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Riley

“It’s smaller than your old school.”

Aunt Em and I are standing in front of Fate High School, and yes, she’s right.

It’s much smaller than my old school.

“A little bit,” I admit. I don’t tell her this school is slightly larger than the apartment complex I grew up in. Fate is often considered a mid-size city, but to me, it’s tiny. It’s smaller than anything I’ve ever experienced. To be honest, it’s a little bit overwhelming, and I’m not really sure what it is that I’m supposed to be doing here.

Aunt Em looks over at me and gives me a pitying smile. That’s the worst thing about my dad going to prison: the pity. My dad was always working and always busy, so he didn’t spend a lot of time around me. I understood, and I still understand. Some people have big dreams and big goals, and working is the way you make those dreams a reality. Still, the fact that he’s now really gone seems to bother people.

So, when someone finds out what happened, they look at me the same way Em is looking at me now.

They look at me like I’m nothing more than a bad dream, and like they can’t believe how sad and terrible my life must be. It’s not, though. My life isn’t horrible. Em was willing to take me in and let me live with her during my last year of high school, and even though transferring to a new place for my senior year isn’t exactly what I wanted to be doing, I’m okay.

Everything is going to be okay.

“Just be yourself,” Em says. She shrugs, silently letting me know that she thinks this is good, reasonable advice. It’s pretty cliché, in my opinion, but it’s the kind of advice most people would give. 

“Myself?”

I don’t tell her that I don’t even know who I am anymore. I don’t tell her that I have no idea who I am or what I want or what I need. She doesn’t need to have this huge pity-party dropped in her lap. Not Em.

“Yeah,” she smiles and playfully punches my shoulder. Her touch is gentle, not rough, and I know she’s just being kind. Em didn’t exactly sign up to be anyone’s mom right now. She definitely didn’t sign up to be my mom. She’s my dad’s younger sister, though, and she felt an obligation to take care of me. I don’t have anyone else, and even though I’m legally an adult and could technically rent an apartment during my senior year of high school, she decided to show me kindness and take me in.

I appreciate it.

I really, really appreciate it.

I also know that there’s no damn way I can ever pay her back. 

“You’re a fun kid,” Em says.

“I’m 18 now,” I point out. “I’m not exactly a kid anymore.”

Having a September birthday means I’ve always been the oldest kid in every grade I’ve ever been in. I’ve always just missed the cut-off for everything important. Welcome to the story of my life. Now, I’m an adult during her senior year, which is a little bit strange, but I don’t exactly plan on having a lot of conversations about it.

“You are to me,” she says. “I still remember the day you were born,” she says wistfully. She shakes her head quickly, though, obviously trying not to dwell too much on the past. “And anyway, just try to have fun, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree, nodding. It’s a lie. I’m not planning on having fun. School isn’t going to be fun. It’s going to be a hard year trying to survive without my dad, trying to prove that he’s innocent. I know that he’s innocent. I just have to make everyone else see it, too.

“You’ll make it home okay?” She looks at me nervously, as though she’s afraid I’ll get lost on my way back. This morning, Em walked me to school the way a mom might walk a kindergartner to her first day. I let her because I know she’s nervous about screwing me up. She isn’t really sure how to raise a teenager. Despite the fact that she’s mostly just babysitting me until I graduate, Em wants to do a good job, and I have to admit, she’s being really chill about me staying with her.

“I’ll be fine,” I say.

“I’ll be working until late,” she warns. Em runs a little flower shop in town. She was able to duck away for a little bit to bring me to school. Now she’s got to rush back before her employees notice she’s gone and start to panic. Her team is pretty self-sufficient, but Em is still in charge, and they all depend on her quite a bit.

“I appreciate you sneaking away to walk me,” I say. I give her a hug, bid her farewell, and she leaves. She turns, walking back down the narrow sidewalk that leads toward her shop. I stare for a long time: long past the time that would be considered socially acceptable. 

And then I’m alone, staring up at Fate High School.

What could possibly go wrong?

*
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“A TRANSFER STUDENT,” the principal says, looking over at me. 

Patricia Dec looks exactly the way I think a principal should look. She can’t be older than 45, but she wears her greying hair pulled back in a tight bun, and her lips are pursed in a tight smile. She’s the epitome of unfriendly. She looks like she’s thinking about punching some students in the face.

It’s pretty obvious to tell whether someone likes their job or not, and Principal Dec is definitely the type of person who hates her work. I don’t know whether she hates children or teenagers or all of us combined, but she’s definitely not happy to be dealing with me today.

The least I can do is try to make this as painless as possible, so I, too, paste on a smile. I’ve got plenty of practice smiling. When my dad used to have business meetings with his associates, sometimes I’d go along. While most of what they talked about was boring and uninteresting, I was always required to look neat, clean, tidy, and polite. That included smiling even when I thought I was going to die from the monotony.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say to Principal Dec.

Instantly, the room cools about twelve degrees. Yeah, that wasn’t the right thing to say. Apparently, Principal Dec doesn’t like being called “ma’am.” I had no way of knowing that, though, did I? My dad always raised me to be as polite as possible, and one of the ways he showed me to demonstrate consideration was by calling people “sir” or “ma’am.”

Now, it seems as though this has backfired on me horribly.

“You may call me Principal Dec,” the ice queen says. She frowns, wrinkling her face. I feel like she’s being a little dramatic, but I don’t argue with her. Instead, I just nod.

“Of course.”

“What brings you to Fate?” Principal Dec asks.

What brings me here?

Which answer would be most appropriate?

Somehow, I feel like telling her my dad is locked up in the joint would make this awkward encounter about a million times worse. Explaining that my father was accused of embezzlement and fraud and a million other white-collar crimes seems like a good way to get on Principal Dec’s Most Hated list. That is, if I’m not already on the list.

“My aunt needed help with her flower shop,” I lie. “I’m very interested in horticulture, and I asked if I could work for her during my senior year. I figure it will boost my chances of being accepted into a school with a strong biology program.”

All of this is a lie.

I don’t care about flowers. I’m not interested in college. I don’t know anything about science.

I literally just don’t want the principal to hate me.

It’s bad enough that I’m in a new place for my senior year. Yeah, Fate is close enough to Destiny, the city I lived in, that I can go visit. If I want to, I can drive past my old school and check out my old haunts, but I don’t want to. I don’t have friends left there, and I don’t have a free dad anymore. I have nothing waiting for me. That just means that the only place I have to look is straight ahead.

“Well, that’s very interesting,” she says tightly. Then I see her face relax just the slightest bit. Her hands are no longer balled into fists. Instead, she rests them on the desk in front of her.

Is it just me? 

Or has my attempt at diffusing the stress of this situation actually started to work a little bit?

“Thank you,” I say.

The principal hands me a piece of paper with my class schedule on it. I accept the paper and glance over it. Everything looks exactly as it should. I recognize all of the classes on the list as ones I carefully selected.

“This is all available through your school app,” she tells me. “Did you already download it?”

“Yep,” I hold up my phone. When I registered, I was given a username, password, and easy access to my class schedule. It’s a nice, simple, and easy way to make sure I’m organized.

“Good,” she nods her approval. “The paper copy is just a backup. Sometimes new students don’t always have the app installed, and we like to make things as simple as possible here at Fate High School.” She seems proud of this.

I’m sure that it’s true she wants students to be as organized and on top of things as possible. I nod, trying to convey that I’m not crazy, and I’m not a troublemaker, and I’m not going to cause any issues for her at all. I nod to let her know that it’s a great plan, and that I think she’s smart, and that it’s wonderful she’s so organized. 

Mostly, I don’t want this lady to hate me. I don’t want anyone to like me, either. I want to be ignored, honestly. My personal plan is to keep my head down as much as possible and try to navigate the murky waters of Fate as easily as possible. I only have to survive two semesters here before I’m able to leave and go somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “That’s very considerate.”

“Mmm,” she nods. Then she stands, signaling that it’s time for me to go. I follow her lead and stand up, too, ready to get moving. I smooth out my clothes, slightly aware of the fact that Principal Dec is staring at me. I wonder what else she’s going to say. This entire first meeting didn’t exactly go well, but it wasn’t a nightmare, either. 

“Your instructors are aware that you’re starting late,” she says. “They’ll provide your books for you. Your first class is just down the hall.”

It’s Japanese class. 

I know I’m signed up for Japanese. I’ve been wanting to learn since, well, forever, and I had an extra elective credit I needed to use up. I’ll be starting a couple of weeks late, so I’ll already be behind, but I’m definitely going to be working hard to catch up in that class.

“Thanks,” I tell her again. Then I turn to leave, ready to start experiencing the high school nightmare that waits for me. It won’t be all bad, I try to tell myself. Only, even I know this isn’t really true. It’s definitely going to be all bad.

Soon I find myself in the empty hallway and walking toward my Japanese class. I’m suddenly a little nervous even though I know I shouldn’t be. After all, what’s the worst thing that could happen? People could be mean to me, I guess.

My dad’s voice echoes in my head. The last thing he told me when they took me away was to be strong. Sometimes when I’m afraid, I still hear his voice just as clearly as the last time I saw him.

Be strong, Riley. You can do anything. Don’t forget who you are.

It’s so cliché. I know that perfectly well. My dad wanted to make sure that I kept believing in myself even when he was gone, and I do. I do believe in myself. 

I also believe that my dad was framed, and he doesn’t deserve to be in prison.

Believing in myself seems like a really simple way that I can honor my dad even while he’s locked up. I fully plan on doing everything in my power to prove that he’s innocent, but right now, I have to survive the day. I’ve got to get through Japanese class, and then I’ve got to get through literature and history and lunch and...

I walk up to the classroom door and push it open softly. It creaks open. Considering the fact that Fate is kind of an affluent place where the rich like to send their kids, I’m a little surprised by this.

Then again, it’s a public high school literally named after the city it’s in, so maybe I shouldn’t be so shocked. I ignore the creaking and step inside the classroom only to find that the class has completely come to a standstill.

“May I help you?” 

The entire class looks at me as the instructor stops teaching in order to give me her full attention. I should probably appreciate this more than I do. Right now, I feel totally embarrassed, though, as I nod. Yeah. Yeah, she can help me.

Be strong, Riley.

I’m trying to hold it all together as I walk in. Suddenly, everything feels very real. I’m truly not at my old school. I’m really in a new place with new people. I’m actually not in the big city anymore and...

“I’m Riley,” I tell her. “It’s my first day.” I take a deep breath but try to look like I’m just breathing normally. I don’t really want anyone to think I’m more of a freak than I already feel like I am. 

Middle school students always have these embarrassing moments where they wish they can melt right into the floor, never to be seen again. I realize that I haven’t felt this way since middle school. Everyone is staring at me, and yeah, I wish I could just vanish. If the floor could open up and swallow me whole, that would be perfectly fine with me.

“First day around other humans, maybe. Do you see what she’s wearing?” A male voice at the back of the class stage whispers the insult, and I blush as I ignore the words. The rest of the class snickers as everyone looks at my outfit.

What does he mean, “do you see what she’s wearing?”

My clothing is normal, in my opinion. It’s a bit simple, but I’ve got on jeans and a t-shirt. They’re both form-fitting and hug my curves. I’m wearing red Converse for good luck. Converse were always my dad’s favorite kind of shoe to wear. 

Why the hell is this guy going after my clothes?

“That’ll be enough,” the teacher says to the guy without looking over. To me, she smiles. “Welcome to our class, Riley. I’m Miss Brown. I’m the Japanese teacher. I think you’re going to like it here. We’re all very happy to have you.” That’s a lie, but I appreciate it, anyway. “Why don’t you tell the class a little bit about yourself?”

Silence.

Okay, I haven’t been new to a place in a very long time, and I’m suddenly not really sure what to say to her. I didn’t really anticipate being put on the spot in a brand new situation like this. Should I have prepared a speech? I probably should have prepared a speech.

“Oh, um, well, what do you want to know?”

“Why don’t you tell us where you’re from?”

“More like, maybe you should tell us what decade you’re from,” the voice from the back of the room speaks at full volume this time, and Miss Brown shoots him a nasty look. 

“Maddox, that will be more than enough,” she says. She glares at him, and I have the feeling that this is not her first day dealing with this guy’s antics.

Maddox, huh?

At first glance, Maddox seems like the kind of asshole every stereotypical high school needs. He’s hot, he’s moody, and he probably has some sort of sordid backstory. Maybe he was orphaned as a baby and raised by an evil aunt and uncle only to later discover he’s actually destined for greatness.

Wrong story, I realize, silently daydreaming about who Maddox is, and I try to refocus on what’s happening now.

He slinks down in his chair, but I notice that his deep brown eyes never leave mine. Wow, he’s gorgeous. Too bad he’s also a complete prick because yeah, he’s like, super pretty. He’s got short brown hair that matches his eyes, and he’s wearing a grey button-down that makes him look older than he is.

What kind of high school student wears button-downs?

The pretentious kind, apparently.

“I’m from Destiny,” I tell her. Destiny is the metropolis that’s located half an hour away. It’s a huge city full of big companies and huge organizations. That’s where my father worked, and it’s where we lived together until his imprisonment. I don’t tell anyone that, though. I’m sure a lot of people here have parents who commute to Destiny, as well, and the last thing I want is for anyone to recognize the story of my dad being locked up. It was kind of front-page news all summer. Being the new kid is bad enough. I don’t want people to also know that my dad is the kind of person who does bad things.

At least, that’s what the cops think.

My dad’s name has been dragged through the mud, and if I have to hear anyone else blaming him for things he didn’t do, I just might lose it. That definitely wouldn’t be a good look for my first day.

“Destiny? Well, I’m sure Fate is a slight change of pace,” she says.

“It’s okay so far,” I nod.

“Well, I hope you settle in nicely,” she says. “And if you have any questions, please feel free to ask your classmates. I’m sure any of them would be happy to help you out. We all want you to be comfortable here.” She looks pointedly at Maddox, but I’m not sure what his reaction to that is because I keep my eyes on the teacher.

“Thanks,” I tell her.

“Have a seat. There’s an empty one at the back.”

Before I even make my way to the back of the classroom, I know exactly where the desk is going to be. Why would it be anywhere else but beside the guy who started harassing me? I really don’t need this. 

I didn’t plan to make any enemies my first day of school. I definitely didn’t plan to make trouble with hot guys who are too handsome for their own good. My feet sound like drums as I walk loudly across the classroom floor. By the time I reach the seat and sit down, Miss Brown has jumped right back into the lesson.

“Stay after class for a minute with me,” she tells me. “And I’ll get you your book. For now, you can share with Maddox.”

Is she serious right now?

I wonder whether this is supposed to be some sort of punishment for Maddox. Like, he was rude to me, so she’s making us hang out. 

What would Miss Brown do if I told her I don’t want to share with Maddox?

“As I was saying before our new student joined us, learning to speak another language is not unlike learning to ride a bicycle. It takes practice, and it takes dedication. Just coming to class isn’t enough. You have to be willing to study at home...”

Her voice fades out as I realize that Maddox is staring at me.

“What?” I hiss, not looking at him.

“Do you want to share my book?” 

There’s a certain smugness to his tone, like he knows perfectly well that I don’t have a choice. The classroom is divided with sets of two desks on each side and a row in the middle. Although the people to my right obviously have books and can share with me, I’m sitting next to Maddox. Unless I want to awkwardly lean over the middle aisle in order to crane my neck and see what’s happening, I’m stuck with him.

“Fine,” I speak in what I hope is a firm voice. I don’t really want this guy giving me any more shit today.

“It’s okay that you’re kind of dumb,” he tells me. “Lots of people who live in the past are.” Once more, he glances at my clothes. Apparently, they’re totally out of style when it comes to Fate. Whatever.

I can’t help myself. I kick him under our desks. 

Hard.

The toe of my shoe connects with his shin and he makes a squeaky sound that draws the attention of the class. Miss Brown stops lecturing and looks over at him.

“Are you okay, Maddox?”

“Fine,” he says. He glares at me. “I’m fine.”

Feeling smug, I settle down in my seat and look at the textbook in front of us as we start learning the different colors in Japanese.

Maybe this won’t be so bad after all.
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Riley

When class ends, I ignore Maddox and head to Miss Brown’s desk. She stepped out for a minute during class to grab an extra book from her office, and she has it ready for me now. She hands it over, along with assignments from the last couple of weeks that I’ve missed. I’ll need to complete them quickly, I’m sure, but I think I can handle it.

“You’ve only missed two weeks,” she tells me. “That’s ten days of assignments and work, so it shouldn’t be too hard to catch up.”

“Thanks,” I tell her, taking the book and assignments. “I was hoping to start here on the first day of the semester, but...”

But my dad hadn’t actually been convicted yet, and schools in Destiny starts two weeks later than the schools in Fate. Today is the day all of my friends are starting their first days of senior year. They’ve all but forgotten me, though. Well, forgotten or rejected. I was hoping to start school on time there, but once my dad went to prison last week, it was obvious that I’d have to make a change.

Luckily, Em stepped in, helped me get enrolled at the last minute, and pulled all of the necessary strings for me to start school close to her. She also helped me get my dad’s personal belongings into storage, which was its own sort of personal nightmare. Then she helped me move in with her. Overall, I’d say it’s obvious that Em is a sort of angel.

“But there was a delay in my transfer paperwork,” I finally say, hoping the dramatic pause wasn’t too dramatic.

“I completely understand,” Miss Brown says. She smiles at me and pats my shoulder. “I know that adjusting to a new school can take some time, but I have a feeling about you.”

“You do?”

“I think you’re going to be just fine,” she says, smiling at me.

“Thanks.”

I mean it, too. It’s nice to know that somebody believes in me, that somebody thinks I’m going to be able to handle everything life is throwing my way. 

“Of course.”

She guides me to the door of the classroom and points me in the direction of my next class, and I start walking down the hallway. I’m so lost in thought as I try to find my way to the classroom for my English class that I don’t notice I have an entourage at first. I don’t realize that three very tall assholes are following me.

That is, until one of them pulls my hair.

I cry out as my hair is pulled backward, and I stop walking, trapped in place.

“What the fuck?”

“That’s not very nice language,” I hear a guy say. I can’t move, though. He’s still holding my hair.

“Let me go, dipshit.”

“Told you she was a bitch.” 

That. Right there. That’s definitely Maddox’s voice.

A second later, my hair is released. I reach for my head and rub it, but don’t turn around. Apparently, I don’t have to, because all of a sudden there are three boys standing in front of me. Well, they aren’t exactly boys, are they? They’re all very tall, very handsome, and very deadly looking. These guys look like they’re 35-year-olds cast to play 18-year-olds in a high school movie. They’re all big, and they all look like they work out, and they all look like they completely hate me.

Awesome.

So, Maddox told his friends he got kicked by a girl.

“Fuck off,” I say, trying to shove my way through the little crowd, but I find myself pressed against the lockers instead, pinned there by strong hands, and unable to move. Is it bad this weirdly turns me on? I’ll be the first to admit that I like my porn and naughty books a little bit rough around the edges, but I’ve never experienced anything like this before in real life, and it feels wrong. It feels really wrong.

They’re so close to me, invading my space. I’m surrounded by their bodies, by their cologne, and by the obvious sexual chemistry between all of us. I close my eyes for just a moment before I open them again. This isn’t exactly a safe situation. We might be in the middle of the high school, but it feels like we’re in the wild, in the jungle. 

“I don’t think so,” one of them says.

“You don’t know your place yet,” another one says. “But we’re just the guys to put you there.”

Maddox just laughs.

“Is this your idea of a joke?” I say to him, glaring. “Because it’s not very funny.”

“No jokes, sugar,” he smirks.

“Then let me fucking go.”

I wiggle, trying to escape. I wonder, for a second, why nobody seems to be stopping to help, but that’s when I notice the hallways are empty now. I’m going to be late to my English class. Awesome. Late to two different classes on the first day? That has to be some sort of record.

“Not a chance,” the guy with the long blonde hair says. He looks like he just finished surfing on his family’s private beach. He looks like he’s the type of guy who lives in the sun. He also has the best teeth and the brightest eyes I’ve ever seen in my life. They contrast vibrantly with his tan skin. He looks like he just walked off the cover of Beach Assholes: The Magazine.

“What do you want from me?” I whisper, suddenly realizing that we’re alone and they can do anything they want to me. I’m no match for one of them. I’m definitely not a match for three. 

I also realize, with a strange sort of horror, that maybe I don’t want to be. A fantasy of the four of us tangled up together in bed flashes through my head, but luckily, it vanishes just as quickly as it appeared. I don’t need to be thinking about that.

“Everything,” one of them hisses.

I have a feeling they’re going to say more, but before they can, the sound of a classroom door opening at the end of the hall has them jumping back and moving away from me. If someone peeks down the hall at us, they’ll think we’re just loitering. They won’t realize that a moment ago, these guys were about two seconds away from stripping me down and driving their dicks into me right in the hallway. 

I lick my lips, which suddenly feel really, really dry.

“See you around, Riles,” Maddox winks at me. Then he turns and starts walking away, sauntering down the hallway. The other two guys nod and do the same. They’re so nonchalant that I suddenly wonder if I actually imagined the entire interaction, but...

Riles?

Nobody ever calls me that except for my dad.

I definitely didn’t give Maddox permission to call me Riles.

I definitely don’t like it.

I don’t.

Only, I kind of like the way it sounds on his lips. I kind of like the way he looked at me so furiously and passionately. I kind of like picturing the way the two of us would look naked together, and...

“Wow,” a feminine voice says from beside me. I look over sharply to see a girl standing there, leaning against the lockers. “They really hate you. It’s your first day, too. That’s got to be some sort of record.”

“You know those guys?” I ask her. The girl has long hair that hangs loosely. She doesn’t have it pulled back or anything. She’s wearing a button-down blouse and a knee-length skirt. She looks really nice. Maybe that’s why Maddox told me I didn’t know how to dress. Maybe he’s used to girls like this one who actually know how to take care of themselves.

“Everyone knows those guys,” she says. “They’re the Legends.”

“Legends?”

“Yep,” she nods. “And now that you’re on their radar, they’re about to make your life a living hell.”

“How do you know?” I ask.

“Because it’s what they do,” she says. The girl shrugs, as though it’s not really a big deal. She holds out a hand. “Isla Wilson.”

“Riley Smith,” I take her hand and shake it.

“Riley Smith, huh? Welcome to Fate,” she shrugs. 

“Thanks.”

“And good luck,” she starts walking, presumably heading toward her next class. “You’re going to need it.”
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Riley

By the time lunch rolls around, I’m starving. I manage to get myself a plate of food and find a nice, quiet corner in the cafeteria to eat. I’ve only just bitten into my sandwich when Isla finds me and sits down next to me. Relief washes over me.

A friend.

Somehow, in the midst of everything that’s going on, I’ve managed to meet at least one decent person who doesn’t seem like a total loser or a total freak. It’s a nice feeling. It’s good to know that someone like Isla exists in a place like Fate. Everyone else here seems wild. Untamed.

“Hey,” she says, smiling. “Remember me?”

“Considering the fact that we met all of two hours ago, I think it’s safe to say I remember you,” I smile back. Isla seems nice and friendly. She seems sweet. I feel like I could use a little bit of “sweet” in my life right now. Everything feels really chaotic and wild, but she seems so chill. She seems like she doesn’t let anything really bother her, and I like that.

I wish I could be more like that.

“Funny,” she laughs, taking a bite of her food. “So, what do you think?” She wiggles her eyebrows, letting me know that she’s ready to gossip about my day.

“What do I think? About what?”

“All of it,” she gestures to the room. “The entire school. Surely, you must have something to say about it. This is it.” Isla nods, as if she’s considered everything there is to think about when it comes to this school. “It’s definitely got to be different from wherever it is you’re from. I swear that nothing in Fate is what it seems.”

Maybe she’s right, but I look out into the crowd and see everyone having the time of their lives. Everyone looks like they’re having a great, wonderful time just hanging out and relaxing during high school. Oh, I’m sure it’s not all fun and games. I’m sure everyone has their secrets. I definitely do.

I’m also sure that I’m the only person dealing with something this big and this crazy.

I’m definitely the only person dealing with an innocent father who was locked up in prison.

When I look at the other students in Fate, I don’t see people being scared or worried or concerned. What I see is a group of teenagers who have everything figured out, and I think that I’m the only one who is struggling. I’m the only one who is worried or afraid. It’s just me.

My dad always said I had a “me vs. the world” mentality. I never really knew what he meant until recently. Now, I can see it. Now, I can see that he’s probably correct. It’s easy for me to look out at all of these people and still feel isolated and alone.

So, what do I think?

“It’s fine, I guess,” I finally say.

Fine.

That seems like a simple, non-offensive way to describe Fate. It’s fine. It’s nothing special. It’s nothing terrifying. It’s not particularly fantastic. It’s just...

“Fine?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it what you expected?”

“Pretty much,” I admit. “Except for the bully-boys stuff.”

“You mean the Legends?”

“I’m not calling them that,” I say.

“Why not? That’s what they’re called.”

“I think that a group of assholes should be called a group of assholes,” I say. “And they shouldn’t hide behind some silly name.”

“Funny,” a deep voice says from behind me. “Your mom didn’t seem to think it was a silly name when I was balls deep in her last night.”

I sigh, letting my shoulders slump down as I realize that there is, in fact, a Legend standing behind me. I recognize the voice as one of the guys Maddox was with. I don’t even have to turn around to know. Isla’s eyes go wide, confirming my suspicion. It’s one of the guys who pulled my hair earlier.

It’s one of the guys who pinned me against the locker and made my panties wet.

It’s a guy I don’t have time for.

I do not need a distraction.

So far, my plan for remaining invisible while attending this school has turned out terribly. I haven’t remained invisible. In fact, I’ve done the opposite of that. I’ve been very, very visible. I’ve drawn the attention of a mean boy. I’ve captured the attention of three mean boys, actually. They don’t seem like they can figure me out, which means they’re going to keep coming back from more until they can determine exactly why I don’t fit their mold of what I should be.

I should have pretended to be docile, dormant, and weak. 

If I had, they would have already moved on to their next kill, but no, I just had to be snarky and get Maddox’s attention. I just had to stand up for myself. It was a natural reaction, after all. I’m not the type of person who just takes things. I think that’s part of the reason my dad’s obviously totally fake arrest has bothered me so very much.

He’s innocent.

“What do you want?” I don’t bother looking at the man-child behind me. I just take another bite of my sandwich. Maybe this is like dealing with a neighbor you don’t like. If I ignore him long enough, will he go away?

“I want to know what you did to piss off Maddox,” he says, dropping onto the bench beside me. I try to ignore the fact that he smells so good. I try to ignore the fact that he’s drop-dead gorgeous or that when he looks at me with such a deep intensity, it does strange things to my body.

Unlike Surfer Boy and Maddox, this guy seems...almost normal. He’s got short blonde hair and he still has a dazzling smile, but there’s something else about him. It seems like he’s better at talking to people than Maddox or Mr. Surfer are.

“What’s your name?” I ask him. He seems surprised I don’t know. Well, either that, or he’s surprised I’m bothering to ask. He seems like a perfectionist, and he’s obviously quite popular. Hell, maybe he’s never had to introduce himself before because everyone already knows who he is.

“Jasper Swan,” he says.

“Well, Jasper Swan,” I take another bite of my food. I also keep talking while I’m chewing. I don’t care that it’s gross. “You can ask your good buddy Maddox why he doesn’t like me, because I don’t have a fucking clue.”

Jasper stares at me like he’s entranced, which is weird considering I have a mouth full of bread right now. I chew more, reaching for my drink, and I take a sip of water. Jasper just keeps watching me, and it’s honestly starting to creep me out. Isla is silent, watching the entire interaction with wonder. Nobody else seems to be paying us any mind, though, so that much, at least, is a relief.

“Really?” Jasper asks.

“Really.”

“You didn’t do anything to him?”

“Besides exist in a room he already existed in? No.”

“But Maddox never hates anyone out of the blue.”

“Well, no offense, but Maddox is kind of a dick.”

Jasper smiles at me, grinning. 

“You know,” he says. “I usually don’t let people get by with disrespecting my best friend.”

I don’t say anything. I just look away and sip my water. Why am I suddenly feeling so damn dehydrated? My lips are so dry. It’s because I’m nervous, I know. It has to be.

I take another bite of food. This entire interaction is so weird and strange, and I can tell Isla is just as confused as I am. Either the Lost Boys don’t bother other people on a regular basis or they just don’t talk as much while they’re doing it, but she doesn’t seem to know what to do with the fact that Jasper is still sitting in our space.

“Cool. Good for you,” I shrug like I don’t care. I shouldn’t care. I don’t. I’m trying to rationalize this experience, I know. I’m trying to convince myself that it’s okay even though I know perfectly well that it isn’t. It’s not okay that Maddox is a bully or that he’s mean. Jasper...well, it sounds like Jasper usually stands up for him.

I know instantly that the words I chose are the wrong ones. Jasper isn’t used to people disrespecting his best friend. I get that. He doesn’t like it when people call Maddox out or bother him. He frowns at me, and I can feel it. I can feel the irritation of this obviously straight-A student. Guys like him don’t know what to do when someone doesn’t meet their expectations.

When someone does something they aren’t ready for, they lose their cool.

That’s what happens now. Jasper loses his cool, just a little. I can still tell that he’s wildly in control. He grabs my hair and tugs. The sensation is familiar, and I realize, suddenly, that he was the one who pulled my hair this morning. Once a hair puller, always a hair puller.

“Watch your back, Riles,” he tells me. “When you piss off one of us, you piss off all of us.” His voice is low, and husky.

“Is that a threat?” I ask him, whispering the words.

Fuck.

I hate how turned on I am right now.

I’m not supposed to like this. I’m not supposed to crave this. I don’t want it. I’m trying so hard to convince myself now. I don’t want it, right? I don’t.

“It’s a promise,” Jasper tells me, leaning in close to my ear. He slides his tongue along my earlobe, letting his lips linger against my skin. “It’s a promise,” he repeats.

And just like that, I’m wet again.

I hate this.

Isla is still silent as she watches this obviously over-the-top sexual interaction happening in the middle of the cafeteria, but I don’t care about anything right now except for the fact that his lips are on my body.

I’m a virgin, but I’ve made out with plenty of people before. I know what kissing someone is like, so why does this feel about a million times more intimate than kissing? Why does the fact that he’s touching my ear feel so personal?

So close?

“Is this a promise you make often?” I whisper.

Jasper laughs darkly, sliding his tongue along my ear once more.

“Just don’t tell Maddox I made it.”

He releases my hair and stands up. Then he leaves, striding away like he didn’t just threaten me in front of a ton of people, like he didn’t just have his lips on me. Somehow, he’s being totally nonchalant about the entire thing, and I reach for my ear, touching it. I can practically still feel his lips on me. I can still feel his breath.

“What the fuck was that all about?” I ask, looking over toward him. I don’t care that I’m staring. It would be much more cool not to stare, sure, but I’m curious about him. It’s day one for me at a new school, and already I’ve drawn the attention of the three bad boys of the study body.

How did I manage to do that?

And why does the fact that Jasper came over here make me want him more?

He’s dangerous, I think. Just like Maddox is dangerous, Jasper is dangerous, too. He’s the kind of person I can’t trust. I should never trust someone like him. These guys...the Legends...they’re the kind of men who will chew you up and spit you out, but they’ll do it so carefully that you don’t realize what happens until you’re thanking them for the honor.

By the time you realize what’s wrong, it’s too late.

You’re screwed up and you’re in therapy and before you know it, you’re 45-years-old with a dozen cats. 

“I think he wants to have sexual intercourse with you,” Isles whispers. I look over at her sharply, and she shrugs. She pushes her thick-framed glasses up her nose and nods. “I read about this,” she says. “Some people are cruel to others in an attempt to incite sexual arousal.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

It’s true.

It’s totally, completely true.

If that’s what they’re doing, it’s working.

“It’s either that, or he wants to kill you. I don’t know which one would be worse.”

I look over and stare at where the three guys are now surrounding a different girl, harassing her. They aren’t touching her, though, and they don’t look like they want to have sex with her. I get the feeling that this is just something they do. They’re like sharks: the three of them. They’re also an obnoxious distraction that I really don’t need.

My only goal here is to save my dad.

I don’t need guys in the way while I try to do this.

“Both would be bad,” I tell Isla, looking back to my food. “But I can promise you something.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not going down without a fight.”
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Maddox

I don’t know who the new girl is or why she thinks she can mess with a Legend, but it’s on. I don’t particularly like it when someone comes into my space and tries to be top dog. There’s already a dog at the top, and it’s me.

“That was...interesting,” Jasper says when she leaves the cafeteria. I spent forever watching her eat that fucking sandwich. Every single bite seemed to be erotic. Either it’s been far too long since I had my dick sucked or this girl is something special, and I don’t think she’s something special. 

She’s irritating, and she’s grating, and she thinks she’s so much cooler than she actually is. Besides, what kind of girl stands up to a Legend? Seriously. Any girl at this school would beg to play with my balls, but Riley seems less than interested, and that’s annoying.

“Interesting is a nice way to put it,” Colin throws in his two cents. He looks over at me and shrugs. When it comes to our little group, a lot of people think I’m the one in charge and that Colin and Jasper are my sidekicks of sort. That’s not really the truth. They’re not sidekicks. 

They’re my equals.

They’re my brothers.

And they’re just as rabidly bothered by Riley as I am.

I didn’t ask either of them for their opinions, and for some reason, it bothers me that they’re trying to give them now. Who is this chick? Why is she here? Why does she act like she’s some sad transfer student?

She’s not.

I saw the fire in her eyes when I started flipping her shit in class. Most new kids – the shy ones, anyway – aren’t like that. Most of the time, new kids are the ones who react by averting their eyes, lowering their gaze, and looking away demurely.

She didn’t do any of that.

Instead, she fucking kicked me. My shin is still sore from that, by the way. I can’t remember the last time someone dared to insult me by touching me like that. Maybe the second grade.

Maybe.

“She’s weird,” I say.

Too weird.

“She’s hot, though,” Jasper points out, and it’s a valid point.

“She is pretty hot,” Colin says.

“I hadn’t noticed,” I lie.

They both snicker. The cafeteria is starting to empty out, and we have places to be, so we leave the cafeteria along with the rest of the school. As soon as we’re through the doors, the three of us turn and start walking down the hall in unison. We do just about everything together, so we don’t even have to tell the others when we’re ready to do something. We all just instinctively know.

If I was going to have brothers, I’d want them to be like Jasper and Colin. These two guys have been with me forever. They know my dad sucks and they know my mom is addicted to pills. They’ve never judged me for it, just as I don’t judge them for their secrets. 

That’s why we’re Legends.

Yeah, everyone in the school describes us as “legendary assholes,” but in my mind, we’re just legendary friends. It’s kind of cheesy and messed up, but I don’t particularly care. People at Fate High School fear us, so they leave us alone. That’s the most important thing.

Not a single one of us needs people to be in our faces and bothering us. When people are scared, I’ve learned, they stay away. They don’t do anything crazy like asking you personal questions or encouraging you to “open up.” That’s the kind of shit my therapist wants me to do. I don’t open up my thoughts to her, so I’m definitely not opening them up to anyone else.

“Think she’d go for something with all of us?” Jasper asks. We’ve shared girls plenty of times before, but nobody like Riley. The girls our little group has chosen have always been pliable, but bubbly. We go for cheerleaders and popular girls. We go for chicks who will bounce back quickly and not cling to us when we’re done.

“Maybe.”

“She seems a little shy.”

“No way. A girl like that? She’s snarky as hell.”

“She could definitely handle all of us.”

I don’t join in as Colin and Jasper plan the way they’re going to make Riley swoon. Instead, I let myself become absorbed with my own thoughts. I want to know who she is. I want to know where she’s from, and I want to know why she’s here.

Fate isn’t exactly the world’s smallest town, but it’s still small enough that new people stick out. I think that’s why so many wealthy people – like my dad – choose to actually live here. My dad works in the city and even lives there during the week in his own private penthouse, but on the weekends and during breaks, he’s here in Fate, hiding out in the mansion, pretending he’s not a villain.

A lot of the wealthy around here are like that.

They like the idea of hiding out in a small town. They think it gives them a sense of safety. The truth is that this isn’t really a safe place, they’re just oblivious. The rich people around here like to hide behind money, mansions, and gates, and they keep their lives very separate from the lives of other people.

There’s not a single person here who doesn’t know who my dad is, and they’re all afraid of him and what his influence can do. That’s probably why people are scared of me. It’s probably why they leave me alone.

The man behind several of the most popular social media websites in the country doesn’t exactly have time for bullshit games, and neither does his son. When people hear my last name, they know. They get nervous. I can see the change in someone’s eye when they realize who my dad is and what he’s all about. I can see it.

The truth is that my father is in charge of a lot of jobs both in Destiny and Fate. While a lot of people from the city live in Fate, not a lot of people in Fate go to the city. The people who grew up here, the locals, if you will, are the ones who never leave. Most people are too scared of what the city holds to even think about leaving.

So, why Riley?

Why is she here?

Most of the people who are in this town are stuck here, so why did Riley come here?

There must be a reason.

I’m not going to buy some stupid story. If she tells me that she came here for a summer research project and loved it so much she stayed, I’ll laugh. If she says her parents transferred here, I’ll know she’s full of shit. Maybe she’ll spin a tale of how her grandmother is sick and so Riley moved in to help.

I don’t know.

Whatever the story is, though, it’s got to be something weird.

Something messed up.

The guys keep talking, but I let my brain start working in overdrive. She managed, somehow in the course of a morning, to completely get under my skin. That might be wonderful, or it might be terrible, but it’s not going to last. I don’t want Riley Whateverherlastnameis.

I don’t want to have sex with her.

I don’t want to date her.

I don’t want anything from her.

Still, I’m filled with this urge to pay her back for standing up to me, for being cruel to me in class. Nobody treats me like that and gets away with it, so she’s about to discover that she chose to mess with the wrong guy.

She chose to mess with a Legend.
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Riley

That night, I’m eating dinner with my aunt and thinking about how the day went. It wasn’t hellish on the scope of horrible days, but it also wasn’t exactly a “good” day. When Em asks me how my classes are, I simply say they were fine. 

I also add a shrug, which I hope makes me look casual and not idiotic. 

Em has been through a lot. I know that. Her parents are long gone, and now her big brother, whom I know she loves and respects, is gone, too. I’m not sure if it’s better or worse that she’s losing my dad to jail and not death.

Is it worse when you know someone is never coming back?

Or, is it somehow more terrible when you know that they’re still alive, locked up in a tiny room, unable to do anything?

I don’t want to think about my dad that way. I don’t want to think about him being in prison. There’s a part of me that still hopes I’m going to wake up and this will all have been just one bad, terrible nightmare. I’m really, really hoping that. I know, though, that it’s not.

I know that’s not going to happen.

It’s not a nightmare. It’s real. I’m stuck in it.

I’m not sure how long I space off for. Aunt Em, luckily, is kind enough to allow me this. She’s not the kind of person who always has to have a bunch of words floating around in the air. She doesn’t need to fill the silence. 

Right now, she’s looking at her phone. I can see her thumb swiping around on the screen. She’s either looking for dates or she’s texting someone. She’s trying to find someone to spend her life with, I know. 

“Aunt Em?” I look carefully at my aunt. She’s my dad’s little sister, and he’s always regarded her as wildly important in his life. I think it’s probably pretty rare for a brother and sister to get along as well as Dad and Em have always gotten along. 

Her phone beeps. I recognize the sound, and I smile to myself. She’s pouring over matches on a new lesbian dating app she’s trying out. It’s never been a secret that she’s gay, but apparently, even being an “out” woman doesn’t make finding potential partners any easier. She frowns as her finger slides across the screen again. Then there’s another little chime.  Apparently, Aunt Em has a few potential matches.

“Hmm?” 

I take a deep breath. For just a second, I wonder if I should ask. Probably, I shouldn’t, but I don’t believe in hiding behind my own fear. What’s the worst thing that’s going to happen if I ask her a tough question? She might say that she disagrees with me. She might say my opinion is stupid.

Or maybe, just maybe, she’ll believe in my cause and want to help me.

There’s only one way to find out.

“Do you think my dad is innocent?”

She looks up sharply at me and drops her phone. It makes a loud noise as it hits the table, and I wonder what the hell she’s so jumpy about. I feel like it’s a pretty fair question. 

Do you think your brother is innocent or not?

What’s the big deal about that?

“What the fuck was that?” I nod my head toward her phone.

“Don’t swear,” she says. Her voice comes out a whisper. Why is she being weird? Okay, apparently asking this question wasn’t exactly something that was on her radar for today. That’s fair. That’s totally, completely fair. I get it. She’s a busy woman, and she has a lot on her mind. She probably thought I was going to ask her a question about my homework or something like that.

“You’ve never complained about my swearing before.”

“Please,” she says, biting her lip. Her phone seems to be completely forgotten, and the cool, calm Aunt Em of a moment ago has been replaced with someone else. Her demeanor is no longer relaxed. Instead, her entire body seems tight and tense.

She looks...scared.

What’s going on?

Aunt Em might be a lot of things, but a scaredy-cat isn’t one of them. Something’s got her spooked, which is strange because up until this very moment, I think I just naturally assumed she knew my dad was innocent. I definitely do. Is there something that’s making her doubt everything, though? Is there a reason she’s acting so strange and unusual?

“Please?” I raise an eyebrow. 

My brain is shooting off warning messages, letting me know that something is very, very wrong, but I don’t know what it is. I can’t quite pinpoint what the problem is, for some reason. I just know that I suddenly feel very uncomfortable right now. 

She sighs and looks toward the window. She stares at the lily-white curtains covering it, focusing like there’s something besides fabric to see. A vase with roses in it sits just in front of the curtains, and Em looks there. She breathes heavily, and finally, her head swings back to me.

“I can’t talk about that right now,” she says. “Let’s just say that it isn’t something you should worry about.” She sits back and crosses her arms over her chest, as though this is some sort of final judgement. If she thinks that’s going to be the end of this, then my poor aunt is sorely misinformed. 

She can’t talk about it?

Or, she won’t?

“Is that your way of telling me you’re secretly trying to prove he’s innocent?” I ask hopefully, but the look on her face tells me that no, this is not exactly the case. She’s not trying to share her thoughts with me. She’s trying to do the opposite, in fact. Aunt Em wants to block me from her thoughts. She wants to keep things from me because whatever it is that she’s dealing with is something she doesn’t think I need to know about.

Well, tough shit.

This is my dad we’re talking about.

My dad.

I’m not going to just give up on my father. I’m not going to sit here and wait while the world passes me by. People like the idea that he’s guilty, but I don’t. Whatever he may have done – if anything – it’s not as bad as the judge says. My dad was framed. That must be it. He swore to me forever that he was innocent, but I barely got to see him before the trial and even then, everything was over so fast.

“It’s my way of saying that it’s time to focus on your senior year of school,” she tells me. “You don’t need to be worrying about your dad. You need to focus on school.”

Right.

School.

I’m not buying it.

“Why do you sound afraid?” I counter, crossing my own arms. Two can play this game. If Aunt Em wants her body language to show that she’s closed-off, then I can mirror that. She’s not going to freak me out or upset me with this stand-offish attitude. No way.

“I’m not.”

“You sound it.”

I don’t know why I’m being this way. I’m not sure exactly why I suddenly feel the need to push her, to press her on this issue. I should probably be leaving her alone until she’s ready to talk because it seems like she just doesn’t want to talk about it. A respectful person would give her space, but all of a sudden, I feel like my aunt is hiding something from me.

If she is, it’s not anything good.

“I’m not afraid,” she sighs, “but there are some things you don’t know.” She relaxes her body, letting her hands drop to her lap. She starts fidgeting with her fingers. This is quite the attitude change. It’s almost a total 180 from the can-do badass vibes I saw a moment ago. What gives?

“Like what?” What could I possibly not know? What is there to know about my dad’s situation? The problem with being a kid is that people treat you like a kid. The problem with growing up is that people seem to forget you’re growing up, and they still treat you like a kid. Most of the time, people think that children need to be protected.

I don’t.

I don’t need that at all.

What I do need is to be taken seriously, though, and I just don’t feel like that’s happening right now. Aunt Em, no matter what she wants to say or not say, is going to lie to me. She’s going to tell me the bare minimum that she thinks she can get away with. I totally understand that. I can see it in her eyes. 

I get the feeling that she’s going to try to placate me, like offering a child a small cookie when they asked for a slice of cake. She’s going to give me just enough information to keep me satisfied, and then she’s going to think it’s over. 

It won’t be.

“Like, your dad wasn’t always as beloved as he wants you to think,” Em says. She speaks softly, but crisply. These words are carefully chosen by her so as to not reveal any real information.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, he had enemies. Everyone does. It’s important to know who those enemies are so we can protect ourselves,” she tells me carefully. 

Enemies?

Dad?

Well, maybe she is sharing more information than I thought she would. As far as I know, my father doesn’t have any enemies. He’s a hard worker, and he’s dedicated. He’s been with his team for a long time. He’s always worked hard. People trust my dad. They look up to him.

“Dad doesn’t have any enemies,” I say. A few minutes ago, I would have said this with full confidence, but now my voice wavers. What if she’s right?

“Everyone does,” Em says, placing her hand on mine. “We can’t talk about this now, Riley. Just know that you need to be careful, okay? Don’t tell anyone about your dad. Don’t tell anyone your suspicions. Okay?”

She looks like she’s waiting for me to promise, so finally, I nod, albeit reluctantly. I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of thinking that this is over. I don’t want her to think this is the end. My dad is a good person. He’s a kind person. He doesn’t deserve whatever is happening. He definitely doesn’t deserve to have his name raked through the mud.

“Yeah,” I tell her. “Yeah, okay.”

It’s a lie. I’m not going to keep my suspicions a secret. I’m not going to do anything that might make it seem like I don’t believe in my dad.

I know that he’s innocent.

I just have to prove it.

Fortunately, I must be a good liar because my aunt drops it. She nods, reaching for a glass of water in front of her. She suddenly seems very relaxed, very calm, and very satisfied. She thinks she’s won.

I don’t view my aunt as the bad guy here. We’re all victims in this nightmare, but I know now that she’s never going to share everything that she knows with me. Still, Aunt Em seems satisfied, and her phone starts ringing. She glances at it and a bright smile flashes across her face before it’s gone. If I hadn’t been watching her, I would have missed her entirely.

“I need to take this,” she says. She doesn’t wait for me to say anything else. She just grabs her phone and heads for her bedroom. I know it’s so she can have some privacy while she talks with whoever is calling her. She leaves the dinner dishes out, including the food, and I wait for a few minutes before I start clearing the table.

I don’t know what’s gotten into her, but she’s being really, really weird. I try not to focus on it too much as I carry the plates over to the trashcan and scrape them off. My mind wanders as I start loading the dishwasher, though. 

What does Em know that I don’t know?

There has to be something.

When my dad was arrested, everything was hush-hush at first. Then it started coming out that his company believed he’d been embezzling funds and that he committed some sort of fraud. At first, I didn’t pay much attention to the technical jargon. This was just after the end of my junior year. I was ready for summer. I didn’t know anything about legal issues.

I should have paid closer attention.

My dad assured me when I saw him that everything was going to blow over quickly. He had paid for our apartment until the end of the summer, so I just stayed at our home. I didn’t have to worry about working or anything like that. All I had to do was deal with the fact that my dad’s face was all over the news. 

Em stayed with me a lot. She spent a lot more time talking to my dad’s lawyers than I did. Then, just before everything finished, she dropped the bomb that my dad was pretty sure he was going to lose.

As if he hadn’t already lost enough.

His best friend died during the summer, too. That friend’s girlfriend died, too. My dad had to deal with the loss of his job, and his life, and his plans, and then he had to deal with losing his friend, too.

I sigh, leaning against the counter. I close my eyes for a second. When I open them, I’m looking at the same white curtains my aunt was staring at earlier. They’re so pale and pretty and simple. Once upon a time, I thought my life was like that. I viewed myself as having this clean, open canvas where anything could happen.

That’s how I feel about those curtains.

I could walk over to them with a pen and draw a picture. I could splash paint on them. I could even rub rose petals on them and leave a light pink stain behind. The curtains are undamaged.

Unlike me.

That’s how I feel right now.

Damaged.

It’s like my world has crumpled to bits and no matter how hard I try to make everything right again, it’s just not going to happen. 

All I want is my dad back.

All I want is the life we had before.

A tear slides down my cheek and I brush it angrily away. 

I listen for a moment, but Aunt Em is no longer close to the kitchen. She’s in her bedroom now, I’m sure. I can’t hear her voice. This is both a relief and an annoyance. I wanted to ask her more questions, but she basically shut me down.

She lives in a pretty big house. It’s got five bedrooms, which feels like a mansion to me even though to some people, it’s probably just an ordinary home. The house is situated on three acres of gorgeous land just on the South side of town. The road she lives on is the one where all of the “rich” families in town live. Her house is the smallest one on this street. It’s weird to drive down the road and see huge mansions stretching up toward the sky.
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