and he’d turned off the engine, my whole body was vibrating with the excitement of possibly getting to see Brett again. I didn’t think that I could wait much longer – not when it had been so long since I’d been in his arms.
“Rosita, you ready?” Jackie touched me on the shoulder and I had to force my gaze away from the house and back to him. It felt so strange to be this close to seeing Brett again but to know that it could all fall apart at the last second if we weren’t careful.
“I need him, Jackie. Let’s go get him.” Jackie and Kaleb both nodded and the three of us slipped out of the car, closing our doors carefully so they didn’t slam and attract a lot of attention.
Kaleb walked back up to the door while Jackie and I broke apart and each walked around a different side of the house.
Although I was worried about being caught and having Mrs. Cox be the one to find me, we’d all decided that splitting up was going to give us the best possible chance of finding Brett. Kaleb volunteered to go back to the front door and try to sweet talk his way into the house, but Jackie and I were both planning something a little more drastic.
Hell, I was willing to break a window if that was what it took for me to get to Brett. Creeping along close to the house, I tried to avoid the prickly bushes planted right up under the windows. They were obviously put there to deter peeping toms or people trying to break in, but even though they ripped at my clothes and pricked my skin, I wasn’t going to let them slow me down.
The first room I peeked in was a library, and I couldn’t help but gasp when I looked in the window. There were shelves of books from the floor to the ceiling, loaded with huge tomes as well as reading chairs and even a giant fireplace at the end of the room.
I longed to be in there, curled up with a book and my boys, but Brett wasn’t there, so I pulled myself away and snuck on.
The second window was higher off the ground than the first and I had to stand on a rock to be able to look through. Even then, I had a very poor view of the space, but a quick glance was all I needed to let me know that Brett wasn’t in there.
It was the kitchen, and Mrs. Cox was sitting at the table, nursing a drink. As soon as I noticed her, I yanked my head back down and hid by the bush, swearing to myself.
Did she see me?
When she didn’t come to the window, I carefully picked my way along the house to the next one.
Even as I did, though, my heart was racing. Of course, I’d believed Kaleb when he said that he’d seen Brett’s mom, but he didn’t know her as well as I did.
There was always the chance in my mind that he’d gotten her mixed up with someone else. But now that I’d seen her? Well, it simply didn’t make any sense that she’d be here without her son.
Taking a deep breath, I steeled myself for what I might find in the third window. Because there wasn’t anyway for us to get up to the second floor, I had to hope that Brett was in there. If he wasn’t…
Then we might as well storm the house, because I was convinced that I wasn’t going to leave here without all three of the men I loved.
I grabbed the windowsill and stood up, slowly peering into the room before standing all the way up. At first, the room was so dark that it took my eyes a moment to adjust and I couldn’t see anything. Someone was watching TV.
There was a huge TV mounted on the wall and the lights from the screen made it difficult to tell who was in the room.
But there was definitely someone there. I could see the outline of a head above the sofa. From time to time, a bright flash of light from the TV illuminated the person and I thought that I saw Brett’s dark hair.
My heard leapt up into my throat and I had to swallow hard to keep from feeling sick.
Could it be?
Gently, I tapped on the window. I wanted to get this person to turn around, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted them to look at me. Just because Mrs. Cox was in the house didn’t mean that the person watching TV in this room was her son. She could be here on vacation, or visiting friends…
But I didn’t think so.
I tapped again, louder this time, because the person didn’t turn around before. This time, they whipped their head around, and my breath caught in my throat.
It was Brett.
He was here.
He was alive.
Even as I opened my mouth to call his name, I felt tears welling in the corners of my eyes.
I’d believed that he was alive.
I’d prayed that he was alive.
But to see him actually sitting there?
It was something else.
Before I could say his name, however, the light in the room turned on and Brett turned away from me to face the door. I’d been so busy staring at his gorgeous face that I hadn’t even noticed that his mom had walked into the door.
She was framed in it now, giving me my first good look at her since the funeral.
At the funeral, she’d looked distraught. Her face had been twisted and full of anger when she spoke to me and looked at me. It made talking to her hell and I’d hated every second of it.
Especially because I’d known that she’d been lying to me.
But framed in the doorway, she looked younger and calmer than ever. She looked more relaxed and much happier.
Well, she would have looked happier except she happened to glance around the room.
I had no idea what she came into the room to do or to say to Brett.
I guess that it didn’t really matter. Whatever she was about to say quickly passed out of her mind.
She locked eyes with me peeking in the window and her face darkened into a scowl.
I felt goosebumps pop up all over my arms and the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. If she could look at me like that then maybe, just maybe, this wasn’t going to go as well as I’d hoped.
I raised a hand in greeting, unsure of what to do. How was I supposed to play it cool when I’d just seen my boyfriend? He was supposed to be dead.
Her mouth moved, and although I couldn’t hear her, I could easily read her lips.
“Rose.”
Brett’s head whipped around to see what his mother was looking at and his gorgeous dark eyes fell on me. As soon as he saw me standing in the window, he stood, his mouth hanging open. He grinned, his smile splitting his face.
I realized that I was sobbing and had tears dripping off of my chin, but I didn’t care.
All I cared about was getting to see Brett again. Getting to hold him. I missed him to the point that the ache I felt had become a part of my daily life, but that wasn’t going to happen any longer.
I was going to get him back.
“Rose?” He mouthed my name and then stood, running across the room to me. I started pushing on the window from the outside, trying to get it open, and he pulled on it, yanking as hard as he could to unlock it and slide it up from the inside.
“Brett!” I screamed, my voice carrying across the yard and down the street. “Brett, I’m here! I’m here!” I was sobbing so hard that I couldn’t see, but I kept trying to tug on the window.
Why wouldn’t it open?
If he could just unlock it from the inside then I’d be able to help him push it open. I’d finally be back in his arms, where I belonged.
We could take him back to school.
“I found him!” I shouted, wanting Kaleb and Jackie to come running. Maybe we needed all four of us to get it open. “Guys! I found Brett! He’s here!”
Brett was yelling, too, and since he was so close to the window, I could finally make out what he was saying. He’d stopped yanking on the window and trying to open it and was instead pointing behind me.
“Go, Rose! Run!” His eyes were so wide that I could see their whites. His dark skin paled as he pointed and stared behind me. “Go!”
Go? Why in the hell would I go now? There was any way that I was going to leave, not that I’d seen him. Now I knew that he was alive. I knew that Brett was okay, and that was really all that mattered to me.
I stopped banging and yanking on the window to turn around. There was a huge spikey bush between me and the yard.
There was a huge spikey bush between me and the person standing there.
I didn’t think that I’d ever seen them before. The woman was taller than me, and thinner, and her face looked twisted with anger. Even so, she was calm.
Her clothes were impeccable and showed me that she was a hell of a lot richer than I could ever hope to be.
“Hello?” I asked, unsure of what to do. “Can I help you?”
The woman grinned. “Rose Bennet,” she said, and the way my name left her lips made my skin crawl. “I have been wanting to meet you for so long, so please know how exciting this is for me.”
“I’m sorry,” I replied, my skin feeling clammy. “Do I know you?”
The woman took a step closer, but she couldn’t easily reach me thanks to the giant bush in between us. I glanced off of the side, wondering how I was going to get out of there if she came any closer to me.
I could make a run for it, but I wasn’t sure that I’d get too far.
Then again, she was wearing stilettos.
Stilettos.
I looked back up at her face and frowned. There was something about the way she held her mouth and how she played with her long hair that felt so familiar.
“Oh, you don’t know me,” she said, interrupting my thoughts. “But I’m pretty sure that you know my daughter. And apparently you know my nephew very well, if I am to believe the rumors.”
My skin felt cold.
“But honestly,” she continued, “looking at you right now, I don’t see why the rogues would be interested in you. When we alerted to the fact that you were at Taylor Prep and that you shouldn’t be, I brushed it off at first, I’ll admit.”
Amelia’s mom. She’s on the council.
“But now I can see that you’re a bit more of a bother than I first thought. Why wouldn’t you just leave? Everything would have been okay if you had just fucking left.”
She sounded so much like her daughter that I wanted to take a step back, but I was pressed up against the wall of the house. There wasn’t anywhere for me to go.
Brett had stopped calling me and banging on the window.
Kaleb and Jackie were nowhere to be found.
I hoped that they were all okay and that they hadn’t been caught like I was.
Because, right then, I wasn’t sure how I could save them. I honestly wasn’t even sure how to save myself.




Chapter 12

“You know, Rose, if you had just left Taylor Prep at the beginning of last year when we told you to, then none of this would have happened.” Amelia’s mom – it was so obviously her mom, they looked exactly alike, even down to the snake eyes – took a step closer to me, but she couldn’t reach me through the bush.
“I have every right to be there. Besides, it was all a mistake. Mrs. Cox admits it – I never should have been targeted, so why don’t you back the fuck off?” My hands were pressed onto the wall behind me and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to walk out of there in one piece or not.
“God, you are a broken record, aren’t you? Amelia told me all about how fucking annoying you are. No surprise there. I guess that when you lose your dad you become a bit of a whiny bitch.” She held out her hand like she wanted me to reach for it and go with her, but when I didn’t move, she dropped it to her side and sighed.
“Just go away,” I said, feeling all of my bravery sap out of me. “I just came here to see Brett, that’s all. We’re all going to go back to school now and finish out our senior year, and then I swear, you’ll never see me or hear my name again.”
She laughed, a cold sound that made me shiver. “That’s not really good enough at this point, Rose. You blew it. I just don’t know why you wouldn’t leave when you had the chance.”
I realized that I needed to try to get away from the house so I wasn’t backed up against the wall and I stepped forward from the house, slowly inching around the bush that was between us. “You need to leave me alone, I told her, trying to sound as brave as possible. Brett already paid the price for me being at Taylor Prep. The debt has been paid.”
I wasn’t sure if it really worked like that, but I could hope.
Unfortunately, she shook her head. “No, he paid the debt, but it’s not going to count if you bring him back to school. You can’t have it both ways, Rose. Not now. Not anymore.”
My heart was pounding wildly, but not so out of control that I didn’t see the movement coming towards me out of the corner of my eye. If it was another member of the council then I was screwed.
If it as Jackie or Kaleb then I might be okay.
“Tell me, why the council? Why do they give a shit about what goes on at Taylor Prep?” I was stalling, but I hoped that she couldn’t tell. If I could keep her talking then I might be able to walk out of here in one piece.
Maybe.
She scoffed, like she thought that I was too damn dumb to even understand anything that she was going to tell me. At first, I thought that she wasn’t going to answer me, but she finally rolled her eyes and answered.
“Listen, Rose. The council runs everything, don’t you see that? We make sure that the right students get into the right colleges. We make sure that there aren’t any little whores that get into school and mess everything up. If they do, like you did, then we do everything we need to do to make sure that you leave.”
“So, I’m just in your way? I’m a nuisance, and that’s it? I still don’t get it.”
Her face darkened. Whether she believed me that I didn’t understand or not didn’t matter. What mattered is that she looked pissed, and I was at the center of her ire. “God, you are stupid. You don’t belong, Rose! You shouldn’t have gotten into Taylor Prep at all, but stupid Mr. Taylor took pity on you! Don’t you see, it’s our job to purge out the undesirables and make sure that you don’t fuck everything up!”
If there were any neighbors around then I was sure that they would have been leaning out of their windows listening to us, but nobody moved. I wasn’t sure where Brett and his mom had gone, but it was silent in the house. He’d stopped banging on the window, and I just hoped that he was okay.
When she took a step closer to me, I looked back at her, not surprised to see her mouth pulled back in a grimace. “Rose, come on. You don’t need to be here. Let me take you back.”
I stiffened. There was no way that I was going to go with this woman. “Back where? To Taylor Prep?”
She shook her head. “No, honey, back home. Your mom misses you, I’m sure. You just need to go back home and finish your senior year at a different school, that’s all. We don’t want to hurt you, Rose.”
“Like you didn’t want to hurt me when you had someone run into the car that Brett and I were in? Like your daughter hasn’t wanted to hurt me since I came to Taylor Prep? I don’t believe you.” My palms were starting to sweat, but just then Jackie walked out from behind a tree towards us.
Never in my life have I wanted someone to protect me as badly as I did just then. He walked straight up to his aunt, completely unafraid of the way she was staring at him.
“What the hell are you doing with this trash?” She hissed. “Amelia told me that you had shacked up with this whore, but I didn’t want to believe her.”
“Stop talking about her like that,” Jackie replied. He looked so calm and collected, but I could tell how angry he really was. The way he stood, with his hands on his hips, and how he kept brushing his hair back from his face made it clear that he was really pissed. “You have no idea how amazing Rose is, so stop it. Leave her alone. Leave us alone.”
When she didn’t answer right away I scooted out from behind the bush and slid up next to Jackie. Without even looking at me he slipped his arm around my waist and pulled me closer to him.
It felt safe. I was safe.
“You’re making a huge mistake,” she warned, her eyes darting over to me before they landed back on her nephew’s face.
He shook his head. “Rose isn’t a mistake. Brett made one by getting you guys involved, but we’re all past that. Now, if you don’t mind, we’re here to take our friend back to school, and unless you’re going to stop me, we’re going to go get Brett.”
“The council won’t be pleased,” she snapped, reaching out for Jackie, but letting her arm drop back by her side.
“Great. Fuck the council.” Jackie turned me with him away from his aunt and back to the front of the house. I had to focus on my feet.
Left. Right.
Left.
Right.
Was she coming? I glanced back, terrified that I would see her gaining on us.
She wasn’t following us.
I exhaled, blowing the air out forcefully when I realized I’d been holding my breath.
“You okay, Rosita?” Jackie nuzzled the top of my head as we walked.
“I think so,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure if that was the truth. “Where’s Kaleb?”
The thought that we might make it here to get one rogue and lose another filled me with fear, but I hoped that he was waiting for us at the front of the house.
Jackie lifted his chin. “There. Look, Rosita.”
I did, and what I saw made everything worth it.
All of the fear.
All of the longing.
Running into Jackie’s crazy aunt.
It all fell away just then. Kaleb was standing at the side of the house and next to him was Brett.
I gasped, digging my nails into Jackie’s arm. “Is he okay? Is that him?”
“It’s him, Rosita.” Jackie gave me a little push on my lower back, but I didn’t need it. I was already running towards Brett. Towards my future.
“Rose!” His voice wrapped around me as I ran towards him.
Ten more feet.
Five.
All I wanted was to be near him. I needed him to hold me and kiss me and tell me that everything was going to be okay. The last few feet I cleared with a leap, landing in his arms and kissing him.
“My Brett, my Brett,” I cried, tears running down my cheeks and soaking into his shirt. “I knew that you weren’t dead! I knew that you were okay! I missed you!”
He couldn’t speak. His voice was choked and he held me tighter than I’ve ever been held before. “I’m okay, Rose. I have you now, so it’s okay.”
I needed to feel his lips on mine. My hands were on his chest and I pushed back, tilting my head up to his. He immediately cupped my cheek, stroking it with his thumb. “My beautiful Rose, you are the most lovely thing I’ve seen in weeks.”
Even though I was sobbing and could barely breath, he pressed his lips to mine, sending an immediate fire shooting through my core. It was like he had found all of the broken pieces of my body and was putting them back together with his kisses.
Reaching up, I wrapped my fingers in his thick, dark hair, pulling him so that he kissed me harder. He claimed me for his own and I didn’t even try to stifle the groan that escaped my mouth when he grabbed the back of my neck and squeezed.
I had him back.
He was alive.
Finally, I pulled back, breathing hard. As much as I wanted to stay wrapped in his arms for the rest of the day, we needed to get out of here. I had no doubt that Amelia’s mom would call the council as soon as she got the chance, and I didn’t want to be around for that.
I wanted to take my rogues and go back to school.
We’d be safe there.
“Come back with us,” I whispered, running my hands down his arms and then lacing our fingers together. “Brett, please, come back with us. Everything will be okay.”
For the first time since I’d seen him, he looked unsure of himself. Gone was the Brett who had so willingly wrapped me in his arms and pulled me in for a deep kiss. “Do you think, Rose? Do you think it will be okay?”
Images of Amelia and Kelly, the way Amelia’s aunt had just threatened me, and the dark look on his mom’s face at his funeral all flashed through my mind.
If I paid attention to them then I wasn’t sure that we would ever be brave enough to leave, which is why I nodded forcefully, ignoring the nagging voice in the back of my head.
“We’re going to be just fine, Brett. We’re all together again. I have you and the rest of the rogues and nothing is going to come between us again, okay? I’m going to make sure that nothing will hurt you again.”
He smiled at me, the corners of his eyes crinkling and kissed me on the forehead. “You, Rose, are the most incredible girl I’ve ever met. I don’t know how you think you’re going to keep us all safe, but if you say that you can, then I believe you. Let’s go.”
Kaleb walked up to us and kissed me on the forehead. “You know that we’ll do anything we can to keep you safe, right, Rose?”
I knew that.
Looking past him, I locked eyes with Brett’s mom. She stood in the doorway, leaning heavily on the frame. Her face was difficult for me to read. She looked sad, but I would have sworn that there was some other emotion there, as well.
Relief?
That didn’t make sense.




Chapter 13



We didn’t make it back to Taylor Academy for dinner. By the time Jackie’s driver finally dropped the four of us off at the front gates, they were locked tight, the attendant who had been waiting on us was gone, and we had to buzz in to Mr. Taylor’s office to get back in.
It wasn’t the joyful homecoming that I think we were all hoping it would be. All that mattered, though, was that we had gotten through the day and brought Brett back with us. It hadn’t been easy, and I was sure that the memories of the afternoon would stay with me a long time, but we’d done it.
That was all that mattered.
I kept telling myself that when we saw the dark form of Mr. Taylor walking towards us. He took long steps, almost like he was afraid that we were going to disappear before he was able to get to us, but the four of us didn’t move.
I gripped Brett’s hand so tightly that I thought I might break it off, but he didn’t pull away. Chances were good, I thought, that he wasn’t ever going to pull away again. We’d found him and brought him back to life, and now I never wanted to let him go.
“What is this?” Mr. Taylor leaned against the other side of the gate but didn’t make any movement to open it for the four of us. I could see his key ring where he’d attached it to his belt loop. The key that we needed to get onto the school grounds was hanging right there.
“We’re sorry we’re late, sir,” Kaleb said, stepping forward in front of the rest of us. “We got caught up with some things that were out of our control this afternoon and we were late getting into the road. Would you please let us in?”
Mr. Taylor sighed. “As I recall, I signed forms for three of you to leave the campus, and yet there are four of you standing here right now. Care to explain, Miss Bennett?”
I wasn’t sure why he singled me out when Kaleb was the one who had been talking to him, but he’d never really liked me, so there was a chance that he just wanted to make me uncomfortable and feel put on the spot.
I cleared my throat. “Brett Cox is with us, sir. He’s alive, and we’ve brought him back to finish out his senior year.” Even as I told him this, I felt a little foolish. There wasn’t any way that Amelia or Brett’s mom hadn’t called and told him exactly what had happened today, but he looked more surprised than I would have expected.
“Is that so?” He asked, motioning to Brett. “Step forward, let me see.”
Brett let go of my hand and took a step closer to the gate. I watched as Mr. Taylor’s face darkened as he looked Brett up and down.
Is Mr. Taylor a part of the council? Is that why he wasn’t overjoyed to see a student he’d thought was dead alive and well in front of him?
“Sounds like there’s a lot of explaining that needs to happen,” he said finally, stepping back from the gate. My gut twisted, thinking that he wasn’t going to let us in, but then he took his keys and opened the gate for us. We all slipped through and stood silently while he locked it behind us.
When he finished he turned back to us and Brett spoke. “I think that my mom called you this afternoon, didn’t she, sir?”
If Mr. Taylor already knew that Brett was alive he sure wasn’t going to admit it. His face was stony and still and he just looked at Brett like he’d lost his mind. “I didn’t know anything about you still being alive, Mr. Cox, until I saw you standing here in front of me just now.”
“Well, I appreciate you letting me finish my senior year,” Brett said, nodding at the headmaster.
“I haven’t agreed to that. I let you in the gate so that you four don’t stand out here in the dark all night long. We have plenty of things to talk about in the morning, and I have a number of phone calls to make.” With that, Mr. Taylor turned and swept away from us, leading us up to the buildings.
“I guess we follow?” Jackie murmured, kissing my cheek. The boys grabbed all of Brett’s luggage and we started after him.
When it became obvious that Mr. Taylor was heading back to his office and didn’t care where we went, Brett called out to him. “Does it matter to you where I sleep, sir?”
The headmaster slowed but didn’t turn around. “Find a place to rest, Mr. Cox, because tomorrow you will be very busy proving that you are who you say you are and not an imposter. Like I said, I have phone calls to make, but I want the four of you in my office tomorrow morning. 10:00. You understand?”
“We do,” Kaleb called after him.
After that, the four of us just stood there for a few minutes. From where we stood, we could all see the light in his office. He paced in front of the window, but obviously had nothing else to say to us right then.
“Shall we sleep?” I asked, turning to my boys. Honestly, the last thing that I wanted to do just then was go to bed. Well…not alone.
But when I looked at my rogues, I could tell that they all needed rest.
“Yeah, sleep,” Brett agreed, pulling me to him and kissing me. His lips were warm on mine and I felt myself start to melt into him, but he pulled away before I could relax fully. “Tomorrow, Rose, I want to catch up with you more.”
“Tomorrow we all need to catch up some more,” Jackie interjected, leaning forward to kiss me. “But now we’ll all come tuck you in, okay? Make sure you get to your room safe and sound.”
They did that, all three of them waiting while I slipped into my pajamas and then each taking a turn leaning over me to kiss me goodnight. By the time they finally left, I felt like my eyes were going to close and stay closed.
But sleep didn’t come easily for me.
All I could think about was the day.
When Mrs. Cox saw us standing with Brett she hadn’t looked like I thought she would. For a woman who had lied and done everything she could to convince the world that her son was dead, she mostly looked…resigned.
She looked exhausted, which is exactly how I felt when we realized that we were really going to be able to bring Brett back with us.
Amelia’s mom had been pissed, and she and Mrs. Cox had gone into the house to talk, leaving the four of us out on the front lawn together. I couldn’t take my hands off of Brett. I knew that it was ridiculous, but I couldn’t help but think that if I let him go for too long that I’d never get him back.
We heard them yelling, but did our best to ignore them. Brett had a lot to say, and we wanted to hear what had happened to him.
“They must have pulled me from the accident at the same time they pulled you from the car, Rose,” he’d told me, cupping my face in his hands and kissing away my tears before he continued. “I woke up here with my mom and a doctor. They kept me in bed for a few weeks and told me that I needed to be a lot stronger before I could leave the house.”
I had sighed and leaned into him. The days after the accident when everyone told me that he was dead had been hell, but hearing his side of it was just as bad.
He kept going. “I thought you were dead, Rose. They let me think that for a long time until my mom finally let it slip that you weren’t. I know that you hate her, and I understand it, but she didn’t want this.”
Jackie got involved then. “What do you mean, she didn’t want it? Do you have any idea what it was like at school? We were told that you were dead, Brett, even though we didn’t believe it. It was hell, man!”
I’d put my hand on his chest to hold him back, amazed at the way his heart pounded through his shirt. Only Kaleb looked calm while the group of us talked. We’d all suffered, and there wasn’t any reason to put a price tag on who had suffered the most.
It wasn’t a competition.
Brett shook his head. “You got the note and the picture, Rose?” He asked, and when I nodded, he smiled, lifting my fingers to his mouth for a kiss. “That was from my mom. She felt terrible about the council and how they were attacking you. I think that she thought it was the least she could do.”
As I lay there in bed, I thought about his mom and what Brett had said. Was it the least that she could do – giving me the picture and the note to let me know that he was still alive? Brett’s mom was the reason that all of this had happened in the first place.
Even as I thought about that, I knew that it wasn’t totally true.
Yes, Brett’s mom turned me into the council.
But Brett had gone to her in fear about me being at Taylor Prep. He was terrified that I may do something to him and have him kicked out of the school. What he didn’t know back then was that I’d been in love with him since I was a little girl and that I wouldn’t ever do anything to hurt him.
The council, on the other hand, was the real reason that my life was such a living hell. Sure, his mom had gone to them, but from what she’d said, she’d also tried to get them to back off and been unsuccessful.
If I was going to point the finger at anyone, the council was the one that deserved my ire.
Closing my eyes, I rolled over and pulled a pillow down over my head. I didn’t want to keep thinking when I was so tired, but there was one more thing that kept playing out in my mind.
After Amelia’s mom left, still raving and ranting about how the council would not stand for this, Mrs. Cox pulled me aside. The rogues were packing up the car with Brett’s luggage and the two of us were standing on the porch together.
She was too close to me and I took a step back, but she followed, leaning in so that I was the only one who would be able to hear me.
“Rose,” she’d started, and I got goosebumps when she said my name. “This wasn’t me, Rose. It was the council. If you take him back, which I think you should, you need to promise me that you will do everything in your power to keep him safe.”
Her words had given me a shock and twisted my stomach. “What do you mean?” I whispered.
“The council doesn’t like to be proven wrong.” She grabbed my arm and gave it a little squeeze, making sure that she had all of my attention. “They hate it when people go against them and you have done just that. You think that I wanted to live here? You think that I wanted to pretend that my son was dead? They’re bad people, Rose, and they run the entire school, so be as careful as you possibly can.”
Her words gave me chills and I pulled my blanket up to my chin. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to keep Brett safe when I still wasn’t even sure who the council was.
It was something I needed to think about, that was for sure.
But not right then. My eyelids got heavier and heavier until I couldn’t fight to keep them open.
Tomorrow we would meet with Mr. Taylor. After that we could worry about what to do about the council.




Chapter 14



The look Mr. Taylor was giving us was one that I can honestly say I hadn’t seen before. He wasn’t amused, exactly, but he wasn’t pissed, either. It was a bit unnerving, to say the least.
It made me shift in my seat a bit, but when I realized that the rogues were all sitting still and hadn’t moved, I sat upright, lifted my chin, and stared Mr. Taylor in the face. He needed to know that we were all in this together, no matter what that meant.
“Please stop me if I’m not getting this right,” he said, a slight smirk on his face. “But you four want me to believe that Brett didn’t really die but something called the council made his mom have a funeral and then hid him away so that we wouldn’t know he was okay? All because you,” he said, pointing at me, “didn’t leave Taylor Prep when they told you to?”
None of us answered for a moment. In fact, when he put it like that, it was easy to see how it all sounded just a little bit ridiculous. I opened my mouth to speak but Brett got to it for me.
“That’s about right, sir,” he said, nodding his head. “My mom and I were moved into a home not far from here and I was told that Rose had died. They told me that I needed to be kept away from school for a while for observation to make sure that I was really okay.”
Mr. Taylor raised an eyebrow. “Do you mind to tell me who, exactly, was in charge of you being locked away with your mom and not allowed to return to school?” He steepled his fingers in front of his face, which, if he was like any other adult that I’d dealt with before, told me that he didn’t believe a word we were saying.
Brett sighed, like he was already exhausted, even though we’d only been in the meeting for a few minutes. Mr. Taylor had wanted to cut right to the chase of why we were there, which I appreciated, but it also made me nervous.
“I know that this sounds ridiculous,” Brett said, ignoring Mr. Taylor when he scoffed, “but there’s a whole group of people called the council who are trying to run the school. It’s not that they want to be the headmaster,” he said quickly, when Mr. Taylor frowned at him, “but they want a role in admissions and who gets to graduate from Taylor Prep.”
“And you think that these people are involved enough to fake your death and your funeral? Who’s to say that it wasn’t a little publicity stunt by the Cox family?” Mr. Taylor took a sip of his coffee and leaned back in his chair while he waited for an answer.
I was sure that he wasn’t expecting one from me, but I piped up anyway. I’d been quiet long enough. “You saw his mom at the funeral! Do you really think that that was all an act? Why in the world would she pretend like that? She was distraught! We all saw it. The council made her think that her son was dead and then had a funeral. It’s fucked up.”
My whole face was heated and I realized as soon as I stopped talking that I overstepped a bit.
“Miss Bennet, I’m honestly not really sure why you’re even in this meeting except for the fact that you were off campus yesterday for longer than allowed. Please excuse yourself and wait in the halls. I’ll finish up with the boys without you.”
My face burned and I stood up, unsure of whether or not he really meant it, but when he simply pointed at the door, I left and waited outside.
All I could think was that we weren’t really in trouble, right? It was crazy for me to think that, after we had just exposed the fact that the council was freaking insane, that we would be in trouble, but that was exactly what it looked like.
I stewed.
I paced.
I glanced in the door window and hoped to catch a glimpse of my boys, but they all had their backs to me.
Finally, after about half an hour, when I was just about to go insane, the door opened. I flew off of the chair I’d finally perched on and rushed over to my rogues. “Everything okay?” I asked, trying to keep my voice low. Slipping my arm through Jackie’s, I pulled him away from the door.
Not one of them spoke until we were out of the main building and in the quad. It was still early enough on Sunday morning that a lot of the students were still in bed or eating breakfast in the dining hall, so nobody paid us much attention.
I knew that as soon as people heard that Brett was back from the dead, however, that the shit would hit the fan. That meant that we needed to figure out what to do about the council as soon as possible.
“I’m sorry,” I finally burst out, turning to look at my rogues, “but I really don’t believe that Mr. Taylor doesn’t know anything about the council. You can’t look at me and tell me that he has no idea there’s a secret group basically running what goes on at the school!”
The boys looked at each other and then Brett sighed before taking my hand and turning me back around. We wanted to get back to our dorm before someone saw us, and me having a meltdown in the middle of the quad didn’t help.
After we’d walked for a moment, he spoke. “He has to know, Rose, but that’s not what is important right now.”
“Yeah, and what is?” If Taylor knew about everything then we needed to come up with a plan as soon as possible. “I can’t see what’s more important than figuring out if Mr. Taylor’s involved with the council or not.”
“Really, Rose?” Kaleb piped up from my other side. “You can’t think of one thing that could be more important?” He sounded angry, but I could tell by the look on his face that he was just really stressed out.
“Just…being safe?”
Brett squeezed my hand and nodded. “Exactly, Rose. Now that Mr. Taylor knows that we know everything, we have to be very careful.”
“He wouldn’t hurt us.” It sounded ridiculous to me that we were even entertaining this thought. “He’s a grown adult and we can’t threaten him. He’s known that we knew about the council for a long time but it never seemed to worry him before, so why would it be a big deal now?”
“Because now my aunt knows, Rosita. Now that she knows that we know the truth then we need to be a bit more careful. You were able to get Sara and Kelly in trouble and even get Kelly kicked out, but you’re going to have to walk a line now.” Jackie shrugged a little like he was resigned to what he was saying.
“No,” I whispered. All I wanted to do this semester was bring Amelia down. If I could get her kicked out of Taylor Prep along with Kelly then that would be even more amazing, but for my rogues to tell me that I might not be able to? That was unthinkable. “No, you can’t expect me to stop now.”
“Rose.” Brett’s voice sounded more serious than I’d heard in a while and I widened my eyes at him. “If Amelia’s mom has told her anything then she’s going to be looking out for you. You can’t think that you can just…come at her like you did with the other two. She’s going to be waiting, and she may even have a plan in place for you.”
I shook my head. “You can’t ask me to give up on bringing her down.”
“We’re not asking, Rosita,” Jackie said, giving my arm a squeeze. “We’re telling you. For your own safety and sanity, you’re going to have to let this thing with Amelia go.”
Something squeezed my heart and I had to focus in order to keep breathing. It was impossible for me to believe that my rogues would ask me to just…give up on Amelia like that. After all that she had done to me and to them, the only option that I saw going forward was to bring her down to a level where I could beat her and then hurt her like she had hurt me.
I clenched my fist and felt the muscle in my jaw start to twitch, but I didn’t answer them. They all knew me well enough to know that asking me to give up on Amelia was out of the question.
They had to.
Right?
“No,” I whispered. It didn’t matter to me if my rogues heard me. I needed to know that I had told them no. I wasn’t going to back down from trying to get my revenge on Amelia. I couldn’t.
I hated to admit it, but it was one of the things that was keeping me going. I knew that I was going to be able to stop her and make sure that she couldn’t ever hurt another person at Taylor Prep. There was even a part of me that hoped that I would be able to teach her a lesson and ensure that she would stop tormenting people who weren’t as strong as her, even though I knew that that was probably ridiculous.
“Well, Rose, looks like you’re about to get your chance to kiss and make up with Amelia. We’re going to do everything we possibly can to keep you safe, honey, but you have to help us, okay?” Kaleb sounded so concerned that I forced myself to look at him. His gorgeous green eyes were locked on mine, practically begging me to help him.
To not push this farther than I already had.
Swallowing hard, I nodded.
I could do this for him, right?
I could do this for my rogues.
Amelia sauntered up, a sick grin on her face. She let her eyes slide over me and landed her gaze directly on Brett. The way she looked at him – like she couldn’t get enough of him and wanted him all for herself – made my stomach twist.
After a moment she leaned forward and ran her finger down his arm before speaking. “You know, my mom told me yesterday that you were alive and I wasn’t sure that I believed it. It sounded almost too good to be true, you know?” She cocked her head and slowly looked him up and down before cutting her eyes over to me. “I always told your little whore over there that it should have been her in the ground, not you. Glad to see that you’re alive, Brett.”
His jaw tightened and I felt Kaleb grab my arm to hold me back.
Remembering to breathe, I closed my eyes for a moment.
I promised my rogues that I would behave.
Honestly, though?
If Amelia kept up like this, I wasn’t so sure I was going to be able to keep my promise.




Chapter 15



Brett sat on my bed watching me stalk around the room. He hadn’t said anything since the other two rogues had dropped us off, both Kaleb and Jackie giving me a kiss on the lips. My mouth still burned with their kisses but I wasn’t able to really think about that right then.
“I know that you want me to play nice, but just don’t know that I can!” I sighed exaggeratedly and dropped my hands down to my sides. Even though I was willing to do anything for my rogues, doing something was a hell of a lot easier than doing nothing.
I hated feeling so useless and like I couldn’t stand up to Amelia, but if the three of them had their way, I just had to relax and ignore her for the rest of the year.
“It’s impossible,” I added, sitting down next to him and leaning my head on his shoulder. Immediately, I was overcome with his delicious cologne and I took a deep sniff, snaking my arm through his and cuddling closer.
I didn’t really want to relax right now, and I sure as hell didn’t feel like I really could, but there was something wonderful about being that close to him and having his strong body next to mine when I hadn’t seen him for weeks.
“Rose,” he said, turning and cupping my cheek in his hand, “I don’t think you understand how terrible it was for me when I thought that you were dead. They told me you’d died and I thought that I’d been the cause of it.” He sucked in a breath and paused for a moment.
I interrupted him. “But I didn’t! They told me that you had died but I knew they were lying. Now we’re back together again, and that’s all that matters. Don’t you see? It’s all going to be okay now.”
“It’ll all be okay only if I don’t lose you for real, Rose. When I thought that I lost you…l was inconsolable. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, nothing. Seeing you yesterday was the happiest that I have been in a long damn time, and I’m not willing to give that up.”
“What do you mean?” I had a feeling that I knew where this was going, but I didn’t like it. Brett shrugged his shoulders and kissed me on the forehead.
“I mean that I can’t lose you for real. I thought that I did lose you and it sucked, Rose. You have no idea how special you are. You’re the good in the world and the one thing that can make me feel like maybe I have a purpose on this earth. Losing you would take all of that away from me, and I don’t want that to happen.”
“It’s not going to happen.” I forced myself to look deep into his dark eyes. I wanted him to see that I was being serious and that I wasn’t going to do anything that would put him – or us – in jeopardy. “It’s not going to happen, Brett. If the council knows that we know who they are and they’re not doing anything to try to stop us or hurt us then I think we’re okay.”
“Maybe for a bit,” he agreed, “but it’s not going to last, Rose, if you do something to Amelia. I know you well enough. You’re thinking that you can still get away with something, aren’t you?”
I didn’t want to lie to Brett. Hell, I didn’t want to lie to any of my rogues, but what I knew and they didn’t was that if someone didn’t stop Amelia that she wasn’t ever going to back down. If we wanted to keep her from hurting us then we needed to take matters in our own hands.
I was willing to do that for them. She couldn’t hurt me, not really. Physically, sure, but I didn’t have money or prestige that she could take from me. Even though she may be able to topple my rogues and take everything their families had built, I didn’t have that.
Leaning forward, I kissed him. How could I not? This man loved me, just as much as I loved him, and he was worried that something was going to happen to me. I wasn’t scared of what the future would bring as long as I had the rogues on my side.
“Rose,” he whispered, pulling back for a moment, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he kissed me back, his mouth hot and crushing on mine as he forced my lips apart. His tongue slid into my mouth, coaxing a moan from deep in my core.
All of the hurt and pain that I’d experienced when I thought that he was dead came crashing through me. I wrapped my hands in his hair and pulled him to me, leaning back so he was crushing me, his strong body pinning me to the bed.
His muscles twisted and hardened under his clothes as I ran my hands over him, feeling my way along his body again.
The last time we’d been together was at his mom’s house. Had we known then that we would be forcefully torn apart, we may have taken more time. We may have slowed down a little just to enjoy the way the other felt and tasted.
But right now, neither one of us wanted to go slow.
I ached for him, a deep burning in the core of my being that would only be sated when I had him in me. I needed to feel him filling me and taking me for his own. It was like my entire body was on fire, or falling apart, and Brett was the only person on the planet who could put me back together.
When he slipped off of me to strip, I took advantage of the break to do the same, quickly stripping out of my clothes until I was in my bra and panties.
“Holy hell, Rose, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said, slowly climbing back on top of me. Brett flicked his tongue out and ran a line of kisses from my collarbone down the valley between my tits. I arched my back and moaned at his touch, my nipples pebbling from his warm breath and the way he set all of my nerves on fire.
Reaching down, I wrapped my hands around his thick cock, enjoying the way it felt to have him back in my hands. We never should have been apart.
It wasn’t fair that it took us so long to find each other once I came to Taylor Prep, and then for him to be taken from me was cruel.
I wasn’t going to let that happen again.
When he tugged at the lace on my panties, I lifted my hips so he could slide them off of me. Immediately he ran his fingers through my wetness, slipping them into me and stroking me from the inside.
“Shit, I’ve missed you, Rose,” he said, peppering my face with kisses. I caught his head in my hands and kissed him back, tasting him.
He had no idea how much I craved him.
“You’ve always been the one for me,” he whispered, still working magic with his fingers. When he rubbed his thumb over my clit I felt a shock of energy shoot through my body. My muscles tightened and then relaxed. He must have seen the look on my face because he did it again, this time slower.
My orgasm was building. With his free hand he pulled my bra down, freeing me and then immediately taking my nipple into his mouth. When he sucked it I cried out.
The sensations were amazing and it was almost too much for me to be able to hold back. He knew it and he didn’t stop. Every movement that he made, each flick of his tongue, each time he slid his fingers in and out of me, every fucking thing he did brought me closer to heaven.
“Come for me, Rose,” he whispered, leaning up to kiss me. I bit my lower lip, wanting to hang on for longer, but knowing that I couldn’t.
By now, I was too far gone. When he nibbled my ear, his breath hot enough on my skin to make me shiver, I fell apart, clawing his back as I held onto him. He groaned as my nails cut into his skin and rammed his fingers deeper into me, ripping my orgasm from me as I shook and rolled.
When I finally stopped, he leaned back and looked me in the eyes while licking his fingers. My stomach twisted and I felt the same familiar longing start to grow again as he lapped my taste off of him. Without thinking about what I was doing, I flipped him over and grabbed his cock, glancing at him once before I slid down the bed.
When I took his head into my mouth Brett immediately grabbed the back of my head and cried out. “Fuck, Rose!” His voice cut through the silence in the bedroom.
It was almost deafening, but not as loud as the pounding of my heart. I wanted him and I was going to take him.
His cock was huge but I licked it, sliding my tongue up and down his shaft before kissing his head and lapping at the tip. The entire time he moaned, calling out my name from time to time, his breath hitching as the feelings got to be too much.
When he pushed me down on his cock I didn’t fight back, but opened my mouth, wanting to take all of him in. He was just so big that I gagged and he released me.
“In me,” I gasped. “Now.”
I didn’t wait for him to respond before I straddled him and reached down to slowly guide him into me. He split me and I cried out, digging my nails into his chest.
“Rose, go slow!” He sounded worried, but I didn’t want to go slow.
I needed him. When I thought that I had lost him and wouldn’t ever see him again I’d fallen apart. Now that he was here, he was the only person who could heal me and make me whole again.
He filled me and I paused, closing my eyes and biting my lip as I became accustomed to him being in me.
Brett reached up and stroked my face. “God, you are the most beautiful thing, Rose. I can’t believe that I have you back. I love you.”
My eyes flew open. “I love you,” I told him, then I began to move on him, taking care to go slow, rocking my hips and rolling on him. He filled me. It was obvious by the look on his face that he was trying to hold back and keep from tearing me open.
I was in complete control. For the first time in a while, I was the one who got to make decisions, and I wasn’t going to let that pass me by without fully taking advantage of it.
“You’re killing me, Rose,” he moaned, reaching up and pulling me to him for a kiss. When his lips crashed into mine I felt a tugging between my legs. He dropped his hand down between us and rubbed my clit, using my own wetness as a lubricant.
“I needed you, Brett,” I moaned, pushing back up to sit and arching my back. “You’re mine.”
“I’m yours.”
All of the rogues were mine. I had them all and I loved them. It wasn’t fair for me to think that I ever had to choose, and, luckily, they didn’t want me to.
What he was doing with my clit was enough to send me over the edge.
I bit my lower lip hard enough to taste blood and threw my head back.
The orgasm rocked through me, leaving me breathless. I felt like I was falling, like there wasn’t anything for me to hang onto. It took all of my control to hang onto Brett, to try to stay grounded.
I did it, but barely.
When I could catch my breath again, I rolled off of Brett and snuggled up next to him. He was warm, and safe, and I knew that we could make it.
I just hated that all of the rogues were asking me to drop it with Amelia. There had to be a way to take her down and hang onto them without anyone else getting hurt.
Right?




Chapter 16



The dining hall was buzzing with talking when we walked in. Even though we’d tried to keep a low profile all day yesterday, everyone at Taylor Prep knew that Brett was back from the dead, and they all wanted to get a good look at him.
Harper and Maggie had swung by my room yesterday afternoon to say hi to him, but they were the only people we let in. Everyone else who came and knocked on my door, we ignored.
We didn’t want to invite the real world in any earlier than we needed to.
But now we didn’t have a choice.
Even though the four of us had taken a moment to steel ourselves before we pushed through the double doors, there wasn’t anything that could prepare us for what we saw and heard when we walked in.
Everyone was staring. Waiting. They knew he was back but they couldn’t believe it until they saw him with their own eyes.
“He lives!” I wasn’t sure who yelled that out, but the cry carried throughout the dining hall with other people echoing it. Squeezing Brett’s hand, I pulled him to the food, trying to ignore everyone calling out to us.
“So it’s true.” Joanna positioned herself in front of us, blocking our path. “We heard that you pulled a Lazarus, Brett, but nobody really believed it. I thought that it was just a stunt by your little whore to make us think that she was crazy but not a murderer.”
She grinned and I had the distinct desire to punch her in the face, but the way Brett gently squeezed my hand kept me grounded.
“I’m fine,” he said, forcing a smile. “It was a long road of recovery after the accident, but everything’s okay now.”
We brushed past her, completely ignoring whatever she was about to say. After we loaded up our trays the four of us joined my friends at their table.
“It’s only going to get worse, Rosita,” Jackie said, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. “None of us will fault you if you want to dip out for a while and avoid being with us all the time. It may be the best way to give yourself a bit of a break from all of this.”
“Not a chance. I’m not dipping out on you three.” Even as I said it, I could feel the stares of other students as they looked at us. Everyone wanted to know the truth about what happened.
We could pretend all that we wanted that Brett had been injured in the accident and simply needed time at home to rest and recuperate, but that wouldn’t explain away the funeral.
“We love you, Rose.” Kaleb took my chin in his hand and turned it so that I was looking at him. “Don’t do something stupid right now that you will regret when this is all over.”
I swear, it was like he was reading my mind. I’d felt the urge to stand up and address everyone in the dining hall, but when I looked at his face, I knew that it wasn’t a good idea.
I didn’t want to push my sweet rogues away from me. I was breathing hard and I could tell that my face was getting red because I was on the verge of tears, but I wasn’t going to let everyone see me cry.
Instead of answering them, I took a bite of my breakfast. Truth be told, I hadn’t paid any attention when I filled my plate, but I was pleasantly surprised by the burst of blueberry in my baked oatmeal. It tasted like heaven, but even the sweet flavor of maple syrup couldn’t make me feel any better.
“You okay?” Maggie caught my eye and I gave her a stiff nod, but it was a lie.
I wasn’t okay.
I wouldn’t be until all of this was over.
◆◆◆
 
“Everything okay there, Mr. Cox?” That was it. That was all that our homeroom teacher, Mr. Staton, said when the four of us walked in.
We were all fooling ourselves if we thought that Mr. Taylor hadn’t told the entire staff already what was going on. They all knew that he was back, but it really didn’t seem like Mr. Staton was nearly as happy as we were.
Brett nodded at him and slipped into his desk. I sat behind Jackie, where I always sat, but kept my eye on Brett. This was our first time being separated since we all got back to school and I wanted to make sure that nothing happened to him.
“He can take care of himself, Rosita,” Jackie told me, turning around in his seat to look at me. “Remember, our boy over there came back from the dead.”
I smiled at him, but it felt weak. Just as I was about to say something, Amelia sat next to me, the twisted smile on her face making my stomach lurch.
“Hey, whore. I bet that you’re glad you have all of your dicks back in one place, huh?” She tossed her hair over her shoulder and pointedly ignored her cousin, who rolled his eyes.
“You know, Amelia,” I said, turning to her, “I met your mom over the weekend. I’d always wondered why in the world you were such a sour cunt, but now that I’ve met her, it all makes sense. You two are just alike, you know that?”
Her face darkened instantly, but before she could say anything, we all heard the familiar click of the intercom turning on. I’d been tuning Mr. Taylor’s announcements out for a while, but now that we’d brought Brett back from the dead, I thought it might be a good idea to listen in.
Apparently, everyone else in the class thought so, too. For the first time since I could remember, all of the students in class turned and faced the front of the room and stopped talking.
Everyone wanted to know if he was going to mention Brett.
“Happy Monday, students. As you are all probably aware of by now, we’ve had the miraculous recovery of one of our students previously thought dead.” He paused, and I waited for everyone to turn around and look at Brett, but nobody moved.
The intercom crackled and I thought for a second that we had lost him, but then he was back. “This is wonderful news and worth celebrating, of course, but there are some new policies that will need to be implemented following Mr. Cox’s remarkable return to our school. All off-campus field trips have been cancelled immediately.”
There was a slight gasp throughout the room. I knew that there was supposed to be a huge senior trip that a lot of people were looking forward to, but it sounded like that was off the table.
As if unaware of the stir that his news would cause, Mr. Taylor continued. “Additionally, I’m sorry to say, Taylor Prep is no longer issuing passes for students to leave the campus. This means that students not only are required to stay on campus for the rest of their senior year, but that if you have any passes already issued to you, they are no longer valid.”
This time when he paused to let the bad news sink in, students started to shift in their chairs. A few people turned around to shoot dirty looks at the four of us. I avoided eye contact with everyone by staring at the black box of the intercom.
This had to be a joke, right?
He wouldn’t punish everyone because we weren’t able to get back to campus yesterday. Right?
“So in this time, I ask that you continue your studies. Make sure that you are applying yourselves to the best of your ability and do everything you can to make Taylor Prep proud. Remember our motto. Ab Ordine Libertas.”
With that, he clicked off. Mr. Staton sighed and pushed himself up from behind his desk. “I know that things are a little confusing right now,” he began, but I tuned him out.
I didn’t want another lecture on how the boys and I had screwed up. The last thing I needed was to pay attention to how much everyone in the school now hated me.
Mr. Taylor had said it himself. From order comes freedom.




Chapter 17

Mr. Collins didn’t even look up when I walked into the voice room. He and Amelia were looking over her sheet music. She had one hand propped on her hip, the other pointing at some imaginary flaw in her work that she wanted him to correct.
“But don’t you think that I could use a little more work here?” Amelia pointed and then glanced up at me, shot me a dirty look, and then batted her eyelashes at Mr. Collins, all in the span of a few seconds.
It was impressive, really.
“Honestly, Amelia, I think that you’re a shoo-in for the competition. You don’t need to worry about working on any little parts of your piece because it’s about as close to perfect as I think that anyone could get it.” He sighed and stood up, his face paling a little when he saw me listening.
Interesting. That was the first time that I’d seen him look abashed at all of the one-on-one attention he gave Amelia.
The only thing that had changed was that I’d stood up to the council and brought Brett back. Even though I was curious what Amelia’s mom had told him over the weekend, I couldn’t worry about that just then.
“Good afternoon,” I said, acting like I hadn’t just heard him almost promise Amelia that she was going to win the entire competition. “I’m ready for my solo work when you are, sir.”
“Let’s get you warmed up.” Amelia started to protest but he ignored her, walking over to the piano and motioning to me to go with him. I did, digging my music out of my backpack as I went.
When I pulled it out, I put it on the stand and gave him a smile. It was strange for him to be giving me any attention when Amelia was in the room. She always took all of the energy out of the space and commanded that he pay attention to her, so I was a bit nervous.
We warmed up, slowly increasing my range as we went until I was ready to go. He gave me an encouraging nod when I hit my high notes.
“Sounds nice, Rose. Where have you been hiding that lovely voice?” As he spoke, he glanced over at Amelia, who was standing off to the side of the piano, glaring at me.
“I guess that I just got a little overwhelmed with the stronger personality in here.” It was an obvious jab at Amelia, but if he recognized it as such, he didn’t respond. Instead he flipped open my sheet music and settled it on the piano.
“Let’s sing, Rose. Keep impressing me, okay? I really like what you were doing just now on the warmups.”
I sang harder than I had ever sung before.
This was a song of my redemption.
It was me showing Amelia that she didn’t stand a chance in getting us to back down or stop. I wanted her to know that I wasn’t afraid of her.
When I finished singing, I was flushed, but I felt amazing. It didn’t matter what she tried to do to me. I showed her that I was passionate and not afraid of her. She couldn’t stop me.
What I didn’t expect though was her slow clapping. I turned to her, still smiling, but the look on her face made the smile fall off of mine.
“Bravo, little Rose.” Amelia walked towards me, sashaying a little bit. “I’m surprised to hear that you don’t totally suck. You know, because that’s apparently all that you do in your free time when hanging out with your boyfriends.”
I flushed and heard Mr. Collins shift position on the piano bench, but I didn’t turn to look at him. This was between me and Amelia, and while she totally crossed the line, I didn’t want to bring the teacher into it.
“I guess that for regular people like me practice makes perfect,” I responded, walking in front of the piano to get in her face. “Unlike you, who only needs to ask mommy and daddy to pull strings so that you can get what you want.”
Honestly, I wasn’t sure if this was true or not or if she’d even feel bad about the way she got whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted it, but I was happy to see her cut her eyes at Mr. Collins.
She paused, and I thought for a moment that I had thrown her for a loop, but then she charged ahead, as confident as ever. “Just give up, Rose. I heard all about your little escapades over the weekend. Now you’ve gone and made it so that nobody can leave campus for the rest of the year. You really think that you have any real friends here?”
“I do.” Crossing my arms on my chest, I tilted my chin up to look at her. “And my friends are the real deal, unlike yours, who all have to be bought.”
“You suck, Rose, just admit it.” She was closer to me than I was comfortable with, but I knew that if I backed up that it would only make her feel more confident and aggressive. “Just admit that even though you managed to get Brett back here, you don’t belong.”
“Do you have any idea how much you sound like a broken record?” It was true, and I was honestly tired of hearing her damn mouth run all the time. Ever since day one, Amelia had been saying one thing – I didn’t belong here and I needed to leave.
It had gotten old.
“At least I know how to take a hint.” Amelia rolled her eyes and batted me in the chest with the rolled-up sheet music she held.
That was it. “You want a hint, Amelia? Here.” Before she could stop me, I grabbed the sheet music out of her hand and ripped it in half, dropping the pieces so that they fluttered down to the floor. “Here’s your hint, Amelia. I’m going to kick your ass at the competition.”
At first, I thought that she was going to hit me. It wouldn’t have been the first time, but it would have been the first time she attacked me in front of a teacher.
Her nostrils flared and her eyes darkened. “Dumb fucking move, Rose. Why don’t you step on back and listen to what a real singer sounds like?”
Before I could move, she brushed past me, knocking into me with her shoulder so that I had to catch my balance. She leaned on the piano and addressed Mr. Collins. “Play my song now.”
He did, his eyes wide like he was worried about what she would do if he refused.
Rolling my eyes, I sat down to listen. By this time, all of the rest of the students in our voice class had filed in and were waiting to hear her sing. She opened her mouth and nailed her song.
As much as I hated to admit it, I got goosebumps. Amelia was a bitch, no doubt, but she was easily my biggest opponent when it came to winning the voice competition. I’d have to work really hard if I was going to take it from her.
And I planned on it. Defeating her in front of everyone was only one part of my plan for how I was going to ruin Amelia.
When she finished, she turned to me, a triumphant flush on her face. “Hear that, Rose? That’s the sound of a winner. Unlike you, I know how to pick one thing and stick to it. That’s why I’m going to be successful and you’re always going to be second best.”
It was a direct slam against my harem and my boys, but I tried my best to just let it roll off my back.
They loved me.
I had something that Amelia could only dream of.
I had to remember that and hang onto it when I was feeling frustrated.
“Sure, you can think that, Amelia,” I said, without thinking about what I was saying, “but everyone knows that I’m better. Plain and simple. That’s why I have my rogues, that’s why I have friends. You’ll see.”
My hands were sweaty but there wasn’t any way that I was going to wipe them on my legs and let her know that I was nervous. Amelia was pissed.
She was backed into a corner.
She thought that the only way out was to destroy me.
What she didn’t know is that I felt the same way.
And I wasn’t going to let her take anything else from me.




Chapter 18

“You’ve got to stop pushing Amelia’s buttons.” Jackie stood in my doorway, watching me on my bed. I’d come up immediately after dinner to start working on homework. Voice practice ran late, as usual, which meant that I was behind in the rest of my classes. If I was actually going to get things done then I needed to buckle down, but one of the hottest guys I’d ever seen was standing in my doorway and making that difficult.
“She should stop being such a bitch.” I stood up and stretched, enjoying the way his eyes slid over my body.
“I’m serious, Rosita. Amelia’s bad news, and she has more resources than you do. You don’t want to piss her and her mom off anymore than you already have.”
“But you don’t see, Jackie,” I explained, crossing my arms, “that I’m not afraid of her.”
“You should be.” He took a step into the room and I was suddenly reminded of just how tall and strong he was. He wasn’t the most athletic of my rogues, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t easily overpower me.
“Just let me handle it, Jackie. I think that I’ve proven by now that I can take care of myself and deal with whatever she tries to throw at me.” I loved Jackie. Adored him. But I didn’t want him worrying about how I handled dealing with Amelia.
“I mean it, Rosita. Back off. Keep your head down. Let’s just make it through the rest of our senior year without having to bring any other people back from the dead.” He’d walked across my room now and was standing right in front of me. I could practically feel the heat radiating off of his body.
“Seriously? I think that we handled that just fine. Now, I love you, Jackie. Please don’t try to stop me.” When he didn’t move, I turned, ready to sit back down, but he reached out and grabbed me by the shoulders, turning me back to face him.
Immediately I felt my whole body respond. It was amazing how a single touch from any of my rogues had this impact on me. My chest flushed and there was an instant throbbing in my core.
“Rosita,” Jackie said softly, his face just a few inches from mine, “I don’t think that you understand. You need to be more careful and I need to make sure that you walk out of here in one piece. How can we make that happen?”
His voice was soft but his fingertips dug into my arms, pinning me in place. I couldn’t have pulled away from him even if I wanted to, and honestly? I didn’t want to.
I liked being in control. I liked knowing that I had the power to make decision and handle what came my way, but when one of my rogues took over…
Well, it was hot.
I loved it.
My eyes were focused on watching his lips while he talked, and it took me a moment to realize that he was still saying something.
“What?” I asked, leaning back a little. It was impossible for me to concentrate when I was that close to him. If I wanted to know what he was saying then I needed to have a bit more space between the two of us.
“I asked if I can trust you to do a better job staying out of Amelia’s way.” Jackie leaned down and swiped his lips against my cheek, immediately making my skin burn.
“I…will try?” I had no idea if it was the right thing to say or not or if he would believe me, but right then, it was all I could come up with. My brain was screaming at me to think through what I said to him so that there wouldn’t be a misunderstanding later, but my body was screaming louder.
The throbbing in my core had turned into a dull ache. His fingers felt like they were electric on my arms and our bodies were magnets, slowly being pulled closer to each other. I took a step forward, pressing my hips against him.
Jackie sucked in a breath, the hissing sound making me look up at him.
As soon as I did, his mouth crashed onto mine, hard and demanding.
He needed this as much as I did.
“Fuck, Rosita,” he whispered when he pulled back, and I touched my lower lip. It was sore and swollen, but I didn’t care. Jackie kissed me like he was drowning and I was the only thing that could save him.
Without thinking, I stepped back and ripped off my shirt, dropping it to the floor. His eyes were drawn down immediately and a thrill ran through my body when he bit his lower lip.
“Jackie,” I said, my voice soft. I was begging him, but I didn’t know what for. I just knew that I couldn’t let him walk out of my room without having something more from him.
Not only did I need to know that he wanted me, but I needed to make sure that he still loved me. I pushed his buttons, and I was going to keep pushing them, but as long as I still had him then everything would be okay.
“Rosita, you are the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.” He slipped his hand behind my back and unhooked my bra, letting it fall to the floor with my shirt. Before I could stop him or say anything, he dropped his head, drawing my nipple into his mouth.
The pressure was amazing, and when he flicked his tongue across it, it hardened immediately, making me moan as I wrapped my hands in his hair.
I didn’t want to ever let him go.
Running my hands down his shoulder, I pulled him up so that I could kiss him. His mouth was even more insistent, his tongue searching me before he ran a line of quick little kisses along my collarbone.
I gasped as he did, the sensation incredible. Electricity flowed through my body and I had a hard time focusing on him. All I could think about was what it was going to be like to get him in my bed.
Hooking my thumbs in his jeans, I pulled him towards me and took a step back, sitting on the edge of my bed. My books were still next to me, and I swept them onto the floor in one motion, clearing more room.
My brain was on overdrive.
I needed Jackie.
I wanted Jackie.
I had to have him.
He leaned over me, kissing me again, his hands cupping my cheeks before he lightly traced a line down my neck. Arching my back, I pressed into him, needing to feel all of him.
His skin on mine was fire, and the only thing that would keep me from burning up was to have the rest of him.
Just as he stepped back to pull his shirt off, there was a knock on the door.
Gasping, I grabbed my blanket and pulled it up to cover myself.
Nobody ever came up here to see me.
Jackie whipped around, hurriedly pulling his shirt back on. We both gaped at who was standing in the door.
“I hate to interrupt, but you really should learn how to lock your door, unless you’re always open for business, that it.” Amelia walked in like she owned the place. Before she continued, she looked around, a slight frown on her face as she took in my room.
It wasn’t anything like the dorm room that she had, and I was sure she was judging me for the tiny window and ugly décor.
Whatever.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Jackie positioned himself between the two of us so that she couldn’t see me, but instead of cowering behind him, I stood, holding my blanket around me like a toga.
“I came to see Rose, but I had no idea that she’d be busy. How in the world do you manage to get your homework done when you have three cocks to suck each night?” She grinned and I felt my face flush.
“What do you want, Amelia?” I found my voice and walked in front of Jackie to stand right in front of her. Just because she’d invited herself into my room didn’t mean that I wanted her walking freely around it.
She didn’t answer at first and it gave me a moment to register that she had something in her hand. It was an envelope, and she smacked it against her thigh for a moment before holding it out to me.
I hesitated in taking it.
I didn’t trust a damn thing about Amelia, and just taking whatever she wanted to give me seemed like a dangerous prospect, but what in the world could she really do with a letter.
“Aren’t you going to take it? Geez, you’re dumb,” Amelia snapped, and then slapped the envelope into my stomach.
On reflex, I took it, holding it carefully like it was a bomb.
“See you tomorrow in voice, Rose. Make sure you don’t damage your vocal chords with…” she trailed off and winked at Jackie before making a vulgar motion near her mouth.
“Ew,” I said, after she left, then I went and quickly closed and locked the door. The last thing that I wanted was any more unwelcome visitors like her. She’d thrown me for a loop, and as much as I’d wanted Jackie just a few minutes before, I could tell by the look on his face that he wasn’t in the mood anymore, either.
“What the hell was that?” Jackie bent and tossed me my clothes. Throwing the letter onto my bed, I pulled them on, then I sat down and picked it up.
“Any thoughts?” I asked, waving it at him. When he shook his head, I carefully slipped a finger under the flat, slowly lifting it to pop it open.
I honestly half expected there to be a dangerous powder that fell out onto my lap that would instantly kill me. Or maybe a ransom note for my mom.
What I didn’t expect was a letter from the council.
“Dear Ms. Bennett,” I read, shaking the letter out so that I could easily read it. “As a representative for the council, I am writing you to let you know that we are very interested in meeting with you and discussing the rest of your senior year. On the last Saturday of the month, please come to the auditorium. You will have your chance to air your grievances there and the council will make a decision regarding your ability to continue your education at Taylor Prep.”
I dropped the letter into my lap and stared at Jackie. “That’s bullshit, right? They’ve got to be kidding.”
“Who wrote it?” Jackie reached for the letter and quickly scanned it. I knew that he was looking for a name of someone he knew. “It’s just signed Secretary. Who the hell does something like that?”
“The council, I guess,” I sighed, flopping back onto my bed. Even though I looked calm, my mind was going a thousand miles a minute and I was having trouble slowing it down.
“What are you going to do? You can’t meet with them.” Jackie sounded worried and sat down next to me, taking my hand and gently rubbing his thumb across my knuckles. It felt amazing and I enjoyed it for a few moments before answering.
“Do I have a choice?”
“Of course, you do. What do you mean?” He sounded upset and I sat up to look at him. “I mean, Jackie, really. They’re holding the meeting here. On campus. You think that Mr. Taylor doesn’t know about it and hasn’t approved it? There’s no way that he’d let them do it if he wasn’t ok with it.”
Jackie thought for a second. I searched his face while he thought, looking for some hope or positivity, but he just looked worried.
“I didn’t think about that,” he said finally, reaching out to pull me to him. Leaning against him felt nice and I relaxed as I listened to his heartbeat. “Let me go ask the other guys, okay? See if they have any thoughts on what’s going on.”
I didn’t want him to leave, but I also just wanted to lock the door and keep everyone else out of my space, so I nodded. “Hurry back, okay?”




Chapter 19



Jackie didn’t hurry back. In fact, it wasn’t until the next morning that I saw him or any of my rogues. When I woke up, I felt immediately lost and discombobulated, and I had to shake my head to clear it enough to turn off my alarm.
A full day of voice with Amelia sounded like hell, but I couldn’t avoid it. I dressed quickly and was halfway down the stairs when my rogues caught up with me.
“You never came back last night,” I said to Jackie in response to his kiss. Kaleb and Brett gave me morning kisses too, but I couldn’t stop looking at Jackie.
“I’m sorry, Rosita. It got really late and I came by your door, but there wasn’t any sound from inside, so I assumed you fell asleep.” He looked really worried that I was upset, and I felt my anger melt away.
“I did,” I admitted, “but I still missed you.”
“Fair enough.” Jackie held the door for the rest of us and walked next to me as we headed to the dining hall. “But I think that we found some information that may be useful.”
I paused, even though I was so hungry that all I wanted to do was run to the dining hall and scarf down whatever food they had ready. It amazed me how much better I felt when I had a full stomach and wasn’t dealing with being tired, stressed, and hungry all at the same time.
“Really?” I couldn’t help but sound hopeful, and Jackie smiled at me.
Brett spoke up, taking my hand in his. “I called my mom. She didn’t know anything about the letter, but apparently the council hasn’t been happy with her since you guys came and took me away. She said that she guesses that what they’re going to try to do is set it up for a vote so that they can kick you out.”
“I’m not leaving though,” I said, shaking my head. “They can vote all they want, but I don’t give a shit what they decide on.”
“It’s more than that,” Kaleb interjected, making us all look up in surprise. He was often so quiet in the morning until he’d had some coffee, but this morning he looked like he had a lot he wanted to say. “I called Jackie’s driver again and asked him what information he had on the council. He was, understandably, a little concerned about getting involved, but apparently he’s also heard a few things.”
Here Kaleb paused for a moment as the four of us walked across the quad. It took all of my self-control not to reach out and shake him. As much as I loved him, I needed him to be a bit more specific right then, not so vague.
“What kind of things?” I asked, trying to stay calm. One of the things that I loved the most about Kaleb was how thoughtful he was. Out of all of my rogues, he wasn’t ever one to speak harshly or when he didn’t have all of the information.
It was something that I adored about him, but right then, I needed him to speak faster. I needed to know exactly what was going on.
Kaleb sighed and stopped, looking up to the sky for a moment. “Rose,” he said finally, turning to me, “he said that the council is willing to take matters into their own hands. They worked with their kids to get you out, but now they want to move things along faster.”
“Their kids?” I had already known that Amelia’s mom was in the council, as was Brett’s. This all got started and came to a head because she went to her fellow council members about me being at Taylor Prep in the first place. “What other kids are involved? How many people are on the council?”
“Pretty much everyone here who has been mean to you,” Kaleb answered.
I swore that it was like Brett and Jackie fell away from us. It was just Kaleb and me, both of us trying to understand how we could make it through all of this. I was still holding Brett’s hand, but I dropped it and reached out for Kaleb.
He pulled me to him, wrapping his arms around me and snuggling me against his chest. The steady beat of his heart calmed me down, but it didn’t fix the problem that we were facing.
“Okay, so there are a lot of people on the council. But parents can’t really do anything, can they?” Even though things were becoming clearer for me, I still felt like everything was murky. There were still some things that didn’t make sense – like how the council could remove me from Taylor Prep.
Parents didn’t have that much power, right?
“Not just parents, Rose. Teachers, too. Like Mr. Gessler. Mr. Staton.” Kaleb took a deep breath and I got the feeling that whatever he was about to tell me wasn’t something that I wanted to hear. “Mr. Taylor.”
“Mr. Taylor?” Pulling back from him, I looked up into his face, sure that he was going to be laughing. “That’s a joke, right? There’s no way that the headmaster is part of the council. He’s always acted totally surprised when I’ve brought it up. Besides, no good headmaster would allow the students and parents to run their school for them, right?”
“I don’t know that it’s up to him, Rosita,” Jackie said, pulling my attention away from Kaleb. “Do you think that it’s possible that Mr. Taylor is doing this just because he has to?”
I scoffed. “Yeah, right. I’m sure that a bunch of kids have that much control over him.” When none of my rogues responded, I chuckled a little. “Right, guys?”
The looks on their faces made my stomach drop.
Even though I didn’t believe that Mr. Taylor would be involved in something like that, there was a part of me that wasn’t really surprised.
“I think, Rose,” Brett began slowly, “that Mr. Taylor wants to keep control of the school badly enough to do whatever he has to. And if you look at the families who are on council…that’s a lot of money. Like, a lot, Rose.”
“How much?” For the first time since we started talking, I began to feel a little afraid. The way the rogues were talking, it sounded like Mr. Taylor was clearly taking a bribe. But how much money would it take for an adult to be willing to sit back and watch while a student was tormented like I’d been?
They didn’t answer at first. Kaleb sighed and kicked the ground, grinding his toe into the grass while we waited. “Guys,” I said, a little more forcefully. “Be honest. How much? How much money is he getting to allow this to happen?”
“It would go beyond his salary,” Jackie said slowly, obviously thinking it through as he talked. “His salary is public knowledge, I think, if you dig into the financials of the school, but money on top of that would be kept hidden.”
“How much?” I knew that I sounded like a broken record, but I couldn’t help it. I needed one of them – just one of my rogues – to give me a straight answer. “Thousands? Tens of thousands?”
“There’s no real way to know!” Brett’s eyes were dark and flashing. “You tell me, how much money would you need to look the other way when shit like this went on right under your nose? It’s a fuckton, I can guarantee it, but nobody knows except for the people on council.”
“Like your mom.” My voice was calm and that surprised him. He took an involuntary step back. “Your mom, Brett. She would know how much money Mr. Taylor’s getting to ignore this. I want to know how much it is.”
“I don’t know that she would,” Brett said, sounding unsure of himself. “I can ask her though, if you want.”
“I do.” Now it was just me and Brett.
It had always been us, so it made sense that right now it would be the two of us, each one trying to feel the other out. Each trying to understand how to move forward with the other person.
“Please, Brett,” I said, my voice falling to a whisper.
He nodded. “I’ll do anything for you, Rose, you know that. I don’t know that she’ll tell me, though. I think…I think that she risked a lot to get you the information that I was still alive. She’s scared, Rose, and – ”
I cut him off. “I’m more scared, Brett, I guarantee it. Please, call her. Find out what I’m up against. What we’re up against.”
He didn’t answer, but he pulled me to him, his arms holding me so tightly against his chest that, for a moment, I almost couldn’t breathe. “I’ll do anything for you, Rose,” he whispered, his lips brushing against my ear and sending a shiver through my body.
“For us,” I responded, whispering back. “Please tell me that you’ll do anything for us.”
◆◆◆
 
I wasn’t together with all three of my rogues again until after dinner. Jackie and Kaleb walked me to voice and Brett picked me up so that I wouldn’t be alone on my way to dinner, but he told me that he didn’t want to talk about his mom until we were all together again.
So I waited.
And I picked at the hem of my jacket.
I pushed my food around on my plate.
And when the four of us were finally in my room, the door shut and locked, and me on the bed surrounded by all three of them, we finally talked.




Chapter 20



I’d gotten good at waiting over the years.
After my dad died, I had to wait a long time before I felt like I could breathe again.
When I came to Taylor Prep, I needed to wait to reconnect with Brett.
But just then? Surrounded by my rogues, who I loved more than anything? I thought that if I had to wait one more second that I might fall apart. I didn’t think that I could wait any longer to hear what Brett had to say.
He cleared his throat and reached over to take my hand. Jackie slipped his hand into Brett’s free one and Kaleb took mine. We were all linked together. All in this together, all waiting to hear what was going to happen and how we could make our lives together as good as possible.
“Is it a lot?” I finally asked, unable to hold back my curiosity any longer. “I’m sorry, Brett, I just have to know. Did you talk to your mom?”
He nodded, first not looking at me, but then he took a deep breath and looked me in the eyes. “I did, Rose. I talked to her, and at first she didn’t want to tell me the truth. She was afraid that if I knew everything that I’d be in even more danger.”
A flush ran through my body. It was insane to me for her to think that we’d be in more danger. Did she not know what lengths they were willing to go to in order to protect themselves?
Brett took a shaky breath and squeezed my hand. “But she told me, finally. Two hundred a year.”
Jackie coughed. “Two hundred a year? That makes no sense, that’s not enough to make a difference – ”
He probably would have kept talking but Kaleb interrupted him. “Not two hundred, Jackie. Two hundred thousand, right, Brett?”
Two hundred thousand?
My head swam at that ridiculous sum. It made absolutely no sense for the council to not only have that much money, but to be willing to give it to someone just to get me out of school.
“That’s right,” Brett agreed. “It’s a ton of money, but it’s what they promised him to…look the other way, I guess. Mom made it sound like there was more that he had to do to hold up his end of the bargain, but she didn’t seem to want to get into it, and I didn’t want to push her.”
“I understand,” I told him, leaning on his shoulder. I was disappointed, sure, because I would have loved more information about what the council was planning as well as Mr. Taylor’s role in everything, but Brett had found out more than I could have hoped for.
At least now we knew that we were up against a group that had basically unlimited funds and that they weren’t going to stop until I left Taylor Prep, one way or another.
It was terrifying, to be honest. Knowing that there were people who were willing to work against me like that? Scary. I was just so grateful to have my rogues.
“Any other news from the driver?” Jackie leaned over to look at Kaleb, who shook his head. He looked so upset and worried by everything that I couldn’t help but lean over and give him a kiss.
“It’s going to be okay,” I told him. “We’re going to get through this, I promise.”
No sooner were the words out of my mouth than there was a loud banging on my door. The four of us froze, none of us sure what we should do. Slowly, I stood up, but Kaleb grabbed my arm.
“Not a chance, Rose,” he whispered, keeping his voice down so that whoever was outside my door didn’t hear him. “You don’t need to be the one answering the door right now.”
I paused and looked at him, then let my gaze slide over my other two rogues. It was amazing that they wanted to protect me, but I couldn’t let them constantly put themselves in danger over me.
It was obvious that the council wanted me, and if I would just go…my rogues would be fine.
I took a deep breath and pulled out of Kaleb’s grip, but Brett beat me to the door. He leaned against it, his shoulder braced into it, and sighed. “Who’s there?” He asked.
Even thought it was obvious from the look on his face that he was terrified, he did an amazing job keeping his voice steady. We probably all had guesses on who was on the other side of the door, but Brett wanted to make sure that they had no idea how scared we all were.
Nobody answered.
My palms felt sweaty and I wiped them on my bed, not even caring if my rogues noticed. I was scared, plain and simple, but more than that, I realized suddenly that I was angry.
My entire time at Taylor Prep involved me running scared.
It was exhausting.
Before I could even think about what I was doing, I was up and crossing the room. Jackie called my name, but I ignored him and pushed Brett out of the way of the door. He must not have seen me coming, or I caught him off-balance, because there wasn’t any way that I could have normally just moved him out of the way like that.
There was a part of my brain that was screaming at me to stop what I was doing and to have some sense, but before I could slow down, I unlocked the door and threw it open.
Honestly, I didn’t know who I expected to see on the other side of the door.
I wouldn’t have been surprised to see the entire council standing out there.
Luckily for me, and for my rogues, that wasn’t who it was.
“Mrs. Cox?” She was literally one of the last people that I ever thought would be standing outside of my door, especially when it felt like the shit was really going to hit the fan. She cleared her throat and pushed her hair over her shoulder while she looked at me.
Remembering my manners, I swung my door open. “Do you want to come in?” I wasn’t sure if inviting her in was a good idea, but I also didn’t think that leaving her out in the hall was very smart. “How did you get in here? Is everything okay?”
She brushed past me and glanced at Kaleb and Jackie on the bed before turning back to me. It was then that she saw Brett, and she sighed a little.
“I thought that you might be in here, Brett,” she said, reaching out like she was going to touch him. Instead, though, she let her hand drop back down to her side. He was looking at her like he hadn’t seen her before, and I thought to myself that he probably hadn’t – not in this state.
She looked like she hadn’t slept in days. When I’d seen her at Brett’s funeral, she’d been an absolute mess. Now she didn’t look like she’d been crying, but like she hadn’t slept. Mrs. Cox had huge dark circles under her eyes that she hadn’t even bothered to try to cover with makeup. Her blouse looked wrinkled, which was something I’d never noticed on her before, and she didn’t have any lipstick on.
“Can I help you?” I was dying to know exactly why she’d appeared at my dorm, but I wasn’t sure how to ask her without coming across as rude. It wasn’t until she slowly turned away from Brett to look at me that she smiled.
“You can. I think. Or, rather, I can help you, Rose.” This was the kindest that she had spoken to me since before the funeral. Even when my rogues and I showed up at her house to bring Brett back to Taylor Prep, she hadn’t seemed very happy to be dealing with me.
“Would you like to sit?” I motioned at my bed and both Kaleb and Jackie jumped off of it to give her space, but she just shook her head.
“No, this won’t take long. I know that you got a letter from the council, right?” When I nodded, she continued. “Okay. You can’t go to that meeting, Rose. No matter what you think you’ll be able to do or say to convince them that you should stay here, you can’t go. It’s not safe.”
It felt like a blow to my stomach and I blew out a breath. “Why wouldn’t I go? And what do you mean that it wouldn’t be safe?” Even as I asked the questions, I had a distinct feeling that I wasn’t going to like what she had to say.
Even so, there’s no way that a group of adults would be violent towards a student, right? I mean, that was just ridiculous.
“Rose. You know that I wouldn’t have come here if it wasn’t important, but you’ve been a friend to our family for a long time and now it seems like you are even more.” I blushed, but she didn’t seem to notice and kept talking. “Normally, I would not want to get involved with the business at Taylor Prep any more than I already have, but I’m the one who put you in their crosshairs.”
Brett spoke up. “It was as much my fault, mom. I’m the one who came to you and told you about Rose. If I hadn’t…” His voice trailed off when I reached over and squeezed his hand.
“I’m the adult, Brett,” she said, sadly. “I’m the one who should have handled things better, but I didn’t, and now we’re in this mess. So, Rose,” she said, reaching out to touch my shoulder, “I came here to help you, but I can’t if you won’t help yourself. Promise me that you won’t go to the meeting with the council.”
I felt torn. I wanted to make her happy by agreeing to what she wanted, but only because she looked exhausted. Instead of giving her what I wanted, though, I slowly shook my head.
“I can’t do that, Mrs. Cox,” I said slowly, letting the words sink in. “I have to go to them and see if I can finish out this year. If I can do that then we can all put this behind us.” The thought of getting to have a normal like with my three rogues was enough reason for me to do anything that the council asked right now.
Not only did I want to be able to finish out my year with the rogues that I loved, but I wanted to be able to have a future with them. Honestly, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to have either of those two things if I didn’t listen to what the council wanted now and give them what they needed from me, but I wasn’t going to just roll over for them.
Mrs. Cox shook her head. “That’s a terrible idea, Rose. They’re not going to let you stay. They may tell you that you have a chance, but it’s a lie.”
“How do you know?” Brett sounded angry, but more than that, he sounded worried. Both his mother and I turned to look at him, surprised. “How do you know for sure that they’re not going to give her a chance? Are you still working with them?”
The suspicion in his voice was obvious and it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I didn’t want to be the reason that Brett and his mom were torn apart from each other, but his question was valid, and it scared me.
“I’m not working with them. I managed to find out through a friend, but that person isn’t going to pass me more information, okay? I’m doing my best, Brett, to make up for what I put Rose through.” The way she sounded like she was begging made me cringe.
“Then what are they planning to do at the meeting?” Jackie walked over and slung his arm around my shoulders, pulling me to him. I leaned into him, taking a deep breath and enjoying the light cotton smell that I associated with him. He was the strength that I needed just then, and, for just a moment, I relaxed.
“I’m not entirely sure. I just know that they’re not going to let her stay. They’re going to make her leave.” Mrs. Cox wasn’t look at me now. Her eyes were on her son like she was seeing him for the first time.
“They can’t do that,” Brett said, reaching back for my hand and squeezing it.
I looked over at Kaleb and jerked my head for him to come. He immediately came over and Jackie wrapped his arm around Kaleb’s waist. The four of us were united, not against Mrs. Cox, but against what she had come to tell us.
“We’ll be fine,” I told her, lifting my chin. “It doesn’t matter what they try to do to me, I have my rogues, and they’ll protect me.”
She closed her eyes for a moment, like what I was telling her hurt her to hear. “And who is going to protect them, Rose?” She finally asked.
It was just a handful of words, but every single one of them dropped into the pit of my stomach like a rock.
Honestly? I hadn’t considered it.
I hadn’t considered it because it never crossed my mind that someone would need to protect them.
It never crossed my mind that they may be the ones in danger.
I should have thought about that, though.
They were willing to pretend that Brett was dead.
How far was the council really willing to go to prove their point and get me to leave?




Chapter 21

“What I don’t understand is why Taylor Prep doesn’t just make up a bogus excuse for why I can’t study here any longer. Why go through all of the trouble and drama of the council taking care of things when they could just…kick me out? Raise tuition costs so I couldn’t afford them? Something?” Even though I knew that I was being a bit ridiculous, I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Pretty much anything would be easier than what I was going through.
“Drama much, Rosita?” Jackie called me out on it and slipped a soda into my hand. I took a long sip of the cool bubbly drink and sighed. Taylor Prep didn’t keep soda in the cafeteria, so I was sure that he had snuck out to the bunker at some point to bring this back for me.
“Maybe so, but don’t you think that would be a lot easier? We wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not I should go to the meeting, I wouldn’t have to deal with the shit looks that Amelia gives me all the time, none of it. Just, boom. Gone.” I took another sip and leaned back so that Kaleb could wrap his arm around me and pull me to him.
The four of us were back in my room, which is where we retreated to study and spend time together after classes and after dinner each day. Even though we’d spent a long time talking about what we should do about my meeting with the council, we couldn’t come to an agreement.
Well, that wasn’t true.
The rogues all came to an agreement about what I should do much faster than I was able to. They all voted for me to stay as far away from the meeting as possible and even offered to spend the night with me to keep me safe.
I didn’t agree. The past two weeks had been hard enough without worrying about what would happen if I skipped the meeting. No, the best thing to do was to face it head-on.
The last thing that I wanted to do was run from my problems any longer. I was tired of it, but more than that, I wasn’t going to let them hurt my rogues.
Brett frowned at me from his perch by my feet. He’d been rubbing them, which felt amazing, and I kept reminding him with gentle kicks to keep rubbing whenever he stopped. “You know that we’re going to do everything possible to keep you safe, right, Rose?”
I loved all of my boys and normally I would want to do whatever they asked of me, but just then I knew that I had to take steps to keep them safe.
Sighing, I sat up. Kaleb kept his arm around me, which made me feel safe, but right then I didn’t want to feel safe.
I wanted to tear apart everything that the council had built, and all of the things that they had planned for me.
“Next week is the meeting, Rose,” Kaleb reminded me, gently landing a kiss on the back of my neck. “I know that this month has been hell, but pretty soon it will all be over, okay?”
“You guys don’t honestly think that if I just skip the meeting that everything will go back to normal, do you?” It sounded ridiculous to me, but as I looked around at my boys, I realized that – even if they didn’t really think that – they all hoped it.
They wanted this to just disappear.
“Sometimes, Rosita,” Jackie said, “things work out.”
I shook my head at him. “Not this time.” Stretching, I slipped off of my bed and started to take off my jewelry. I still hadn’t worn earrings since Amelia had pulled them out of my ears, but I loved my bracelet and necklaces. My rogues watched as I slowly got ready for bed.
Brett stood up and walked over to me, grabbing my wrist out of the air. “You aren’t planning on anything next week, are you?” His voice sounded low and gravely. I flicked my eyes up to meet his gaze and the passion I saw there took my breath away.
“I think that I have to. No, I know that I have to,” I told him, pulling my wrist back. He let me go, but he didn’t move away from me. Just being that close to him was hard for me. I could feel my body starting to ache for him and I had to force myself to take a step back.
Not that I would have minded falling into bed with him…or all of my rogues, for that matter, but I had to keep my mind on what I had planned for tomorrow.
“Then at least tell us what you’re going to do.” Brett reached out and took me by the shoulders, gently turning me so that my back was to him. I shivered as he carefully unhooked my necklace and lifted it over my head. My skin was covered in goosebumps from his touch.
“Really? You really want to know?” Turning around, I glanced at my rogues on my bed, then took Brett’s hand.
Kaleb sighed and slid off of the bed to take one of my hands. “Rose, we’ve always wanted to know what you were going to do. We’ve always been happy to be there to help you out, no matter what that meant for us. So, yes, we want to know what you’re planning.”
“It’s obvious that you’re up to something, Rosita,” Jackie piped up from the bed. “We agreed that if we couldn’t talk some sense into you and get you to back down from taking the council and the harpies on by yourself that we would be there to help you. It’s been a long few weeks, honey, let us help you.”
The thought that I wouldn’t have to go through with my plan by myself gave me a burst of hope. It wasn’t that I was afraid, not really, but having my rogues with my and knowing that they had my back gave me hope.
“Okay.” I squeezed Brett and Kaleb’s hands and smiled at Jackie. “I’ll tell you guys, but you have to promise not to say anything until I’m all done, okay? Don’t interrupt me and don’t try to stop me.”
When they all nodded, I took a deep breath. Okay.
I knew that I wouldn’t have to do this on my own.
There wasn’t any way that they were going to let me.
“So, you guys know that we have one more week until the meeting?” It was a silly way to start. I knew that they were aware of how much longer we had until the meeting.
It was all they thought about. I just…didn’t really know where to start with what I was going to say.
◆◆◆
 
My rogues and I all had our plans of what we needed to do to make sure that we were going to be as safe as possible during the next week, but there was one thing that I hadn’t really thought about.
I missed my girls, and I wanted to talk to them. Even though I didn’t think that Amelia or the council would go after my friends, especially since I’d been keeping my distance to keep them as safe as possible, I was still worried about them.
And I missed them, plain and simple. As much as I loved all three of my rogues, I hated not getting to spend more time with my girls.
Maggie and Harper were walking ahead of me across the quad. I’d seen them and told my rogues that I’d meet up with them after lunch and run ahead. It wasn’t safe to be on my own at all, and we all knew it, but I really wanted to talk to my girls without the rogues around.
“Hey!” I said breathlessly, as I caught up with them. My friends turned around, and even though we hadn’t spent a lot of time together recently, they still cried out my name and threw their arms around me.
“Rose! We’ve missed you,” Harper squealed into my neck as she hugged me. It felt amazing to have my friend’s arms around my neck and I snuggled into her, enjoying the way she snuggled back.
“I’ve missed you guys,” I told them honestly. “it’s just been so crazy around here that I got caught up in it. I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Maggie said, grabbing my hand. “But just so you know – we claim you for lunch right now. Your little harem will just have to wait to get a piece of you later, okay?”
My harem. I giggled and squeezed her hand. “I don’t know that they’d like you calling them that,” I said, resisting the urge to turn around and look at them. I knew that all of my boys were behind me and that they weren’t going to let me out of their sight.
“But that’s what they are,” Harper protested, laughing. “You have a hot little harem, and that’s why you’re so busy anymore! No wonder you always look tired.”
She and Maggie cracked up and I couldn’t help but laugh, too. I wished that they were right – that I looked so tired simply because I was spending all of my nights in bed with my boys, but the truth was not nearly as exciting.
“Actually, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about,” I told them as we walked.
Maggie grinned at me. “We love you, Rose, but we’re not interested in joining your harem.” The laughter in her voice was obvious and I couldn’t help the smile that split my face.
“Maggie!” I cried, swatting her arm. “That’s not at all what I was going to say, geez!”
It took the three of us a little while to compose ourselves. Even though my stomach was rumbling and I couldn’t wait to find out what was for lunch, I wanted to make sure that I took enough time to talk to my friends and explain what was going on.
They deserved to know why I’d been a little distant and had seem preoccupied. It wasn’t because I didn’t still love them…
“Oh, you’re serious?” Harper slowed down her pace. “What’s wrong, Rose? You know that you can tell us anything.”
I nodded and took a deep breath. “You guys have always been there for me, and I didn’t want you to get the wrong idea and think that I was mad at you for something. That’s not it at all, okay?”
When they both nodded and squeezed my hands, I continued.
“But you guys also know about all of the shit with the harpies and the council, right? I mean, we’ve known for a while that Amelia has had it out for me, but we never really knew what the problem was.” I took a deep breath. “I figured it all out, and that’s why I’ve been keeping my distance a little.”
“We figured that something was going on with you,” Maggie said.
“Yeah, you’re not the kind of person to just…flake, but we haven’t seen a lot of you.” Harper smiled a little apologetically, like she was worried that she was going to upset me by telling me the truth.
Honestly? It stung a little, but it wasn’t anything that I didn’t already know. I’d been flaky, but I hadn’t done it because I didn’t want to hang out with my friends. I’d been so caught up in figuring out what was going on with the council and keeping the people I loved safe that I just didn’t want to include too many people.
“I mean, it was insane when Brett came back to school,” Maggie said, interrupting my thoughts. “They had a funeral for him and everything! But you and the rest of the rogues acted like nothing really changed, and neither did the teachers.”
“It was like you guys all knew that it was going to happen,” Harper added. “Everyone else was super surprised, but you guys and the staff were all…just so calm, I guess? Does that make sense?”
It did, and I nodded. “I know that it had to have been a huge surprise to everyone. There just wasn’t a good way to bring him back, you know? I mean, even his mom thought that he was dead for a while and then he just suddenly wasn’t. I hated it. I hated not telling you everything that we’ve been up to, and not seeing you guys all the time has really sucked.”
“It’s sucked for us, too,” Maggie said. “But tell us the truth, have things calmed down now? Are you okay? I know that Amelia has had it out for you for such a long time, but it almost seems like she’s backed off.”
“Does it?” Maybe everyone else was just immune to the dark looks she loved to give me, or maybe I just needed to get over my feelings for Amelia and how much I hated her, but I still felt like it was a war. The battlefield hadn’t changed, but the stakes were higher than ever.
“No matter what, Rose, we’re here for you, and we can’t wait to have lunch with you.” Harper must have seen the dark look on my face, because she squeezed my hand and started to pull me to the dining hall. “We can talk more about this later, if you want, but it smells like they’re grilling, and I would kill for a burger.”
There was so much more to say, but it was obvious that my friends didn’t want to talk about it any more right then. Grinning at them, I grabbed their hands and we started back across the quad.
I didn’t have to look behind me to know that Jackie, Kaleb, and Brett were back there.
Just like we’d decided the other night – they had my back. They knew my plan now, and they were willing to risk everything to end this.




Chapter 22



It’s really damn hard to concentrate on school when you know that you have the biggest meeting of your life coming up on the weekend.
Even though I was still going to classes, I felt like I was just going through the motions. Part of me wondered if it would have been better for the council to simply call me to an emergency meeting one afternoon without any warning rather than drag it out for weeks.
Knowing that I had to meet with them and that the time was constantly drawing closer made me more than nervous. It gave me a stomachache, made it difficult for me to concentrate, and even took a toll on my performance in voice.
Just that afternoon Mr. Collins had stopped me after class to ask me if I was ok. The competition was in a few weeks, but judging the way that I’d sung in class, I wasn’t much of a threat for Amelia.
I’d watched her sashay away while I talked to the teacher and wondered just how much he knew about what was going on. My meeting with the council was the next day, and the thought that he didn’t have a clue about what I was facing was laughable.
Kaleb was waiting for me and walked me back to my dorm before we went to dinner. As soon as he shut my door behind him, I leaned in for a hug, enjoying how his fingers quickly worked their way down my tight spine to help me relax.
“You’re tense, love,” he whispered into my ear. My hair was growing back but was still so short that none of my rogues had to tuck it behind my ear in order to whisper to me. I couldn’t wait until it was all grown back and they could run their fingers through it. “Talk to me,” he continued, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Tell me what’s going on.”
I wanted to break down in his arms and tell him everything, but the truth was – he already knew. Kaleb knew exactly how scared I was, how much I hoped this would work, and how I worried about what our future would be when it was all over.
It was silly of me to think that I would be able to explain what was going on in my head and in my heart when I knew that he already felt it all.
“You know,” I told him, leaning my head on his shoulder. He was so strong and steady. My Kaleb loved me and I knew that he’d do anything for me. “I know you do, Kaleb.”
“You’re right, Rose,” he said, leaning back so I’d look at him. As soon as I did, his mouth crashed onto mine, his hands squeezing my sides and pulling me in to stand closer to him.
Our bodies were pressed tightly together. The heat from his coursed through mine, giving me a burst of energy. Instead of pulling away and going to dinner, I wanted to curl up inside of him.
I needed Kaleb. My kind, emotional Kaleb, who I knew would do anything for me. I kissed him back, reaching up to wind my fingers through his hair and pull him back down to me. Our lips were on fire, our whole bodies burning up as we touched and kissed.
“Rose,” Kaleb gasped, pulling back from me to suck in a breath.
I didn’t know what he was going to say. Honestly, I didn’t care. I didn’t need to hear him tell me what I meant to him, or that he wanted me.
I could feel his longing for me as he pressed his body up against mine. All I needed from Kaleb was him.
Just him.
I tugged his shirt off over his head and threw it onto the floor, then kicked out of my shoes. Running my hands up his abs and pecs, I moaned, enjoying everything about his body.
His muscles were wrapped tightly around his frame, and I traced them with my finger before leaning in and kissing my way from his navel up to his lips. He stiffened under my kisses, his body taut under my touch.
“I want you, Kaleb,” I whispered.
Yeah, like it wasn’t obvious.
He answered me with a kiss, his tongue sliding across mine, sending fireworks deep into my core. When I leaned back to pull my shirt off, someone knocked on the door.
We both froze.
“Expecting company?” Kaleb raised an eyebrow at me, and I couldn’t help but giggle.
It felt amazing to laugh for a moment, like we were just teenagers, and not the victims of a crazy group of adults.
“No,” I said, regretfully tugging my shirt back down. Again I cursed Taylor Prep for not having peepholes in the doors and I motioned Kaleb away so that I could open it without anyone seeing him standing there. He stepped to the side and I cracked the door, peeking out and holding my breath.
“Oh, thank goodness, Rosita,” Jackie said, pushing the door open. “We thought that someone was wrong when you two didn’t show up right away for dinner, so we came to check on you.”
His voice trailed off when he saw Kaleb’s shirt on the floor and our flushed faces. A slow smile spread across his face.
“They’re okay?” Brett followed Jackie in, his dark eyes scanning my body like he was checking for himself to see if I was in one piece.
“I think they’re more than okay,” Jackie quipped, leaning over to pull me to him. Brett pushed the door shut at the same time as Jackie kissed me. My lips were already swollen from kissing Kaleb, but I leaned into Jackie, letting him support my weight as he lips worked against mine.
When I pulled back from him, I lightly touched my lower lip. It was swollen and throbbing just a little, but I loved it.
Brett chuckled, a gravely sound that made me turn to look at him. “You telling me that I was going to miss out on all of the fun? Again?”
Instantly, I remembered the time that Jackie, Kaleb, and I had spent together before we went and brought Brett back to Taylor Prep. I’d hated not having him with us then, but I also hadn’t been able to keep my hands off of my other rogues.
Now, though…
Now they were all here with me. All staring at me like I was a snack and they were starving men.
It was how I felt about them, too.
“I think,” I said, finally managing to find my voice, “that Kaleb and I were just getting started.”
“That’s right,” Kaleb added, walking over and running his fingertips down my arm. “Rose and I were just getting started, but – ”
I cut him off. “We’d love company.”
I said it looking at Brett. He was the only one who hadn’t been with all of us. He was the one who I was almost afraid would be unwilling to join in. If Brett would join us, then…
He nodded, and as he did, I felt all of the pressure and stress that I’d been carrying slip off of my shoulders.
Jackie grinned and grabbed Brett’s hand, giving it a little squeeze. “We missed you last time, Brett,” he said. “It’s good for all four of us to be together.”
Even as I watched the two of them talk, I couldn’t believe that this was actually going to happen. A year ago I never would have believed that all three of my rogues would want to be with me and with each other. The thought gave me chills.
I’m sure that I stood there grinning like an idiot for a moment. Before I could say anything to any of my boys, Jackie started unbuttoning Brett’s shirt.
I swear, it was like I was frozen in place. I couldn’t have torn my eyes away from what the two of them were doing if someone had tried to pay me. Jackie was gentle, but his fingers worked quickly, and in just a moment, Brett’s shirt fell to the floor. Locking eyes with me, Jackie undid his shirt, tossing it onto the pile.
Brett’s eyes were wide, and I reached out for his hand, pulling me to him. I hadn’t kissed him yet, and I needed to taste him. His lips were hot and hungry on my mouth, and as we kissed, I felt someone lifting my shirt up from behind.
Kaleb? Or Jackie? It didn’t matter.
The three boys stripped me down, Brett falling to his knees in front of me before he slipped off my skirt. I shivered as I fell to the floor and left me standing in just my panties and bra.
“I swear, I’m never going to get tired of that sight, Rose,” Kaleb murmured, running a line of kisses along my collarbone. I shivered and reached for him, digging in my fingernails at what happened next.
Brett slipped his fingers into the waist of my panties and gently tugged them down while Jackie unhooked my bra. Their hands were all over me, hot and needy, and my skin felt like it was on fire wherever we touched.
“You taste delicious, if I remember correctly,” Brett said, gently spreading my legs with his hands. I felt like I was going to fall backwards onto the floor as my knees shook, but Jackie supported me, reaching around and pinching a nipple. I moaned at the feeling and my skin pebbled under his touch.
My rogues all knew how to make my body want more, and this time, they weren’t going to stop until they had all of me.
Brett’s breath was hot on my skin, and I felt the slick of my wetness as he slid his fingers into me, making me go up on my toes. “Fuck,” I breathed, unable to stop myself.
Kaleb laughed and then kissed me, making it so that I couldn’t say anything else. His mouth was hot and insistent on mine, and I held onto him, using him and Jackie to hold me up while Brett slowly licked and sucked my clit.
It was almost too much for my body to bear. Between Brett’s tongue and the way he pumped his fingers into me, Jackie pinching and rolling my nipples as he massaged me, and Kaleb’s kisses, I felt my body starting to quiver.
Coming with them was like I was falling apart, each shattered piece of me breaking down as they sent me over the edge. I spiraled, my breath hitching as my body became overcome by the feeling.
It was like the three of them were all in me, all of them knowing exactly what they needed to do in order to push me over the edge. I couldn’t stop myself if I had tried.
When it became too much for me, I was up on my toes, leaning back in Jackie’s arms. Kaleb ran his tongue along my jaw to my ear and I shivered as he nipped at my skin, making me break out in goosebumps. My fingernails were dug deep into his skin, leaving behind little halfmoons as I tried to hang on.
But I couldn’t.
Brett slipped his tongue around my clit, sucking and licking it, his tongue sliding and rubbing me, sending me over the edge.
I cried out, but nothing intelligible, then I broke apart.
All of my nerves were on fire. They all screamed as I fell back into Jackie’s arms. He supported me as I closed my eyes, all of my muscles tight and locked into place.
Finally, I relaxed, but my body wasn’t done.
I opened my eyes, and the first thing I saw was Kaleb’s face. He was hungry. Brett stood up and kissed me, his tongue forcing my mouth open. I sucked my taste off of him, hardly able to handle it.
He made me taste so good.
When Jackie put me back on my own two feet, I tried to stand, but I stumbled, my legs still weak and shaking. Brett caught me and guided me to the bed, where he put me down to perch on the edge.
“That was…” I began, but I couldn’t finish, and ended up just shaking my head.
“I hope it was good,” Brett said, “because that was just the beginning, little Rose. You have no idea.”




Chapter 23



It was almost impossible for me to catch my breath. My skin was still on fire, my three rogues were bending over me, each one planting hot kisses on my bare skin. I gasped and reached for them, pulling one up by the hair to kiss him.
It was Jackie. “Rosita,” he moaned, kissing me. When he tugged my lower lip between his teeth, I arched my back, pulling him closer. “God, I want to be in you,” he said, running his hands down my sides.
“So do I,” Brett said, leaning over and me pushing Jackie off to the side. He grunted and slid off of me as I reached for Brett, running my hands down his strong back.
He’d stripped. Completely.
When my hands ran across his strong hips, I gasped, and I grabbed him, pulling him to me. His hard cock pressed into my thigh and I strained up, pushing my hips into him.
“I can’t believe that I missed this last time, Rose,” he murmured into my ear. “Glad that I get to be around for this time.”
“I love you,” I told him, pulling back just a bit but keeping my hands on him. There wasn’t any way that I could possibly let go of him now. Not when I finally had him where I wanted him. Not when I had him with the rest of my rogues.
“We all love you.” It was Kaleb whispering in my ear. He slipped his hand down between my legs and stroked my slit, making my thighs spread at his touch. For a moment, all I could focus on was the way his fingers swirled around my clit and slit, slipping inside me and slowly stroking me from inside.
I twisted, reaching for him, but Brett pinned me to the bed, slowly kissing his way from my lips down between my breasts. As he worked his way down my body, I felt my stomach tighten.
The orgasm that they’d pulled from me before had been gentle, but this didn’t feel the same way. I had a very good feeling that they were going to force it from me and leave me trembling.
It excited and terrified me at the same time. Being with two of them before, I thought that I had an idea of what it would be like, but with Brett there, too…
I didn’t have any more time to think.
Kaleb’s fingers between my legs had me throbbing, and I moaned, arching my back as Brett slipped his mouth over one nipple and sucked. It hardened instantly in his mouth, the sensations of his tongue flicking over it almost enough to send me over the edge again.
Before I could, though, he stopped, lifting me off of the bed.
“I need to be in you, Rosa,” he said, his voice deep and husky. I almost didn’t recognize it, he was so filled with need. “Come on.”
Jackie lifted me from Brett’s arms and we watched as Brett stretched out on the bed. I climbed on top of him, straddling him, slowly lowering myself down so that his cock stretched me.
“Fuck,” I said, letting out a hiss. He felt amazing, like home. Brett’s hands were on my hips, holding me in place and guiding me as I started to rock on him, but before I could find my rhythm, Jackie pushed me forward, leaning me over Brett.
I sucked in a breath of air as he licked me from behind, spreading my juice farther over my ass. After that, he kissed his way up my back then stopped by my ear. “Are you ready, Rosita?”
Was I ready? Could I possibly be with all three of my rogues at the same time without something hurting or someone getting left out? Turning my head, I saw Kaleb standing by the head of the bed, his eyes bright as he watched me.
“Come to me,” I commanded, reaching out for him. A grin lit up his face as he climbed on top of the bed and crawled over to me.
“No,” I told him. “Stand up.”
His cock was just inches from my face, and all I wanted to do was have it in me. Jackie was behind me, and as I reached for Kaleb, I felt the pressure as Jackie entered me. He and Brett filled me, and I paused, my hand around Kaleb’s cock, gasping a bit for air.
It felt amazing.
Before I could think too long about what was happening, I pulled Kaleb to me, slipping his cock into my mouth. The pressure from Brett and Jackie’s cocks inside of me made my core tighten and contract, and I kept feeling my breath hitch as I tried to relax.
It was almost impossible.
If I thought that all of my nerves were on fire before, I had no idea how it could really feel to have my three rogues all taking me. They filled me, threatening to split me.
Taking a deep breath, I ran my tongue along the length of Kaleb’s cock, enjoying how his bulb filled my mouth. He grabbed the back of my head, digging his fingertips into my skin as he rammed forward into me.
“You look so good right now, Rose,” he said, keeping his eyes locked on mine. By twisting my head, I could look up and see him, and I tried to keep tears from blurring my vision.
It was like I had no control.
Even as I tried to be in control of my movements on Brett, Jackie’s hands on my hips guided me. I was pushed and pulled, filled and thrusted into, and you know what?
I loved every fucking second of it.
“You’re going to make me, come, Rosita,” Jackie said, his fingers digging deeper into my skin. I cried out, the sound muffled by Kaleb’s large cock, as the pressure ebbed in me and then returned full force as all three of my rogues thrust into me.
I’d lost all control.
And I loved it.
“You ready to come, Rose?” Brett asked me, his dark skin glistening under my hands. I’d braced myself on his chest, my fingers splayed across his perfect body, his skin a little slick under my touch.
I couldn’t speak, so I nodded. The way he was thrusting…every time he did, I felt my core tighten a little more. The throbbing in me had been replaced by a dull ache, and I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to hold on for much longer, not with all three of my rogues loving me.
I was beginning to spiral, and I felt all of my muscles start to tighten. Even though I tried to relax, I couldn’t rest – my boys held me up, making sure that I was going to get the pleasure that I deserved.
It was happening.
There wasn’t any way that I could concentrate on a certain part of my body. All of me felt like I was coming apart – breaking apart at my very molecules – my body so high on pleasure and the feeling of my coming orgasm that it was impossible for me to even concentrate.
And then it happened.
My orgasm crashed over me like waves, making my nerves scream out as if they were on fire. I did the same, throwing back my head and letting out a guttural cry as it ripped through me, all of my body suddenly torn apart by the feeling.
Without my rogues there, I would have fallen apart, but they held onto me, making sure that I road it out safely, not letting me collapse. They all cried out with me, each of them reaching their peak at the same time that I did, but they still managed to keep me from falling over.
Each breath felt like a gift of life as I started to come back down, but I had to suck hard at the air. My boys noticed this and Jackie and Kaleb gently slipped out of me, lifted me off of Brett, and then helped me stretch out next to him.
My nerves were burning. My skin felt like it was too small, like I’d been wearing something tight and now had finally burst out of it. Every part of my being was singing from release.
“Holy shit,” I finally managed. There’s no way for me to know how long I’d laid there before I managed to speak, but I did know that it had been a while.
The heat that had made me feel like I was burning up was gone and my skin was chilled. When I shivered, Brett rolled over, pulling me to him, and Kaleb draped a blanket over me.
It took a few minutes, but it was enough.
I was so relaxed that I couldn’t help myself.
Even though we’d all been famished after class and excited for dinner, there wasn’t any way that I could force myself to get up and leave my bed right then.
“Just for a moment,” I whispered, and closed my eyes.
◆◆◆
 
When I finally woke back up, it wasn’t because I’d gotten enough sleep, or there was a loud sound that tore through my rest, but because the room smelled like a fancy restaurant.
Brett slipped out from behind me and I rolled over, tucking the blanket around myself to sit up. Jackie and Kaleb must have gone to the dining hall and brought back as much food as they could carry, because it was mounded around me, plates piled high with shrimp scampi, fresh rolls, salads, and even some brownies.
“Brownies!” I squealed, grabbing one and taking a huge bite of it. Taylor Prep wasn’t huge on having sweets at meals, but they generally had dessert at dinner on Friday, so we always enjoyed it the best we could. The chocolate practically melted in my mouth and I moaned a little, licking a bit of extra frosting off of my finger.
Kaleb’s eyes grew wide as he saw me do that. “Don’t you go licking things like that in front of me, Rose. Not after I know what you can do with that tongue.”
I blushed and looked down, but when I glanced back up, all three of my rogues were grinning. “That was pretty incredible,” I agreed.
“Yeah, Rosita,” Jackie said, giving me a wink. “I wouldn’t mind that every day after class if you’re game.”
The thought of the three of them all filling me and taking me for their own gave me a chill and I shivered, pulling the blanket tighter around me and taking another bite of the brownie.
Shrimp scampi was great and all, but brownies always won out. Always.
“Now that we’re all relaxed,” Brett said, grabbing a plate of salad and sitting back down next to me, “do you guys think that we should run through how tomorrow night is going to go?”
We all fell silent. It was obvious that, even though we all knew that we should talk about what was going to happen, none of us wanted to.
Talking about the meeting with the council would only make it more real. It would only serve to remind us that the meeting was actually going to happen and that there really wasn’t anything we could do about it.
After a moment of silence, when we were all eating instead of answering the obvious question, I sighed and put my brownie down on a plate. There was a bit of frosting left on my finger, and I licked it off, winking at Kaleb as I did.
“Okay,” I said finally, wiping my finger on my blanket. “You guys want to talk? Let’s talk.”




Chapter 24



“You know what to do, right, Rosita?” Jackie sounded more nervous than I had heard him be in a long time, which honestly, did nothing to calm my nerves, but I managed to nod at him anyway.
If my rogues were nervous, and they had been so confident that the plan was a good one and that it was sure to work, then how in the hell was I supposed to act confident?
“It’s all going to be fine,” I told him. Honestly, though, I was saying that as much for me as I was saying it for him. I wanted to believe that everything was going to be okay. I didn’t want to entertain the idea that we had worked so hard to ensure that we would be safe and that it could still all fall apart.
I wasn’t going to leave Taylor Prep willingly, so the council could either let me stay, or I was going to force their hand.
That night I was dressed in a pair of jeans and a loose button-up shirt instead of the usual uniform. Because none of us really knew what was going to happen in the meeting, we’d agreed that I should be as comfortable as possible and that I should be dressed and ready to run.
The bunker was my end goal if I had to run out of there, but I hadn’t told the boys that I didn’t consider it an option. I was tired of running. I was tired of being the prey. If the council wanted to keep playing fucked up little games, then I was going to stand my ground and see what they had to throw at me.
“Just be safe. We love you so much, Rosita,” Jackie said, pulling my hand so that I turned to look at him. He’d been frowning most of the day, and I reached up to smooth out the wrinkles on his forehead.
“Don’t worry, Jackie. You and I both know that I have a lot of things that I want to hold onto. I’m not going to do anything in there that would jeopardize our relationship, okay?”
“Good.” He kissed me, a kiss that was full of longing and desire, and I instinctively wrapped my arm around his neck, pulling him closer. After a moment, though, he stepped back, leaving me with burning lips and wanting more.
“I’ll see you guys on the other side,” I told him, starting to turn to walk into the auditorium. It sucked that Brett and Kaleb weren’t here to say goodbye too, but they’d already been in their positions for a few hours. The last thing that we’d wanted was for someone from the council to see them moving around and figure out our plan.
Jackie adjusted my shirt, quickly smoothing his hands down it to make sure that it was flat. “You need to make sure that you look your best,” he quipped, winking. “We want to make sure that we get an unobstructed view of what’s going on.”
Glancing down, I saw the black wink of a tiny camera that we’d used to replace a button on my shirt. It was practically impossible to tell that it was any different than the other buttons. All I could do was hope that the council wouldn’t notice that it was a bit shinier than the others, and then I’d be okay.
Right?
Right.
I just kept telling myself that I’d be okay.
Jackie couldn’t go with me into the auditorium. We’d debated having him walk me in since we were sure that the council would know that he was around, but decided against it, thinking that it would be safer to keep him out of it as much as possible.
His aunt was, unquestionably, in there and waiting on me. She didn’t need to be faced with her nephew when we all knew how much she hated me already.
The door felt heavy in my hand and I leaned on it for a moment, gathering my strength. As soon as I walked in there, things were going to be different.
Taking a huge breath, I opened the door, letting it slam behind me as I walked down the hall. It was silent in the building, which I thought was strange, but maybe the council wasn’t as big as we had thought that it was.
Maybe it was just a few people.
That thought gave me a burst of hope, and I picked up my pace, fighting back a bit of a smile. If the council consisted of only a few people then I wasn’t going to have nearly as much trouble in there as we had thought.
This time, when I needed to open a door, I didn’t pause. Throwing open the door to the auditorium, I strolled right in, feeling more and more confident. I hadn’t heard a sound from in the hallway, so there was always a chance that the council was just a few people. The thought made me smile.
But that smile slipped from my face as soon as the door shut behind me.
At the sound of it closing, everyone in the auditorium turned to look at me.
And I mean everyone.
Not only was there a podium set up on the stage, like they were expecting me to get up there and argue for my position of being allowed to stay at Taylor Prep, but the auditorium was packed.
I didn’t recognize most of the people there, but that didn’t matter to me. They were, most likely, alums and parents, and they all knew who I was. Mr. Taylor and some of the staff from the school were all seated up front, watching me.
It took a ton of self-control for me to not look up at the balcony. Brett and Kaleb were supposed to be hiding up there, ready to film everything, but I knew that if I looked up, everyone else would look, wanting to know what I was searching for.
Keeping my eyes locked on the podium, I walked through the auditorium. Rows of unfriendly faces turned to follow me as I walked. Right before I got to the stage, Mr. Taylor stood up. He and Amelia’s mom met me at the stage.
She reached out to shake my hand, but I kept my fists balled tight at my sides. There wasn’t any way that I was going to touch that woman. I had nothing for her. Not after what she and her daughter had done to me and my rogues.
Seeing that I wasn’t going to shake her hand, Mr. Taylor cleared his throat. “Miss Bennett, I was honestly a little worried that you weren’t going to grace us with your presence, but I’m glad to see that I was mistaken. Why don’t you come on up to the stage so that everyone can see you and hear you?”
I was pretty sure that everyone there was already hanging onto every word he said, and I had no doubt that they could all hear and see me, but I demurred and followed him, carefully taking each step. I didn’t want to trip. This all needed to be as smooth as possible.
From up on the stage I could see more easily who was out there, and I scanned the crowd looking for any faces I recognized. Nobody. Not until…
Harper’s mom.
My heart fell deep into my stomach and I felt my insides twist. It was a huge betrayal from a woman I thought cared for me, but it wasn’t something that I could worry about just then. Taking a deep breath, I turned away from her and to Mr. Taylor.
This was his school. His zoo parade. I was going to let him figure out what happened next.
He cleared his throat, but before he could say anything, Amelia’s mom pushed him out of the way and walked up to me.
“Rose Bennett.” She wasn’t near my microphone, but she didn’t need it. Her voice was clear and strong and carried easily throughout the auditorium. “I think you know why you’re here, but I’ll do a little recap for everyone. You came to Taylor Prep last year, as a charity case. Once the council was made aware that you were here and that you didn’t belong, we asked you to leave. You were told repeatedly by other students that you didn’t belong and that you needed to see yourself out, but you refused.”
I cut her off. “I have every right to study here, just like any other student.” When I opened my mouth to continue, she just waved her hand at me.
“We’re all tired of hearing that old line out of you, Rose. Allow me to continue, if you don’t mind. Not only did you refuse to leave, even when it was made exceptionally clear to you that you didn’t belong, but you did your best to make the council look like a fool.”
“You did that on your own,” I pointed out. My hands were shaking, and I gripped the wood of the podium tightly to keep it from being obvious. I didn’t want them to have any idea just how nervous I really was up there.
She rolled her eyes. “When you convinced some of the star students here that you deserved to stay, you did so with licentiousness, and that sort of behavior isn’t tolerated at Taylor Prep. Additionally, you acted out against other students who were simply carrying out the wishes of the council.”
I knew that she was referring to Sara and Kelly, but this time I kept my mouth clamped shut. Even if I hadn’t had a pretty clear idea of how they wanted this to go, it was becoming terrifyingly clear now. I wasn’t sure if they were going to give me a time to speak, but even if they did, I was already condemned.
“Now,” she continued, when she saw that I didn’t interrupt her, “I want to show everyone here one example of how she has corrupted the minds of some of the students of Taylor Prep.” She turned away from me and looked offstage before yelling. “Bring them!”
My jaw fell open as Brett and Kaleb were marched across the stage to me. They’d been hiding up in the balcony for house, and I had no idea how they were caught. Brett looked pissed and kept trying to yank his arm away from the person guiding him across the stage, while Kaleb looked much calmer.
I knew him, though. I knew that beneath the surface, he was about ready to explode.
“We found these two students spying on us. Who knows what they were planning? All we know is that they were both some of the top students at Taylor Prep before Rose Bennett came and got her hooks in them. In fact, you are looking at two rogues.”
This made the crowd murmur. Even though I didn’t want to look at them, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from how some of the council members in the auditorium leaned over and whispered to each other.
Apparently, the rogues were supposed to be incorruptible. Well, until I came along, I guessed.
“Now, Miss Bennett,” she said, turning back to me, “you can see why we simply can’t allow you to continue your education here at Taylor Prep. It’s best for everyone if you simply leave on your own, but if you refuse, we have members who are more than happy to walk you out.”
Ripping my eyes away from Brett and Kaleb, I looked out at the crowd. This was not how we had planned this evening to go. Honestly, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to talk our way out of this, not when it looked like everyone in the crowd was ready to see me out the door, whether I liked it or not.
I cleared my throat and immediately recoiled from the feedback of the microphone. “Sorry,” I said, leaning forward and lightly tapping it. “Since the council is so keen on bringing up the things that I have done wrong, I want to take a moment to do the same for them.”
Nobody moved. Everyone in the auditorium was staring at me. Especially Mr. Taylor. And Harper’s mom. My heart squeezed when I caught another glimpse of her in the crowd.
When it became obvious that I wasn’t going to be stopped, I cleared my throat again. “Not only did the council encourage violent acts towards me that landed me under the care of the nurse multiple times, they also faked the death of Brett Cox, one of the rogues.” I pointed at him, pleased when I saw heads swivel away from me to look at him.
“We were on our way back to school when someone hit us on the road,” I continued. “I was injured, but the council claimed that Brett was dead, even though he was obviously fine. In fact, you all went as far as to throw him a funeral to help cover up the fact that he was really alive.”
“And?” Amelia’s mom had a smirk on her face. “What seems to be the problem? It was all sanctioned by the council. We voted, and everyone agreed.”
“I was attacked!” No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to keep my voice level any longer. My fingers ached from holding onto the podium and I felt the stinging of tears threatening to fall. “Your students – your daughter – attacked me multiple times! They landed me under the care of the nurse and almost killed me. They shaved my head, broke my nose, and fed me kiwi, which I have a life-threatening allergy to! That was all sanctioned by the council?”
Amelia’s mom was breathing heavily. I could see her nostrils flaring as she stared at me. If there was a line that I hadn’t known about, I’d definitely crossed it.
A murmur went through the crowd of people watching, but I was too nervous to turn my head to look at them. Was it possible to think that they hadn’t known about how Amelia and the harpies treated me? That was ridiculous, right? They had to all be onboard with what happened to me.
Or so I had thought.
Even my rogues had glanced up when I spoke, and while they couldn’t see Amelia’s mom’s face, I was sure that they could easily tell how rigid she had gone and the fact that she was clutching her hands into tight fists.
“Shut up.” Before I realized what was happening, she crossed the few steps to me and slapped me, her hand hitting my skin so hard that my head snapped around. Her face was twisted with anger and she had pink circles in her cheeks.
“They didn’t know, did they?” My words were quieter. They were just between the two of us, and I was sure that she knew it. Even though my voice was just above a whisper, she heard me. “You just told Amelia to do whatever the hell she wanted, didn’t you? But they had no idea.”
“Shut your whorish mouth. You don’t belong here! You’re a slut, Rose, and you’ve made a mockery of what we’ve built. When Mrs. Cox told us about you, we couldn’t wait to have you gone.” Her words were hisses and filled with rage.
“But she told you to back off!” I was shouting again, not even caring if everyone in the auditorium heard me. No, actually, I wanted them to hear me.
They needed to know exactly what was happening. What had happened.
What this woman had allowed.
“She told you that it was a mistake! And what did you do? You pretended that her son was dead! You’re a fucking monster!”
The silence that filled the auditorium after I yelled at her was almost deafening. All I could hear was my heart pounding in my ears, and for a moment, I thought for sure that I had really fucked up.
Movement in the crowd tore my attention away from Amelia’s mom. Mrs. Pierce, Harper’s mom, stood up. She looked pale and unsteady on her feet and grabbed the back of the chair in front of her to keep her balance.
I was surprised to see that she wasn’t the only one who looked pale.
She wasn’t the only one who looked so upset.
“You crossed a line.” Even though she looked unsteady on her feet, her voice was strong. “The council didn’t know about all of these accusations. Are they true?”
Were they true?
My jaw dropped open. I wouldn’t make this shit up, but there wasn’t any guaranteed way that I could convince anyone in the auditorium of that.
I just hoped that they would believe me.
It was really the only way out.




Chapter 25



“That’s simply not true.” Amelia’s mom stepped forward and addressed everyone in the auditorium. “That’s not at all what happened. She’s delusional, we all know that. She doesn’t belong here, and we just need to move her out of Taylor Prep before she pollutes it for the rest of our children.”
“Liar!” Brett lunged again against the person holding him back. “You did all of that, and more! You turned everyone against Rose, and when you realized that you couldn’t beat her at Taylor Prep, you tried to have us killed!
 
To her credit, she did a great job pretending to be surprised. Turning around, she faced him, shaking her head and smiling. “Never. I know that you had a lot of trauma after your accident, Brett, but none of that was caused by the council.”
“Are you sure about that?” Harper’s mom was walking up the aisle. I felt a surge of hope when she looked at me, but if she was happy to see me, she did a great job of keeping her face neutral. “I remember you telling us at the Christmas party that you came up with a masterful way to deal with Rose, but you had to risk a rogue for it. We didn’t approve then, and we don’t approve now.”
I’d never seen an adult flounder the way Amelia’s mom was just then. She turned to different members of the council in the auditorium, calling them by name.
“Tiffany, you know that none of this is true, right? And Garrett, you were there at the party! You know that I never said anything like that!” there was a touch of panic in her voice and I felt a momentary surge of hope. It wasn’t like I still thought that this would suddenly be easier, but if the members of the council turned against her…well, it’s not like it could be any more difficult.
Even though I tried to find the faces of the people she was calling out, I had no idea where to look. Some of the council members looked surprised at what was being said, some looked angry, but there were some who looked at me with pity.
I hated pity, but right then it seemed like the best possible option for me.
While I was looking out into the crowd, Brett helped Kaleb get free from the person holding him back. The two of them flanked me, each of them slipping their hands into mine and lacing our fingers together. I felt a surge of hope and safety as they held me, knowing that they would do anything to keep me safe.
“Your group was started as a way to help Taylor Prep,” Brett called out over the crowd. Immediately, everyone stopped whispering and listened to him. “But it’s been bastardized by a few of you. Those of you who tried to kill Rose, who had me dead and buried, and who looked away when she was tortured…none of you deserve to be here.”
Cautiously, I reached up and touched my camera. It was still facing forward, and I just hoped that the live feed was working. We were relying on it.
“Oh, get over it!” Amelia’s mom snapped out. Turning so that she’d been on camera, I watched as her face twisted with rage. “It’s not like anyone would have missed her. She doesn’t belong here, Brett. You rogues know that as well as I do.”
My heart was pounding. Even though she had no idea what she was doing, she was giving us all of the ammo that we needed to take the council down for good.
“She could have died.” Kaleb’s voice was strong, and I squeezed his hand. “You almost killed her. Both of them could have died.”
The rumble from the crowd almost tore my attention away from Amelia’s mom, but I didn’t turn my body. She was who we needed to see on film. Well, her and Mr. Taylor. I just wished that he would get out of his seat and get up there with us.
“What do you think, Mr. Taylor?” We had to have him talking about this. We had to have him on film admitting what happened or none of what we were doing would matter. When I turned to look at him, I saw him raise his eyebrows.
After a moment, he stood, clearing his throat.
“I think that there has been a number of unfortunate accidents these two years,” he began, but I cut him off.
“You knew that the council was out to get me. You knew that I was being tortured by the harpies. But you didn’t do anything.”
He glared at me, and at first, I thought that it was all over. He wasn’t going to crack.
He’d never crack.
But he did.
“You should have just left, Miss Bennett. If you had left Taylor Prep then none of this would have happened. We have a reputation to uphold, and when someone in the council speaks out against a student, then that student needs to leave. It’s that easy.” His voice rang out over the auditorium. Some of the council members nodded, but some, like Harper’s mom, who was standing near the stage, looked horrified.
“So you were fine with what Amelia did to me? You were fine with pretending like Brett was dead? You really knew about it all and you didn’t care?” My voice felt thick in my throat, but I forced the words out.
It was inconceivable to me that someone would allow this type of treatment to occur and not try to stop it.
Not try to save me.
“I knew. I allowed it. From order comes freedom, Miss Bennett, or had you forgotten so quickly?”
That was it. That was what we needed. Brett was squeezing my hand so tightly that I couldn’t move my fingers, but it didn’t matter.
“Thank you, sir,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if he heard me, because at that moment the doors to the auditorium all slammed open.
Everyone turned around and gasped. Well, everyone except Brett, Kaleb, and me. We all knew who was coming. We’d honestly been a little afraid that they wouldn’t have made it.
But my live feed must have worked.
Jackie must have gotten everything connected somehow even though Brett and Kaleb hadn’t been able to stay up in the balcony.
The police were there.




Epilogue



“Do you ever miss it?” Jackie’s voice floated towards me from across the lawn where he and Brett were playing a game of catch. Kaleb and I were snuggled up in the hammock together, and while I knew that Jackie wasn’t talking to me, my ears still perked up.
I wanted to know.
I needed to know if the rogues missed what they had had at Taylor Prep before I’d come along. Even though they’d told me a million times – and shown me even more – that they were happier now than they had been, part of me was still scared.
Scared that I had ruined everything for them.
Scared that they would one day wake up and realize that I wasn’t worth the drama.
“Taylor Prep?” Brett threw the ball back to Jackie, who caught it with a satisfying whack in his mitt. “Not at all. She’s more than worth it.”
“Agreed.” Jackie caught the ball effortlessly. I felt like he was looking at me in the hammock, but I didn’t want to sit up and let him catch me listening in on his conversation. “She’s worth it and more.”
Smiling to myself, I snuggled closer to Kaleb. None of it seemed real. Not the way I was bullied so hard, what it felt like to have my rogues to myself…how amazing it had been when the police burst into the auditorium during the meeting with the council.
I’d been curious a few times about how my rouges managed to pull off sending a live feed to the police department, but I’d never asked. It didn’t really matter, not in the grand scheme of things. What really mattered was that they had done it, and that they’d done it to protect me.
The look on Amelia’s mom’s face and the way Mr. Taylor had turned so pale when the police burst in was something that I’d relish forever.
“Are you happy?” Kaleb’s voice interrupted my thoughts and I stirred, lifting up my head to look at him.
“Am I what?” I thought that I’d heard him correctly, but it was insane to me that he may not realize how over the moon I really was.
“Happy.” Kaleb shifted position and I sat up with him, immediately leaning back on him, my head on his shoulder. “Are you happy, Rose? Everything fell apart there at the end, but I hope that you know that we’d do anything for you.”
“Happy?” I grinned at him like an idiot and then kissed him. “Kaleb, I love you. I love Jackie. I love Brett. I have the three men I love with me and I couldn’t be happier. If we knew what was coming next then I’d be thrilled, but this is everything. You three? You’re everything.”
“You’re our everything too, Rosita.” Jackie and Brett had walked up when I was looking at Kaleb. Now Jackie smiled at me and leaned down to kiss me. “We would do it all again if it meant having you.”
I looked at Brett for confirmation, and when he nodded, I grinned.
“Hopefully we won’t have to,” I told them, reaching for Brett and pulling him in for a kiss.
“New school soon,” Brett warned, when I let him go.
He was right. We’d been holed up at his mom’s for the past few days, but on Monday, everything changed. Taylor Prep had been shut down indefinitely while an investigation into how it was run and the conduct of students and the council was conducted.
My rogues had managed to slip into the bunker before everyone was escorted off of campus and they took all of their belongings. That meant that we didn’t have a secret place to hide and spend time together, but we didn’t care.
Now, at Brett’s house, we could lounge in the gardens, go swimming, or simply spend all day in bed in the guest house, which was my favorite thing to do.
Mrs. Cox had practically begged for my forgiveness, and of course, I gave it to her.
How could I not? She was as much a victim of the council and Taylor Prep as I was, and I loved her son.
It was as simple as that.
“There’s just one thing that I don’t get,” Jackie said, thoughtfully running his hand through his hair while he thought. “Your big plan to take down Amelia – I know that you never got to put it into motion, but I’m really curious as to what it was in the first place. You never told us.”
“I didn’t.” I paused, wondering if I should tell him. I was sure that by then the adults would have all figured out what I had, so it probably didn’t matter at that point.
“Going to share your brilliance, Rose?” Kaleb kissed my neck and I turned to look at him.
“Okay. I realized pretty quickly why Amelia wanted Mr. Collins at school so badly. It wasn’t just because she had him wrapped around her little finger.” I sighed and wrinkled my nose. “Actually, I figured it out because I walked in on them.”
“Figured what out – oh, I think I know.” Brett frowned. “They were together?”
I nodded. “Yeah, definitely. I was going to expose her and get my revenge that way. There wasn’t any way that he’d be allowed to stay on and teach, and I figured that that would ensure she’d get kicked out, too. If nothing else, it would completely destroy her family and tear her apart from her lover.”
We were all silent for a moment, thinking about how differently the year could have gone.
I was terribly sorry that I never got to compete in the vocal competition at Taylor Prep. For all I knew, the new school where we’d be going didn’t have a huge voice department.
Our only stipulation was that the four of us would still be together, no matter where we went.
“So, onward to Mitchell’s Academy for the rest of the year?” Brett’s voice pulled us all out of our reveries.
“Mitchell’s Academy,” I agreed, nodding. “It can’t be any worse than Taylor Prep, right? I mean, how likely is it that we’ll run into another secret organization running the school and hellbent on getting me kicked out?”
“Probably not very likely, Rosita,” Jackie said, landing a gentle kiss on my forehead. “But if there is, then at least you have us with you from day one.”
Kaleb grinned and squeezed my hand. “You never have to worry about anything ever again, Rose. We’re with you now, and there’s nothing that can ever pull us all apart, okay?”
Promises were easy to make and easy to break. That was something that my dad had always taught me, but I knew that if he’d ever met the rogues, that he would agree that they didn’t make promises lightly.
No matter what the future held for us, I wasn’t scared. Actually, I was a little excited.
Just a few more months stood between us and college. The rest of our lives.
Just…being together.
I could handle that.
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