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Chapter One

 


Tomás

Three Months Ago.

The moments before my brother’s murder
played on repeat in my head. Daniel had never looked so scared as
when I saw him scrambling in our old trailer home. We’d driven
forty-five minutes from Chicago to the trailer park where we had
lived before Daniel had taken his vows into gang life with La
Sagrada Sangre and we moved closer to Dad.

I did not want to be there. “Bro, what are
we doing here?”

Daniel’s eyes were wide, unfocused as if he
were stoned. He’d been quiet during the drive while I talked about
T’s eighteenth birthday party we had celebrated at Underground,
La Sagrada Sangre’s lair. I should’ve known something was up
when he didn’t tell me to shut up. I snapped my fingers in front of
his face to try to break him out of whatever buzz he had going on.
“Daniel, hey.”

He jerked his head in my direction like one
of them clickers in the video games Moochie liked to play. Made the
hairs on my arm stand on end. He pointed his finger at me. The
lines on his face drawn deep. “Don’t go out tonight.”

I’d meant to go meet up with Mooch. “It’s
Sunday. Why not?”

“Because I said so.” He started to move
around the small space. There wasn’t much. The place had never been
clean nor felt like home. I followed him into his old bedroom. We’d
never shared the bedroom. Whenever he was home, I’d crash on the
sofa. He pulled out an envelope from his back pocket and tossed it
on the dusty bed. “T left this for you. Do what it says,” he said,
pointing at the envelope. “You hear me? Tomorrow, go to Tia’s
house. Forget mom. She’s beyond help. You are not staying here
without me, you listening?”

The mention of being without him made all
the blood drain from my body. I didn’t want to touch the envelope.
I didn’t want to know what he was blabbering about. He made no
sense. I stood there, mouth open, like a loon. Daniel shook me,
digging his fingers into my shoulders. “Be a fucking man.” He
shoved me hard and my back struck the window, dropping the broken
blinds to the floor.

I blinked away the confusion, the haze.
Be a man. Be a fucking man. I’d never seen him so worked up.
Not even when Dolores and Manny died.

“Daniel, what’s going on? What do you mean
stay here? We don’t live here anymore. Are you leaving me?” My
chest clenched. He couldn’t leave me here with Moms. He
couldn’t.

“I … shit’s going down.” He shook his head.
“You can’t go back to the city. Not tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because shit’s going down! Don’t you
listen? Just stay here.”

“Are you coming back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Just go to Tia’s
place. Take the money T gave you and leave the city.”

The mention of T made me think of Nick.

My brother Nick had been MIA since I saw him
last at Underground. Rumor had it that T had kidnapped him or some
shit. I didn’t believe that. T and Nick had a thing. I didn’t know
what type of thing, but they had something nobody but me knew
about. And that was only because I knew Nick and he couldn’t hide
things for shit. The only reason Dad hadn’t caught on was because
Dad’s love for Nick blinded the shit out of him. “Is it Nick?”

Daniel shook his head. We were all real
brothers. Dolores and Manny died when I was little. Daniel was my
blood brother from Moms and Dad, and Nick was our half-brother from
another mother. Miguel and Cruz were our half-brothers too, from
other mothers. And we had three sisters on top of that. My dad
didn’t believe in condoms.

“What is it then?”

Daniel stopped in the living room, swept his
eyes over the dark stained sofa Mom used to crash in when she was
too drugged out to make it to her room, now empty as if seeing it
for the first time and wondering how he got there. With Daniel gone
and Dad in Chicago, she’d start her shit again and despite what
Daniel was blabbering about, I wasn’t staying for that.

He fisted his hair, turning to me. Daniel
looked so much like Dad while I had Mom’s features. The only thing
we shared were our dark eyes, even the shape of them was different.
His were deep-set, mine were wide. His hair was black, mine was
soft brown and curly. He had strong rigid features, a square jaw,
and my face was rounder. Mom often called me pretty and I hated
it.

Daniel’s eyes shimmered for a second as he
lowered his hands. His eyes held mine with such desperate fear. I
wanted to erase that look from memory. Then he did something he
hadn’t done since we were kids and I’d wake up with nightmares.

He hugged me.

He smelled of Cheetos and stale booze.
That’s what I remember of my brother. Cheetos and stale booze. “I
love you, bro,” he whispered into my ear before shoving me away so
hard I almost fell on my ass. Then he pointed a finger at me.
“Don’t go out tonight. Stay here.”

With that warning, he walked out. I heard
his car peel away from the curb. And then nothing. That was the
last time I saw him. We couldn’t even have an open casket funeral
because his body had burned along with my dad’s, Cruz, and
Miguel.

I held the Glock 19 in my grip. The handle
rough on my palm, my fingers fit perfectly into the grooves. The
surface ridges felt like the skin of a basketball.

Daniel had given me my first basketball
lesson when I was ten, he’d been fifteen at the time. “Oma,” he
said. For some awful reason he preferred that nickname rather than
calling me Tommy or just Tomás, my birth name. He said it was
because how I pronounced my name when I was still in diapers. I
hadn’t earned a tougher name yet, not at ten, so he kept using Oma.
“Oma,” he said. “You dribble until your fingers hurt. You dribble
until you get that shit right. You don’t stop dribbling.”

Then he slammed into my ass and sent me
skidding onto the concrete. Concrete burns were a bitch. I had
remembered that too. But I had built a tolerance to pain. I pushed
it away. I let my determined anger drive me.

“Again,” I said.

He smirked, proud of me. I saw it in his
eyes. I eventually earned my name.

But he was dead now.

All because of this piece of shit I had to
kill.

“It should’ve been you!” Moms had cried in
her usual drug induced state. Only this time she had tears and
snot. Her eyes bloodshot not only because of the shit she injected
into her veins but because of Daniel dying.

I didn’t know the specifics of what
happened, but the hit had to have been sanctioned by the Brennan
family. And Maddox had been rumored to have visited with T at the
club before the shit went down. I had been excited to meet the
fucker at Underground. A don. I’d never met one before. Once we
were inducted into the gang life, we’d give over our world for
them. La Sagrada Sangre’s loyalty to them wasn’t about
money, but about honor and family. But that shit meant nothing to
the dons at the top. I didn’t get to meet Maddox at the club, but I
sure as hell was going to come face to face with him now.

It was only a matter of time before Moms
hooked up with another pimp. Daniel and Dad wouldn’t be there to
protect me anymore. I knew in my bones things would end up worse
for me. Although I towered over her, she always found a way to make
me feel so damn small.

Tears burned my eyes. I knocked my head with
a closed fist trying to get the hurtful memories out. I couldn’t …
I couldn’t live like that no more. I couldn’t. I needed not to
remember. To go to a dark sleep and never wake up. My hand
twitched. I’d taken something to take the edge off and it was
already wearing off. I had to do this now or put the bullet into my
own damn head.

Maddox Brennan had taken everything from me,
and I was going to make him pay. He was predictable. Three days it
took me to learn his routine. He’d been all smiles at a youth
sports club as if helping sports enthused shits would absolve him
of his sins. And the fucker had a lot to be absolved for.

No one noticed a gangly teen smoking pot on
the street corner of this neighborhood, tapping a gun on his hip in
a nervous twitch. And Maddox kept a piece at his back. I saw the
way he moved. He was a bear. Tall, thick, and nicely fed. Rich
assholes who used the poor to do their shit work and then killed
them off when they didn’t need them anymore.

I wiped my nose. My lips were tingling. My
whole body started to sweat although the mid-February temperatures
left the city in an icy haze with snow on the ground. And I had a
ragged hoodie that smelled of Doogie’s rottweiler and hot chips.
Doogie had given me the gun for three bills. The contents of the
envelope T had left me telling me to leave Mom, to go to Tia’s
house, but I was no coward. I had to avenge my family. Dad had left
my moms enough money to have her dead in a week. I wondered if he
did that on purpose. Maybe even after death he was protecting
me.

Maddox walked out of the youth club toward
his car. He climbed into his black sleek Beamer. I waited across
the street under shadow with clear line of sight. He turned the key
and the car exploded. The heat of it busted all the windows in the
block and sent me on my ass.

Nah, shit like that happened only in the
movies. It would’ve been nice to live in one of those movies where
people never really died and I was the hero.

No, Maddox’s car didn’t explode. It clicked.
Dead. My dad had taught me a few things too. Like about his contact
at the rental place who held the keys to the world. Or at least
access to the keys of certain cars. Because the Brennans were a New
York family spreading into Chicago, the rental would be his
undoing. I watched Maddox as he climbed out of the car with his
phone to his ear, probably calling for a tow.

Game time.

I broke cover. My grip on the gun
tightened.

Twenty paces away.

The air cold as shit. The empty street a
perfect backdrop.

Ten paces.

I lifted the gun. My breath hung in the air.
Not long now. The barrel aimed at his head.

It’d be over soon.

My dark shadow rippled across the gleaming
blue paintjob of the Beamer in front of Maddox. Our eyes met in the
shiny gloss. His body stiffened. He could’ve been me if I ever grew
that old. Our features almost exact in the blur of the car’s
paintjob. Then he slowly turned to me.

“I’ll call you later. Bring the tow,” he
said into the phone, his dark green eyes on mine.

My trigger finger twitched. I wanted to see
blood on the white snow. I wanted him to know that for a heartbeat,
I had power over him. Me. A kid. A Moya. I didn’t realize I was
crying until a sob tore out of my throat. “Ask me,” I ordered. “Ask
me why!”

“Joaquín.” My father’s name coming from his
mouth felt wrong. I hated that his voice didn’t waver, that he
didn’t look afraid. I hated seeing compassion in his eyes, maybe
pity. I hated him. With every fiber of my being, I hated
Maddox Brennan.

“Try again.”

His shoulders drooped just a fraction.
“Daniel.”

“Yes!” Spittle fell from my lips. The tears.
I hated them. “Do you have any idea what she’s going to do to me
now! What she’s going to let them do to me!” WTF, Tomás?
Shut the fuck up. I didn’t have to tell him how Daniel protected me
from my mother and her pimp. How Daniel taught me how to ride a
bike, to read, to take my meds. I didn’t have to tell him shit to
end this. I took a step closer. “No! You don’t know. Because all
you do is break people. Kill everything good!”

“Tomás,” he said. His voice took a soft tone
as if he could be sorry, as if he could care for me. “Don’t
do this. It won’t bring him back.”

“I know. But I want to go with him.”

Understanding flashed in Maddox’s eyes. And
I pulled the trigger.

Click.

Times up. I shut my eyes and waited.

I knew Maddox hadn’t been alone. Tristan
Brennan, the oldest, always had a protection detail on his
brothers. The idiots had stopped by the coffee shop to get a cup
thinking Maddox wouldn’t need protection right now. It would’ve
taken them twelve seconds to park, get out of the car, and identify
the threat. Me. And a second after that my head would explode. I
only prayed that it would go quick.

And it did.

I felt a battering ram slam against my body.
I heard the snip, felt the pain, saw the blood, and then
nothing.

 



Chapter Two

 


Kieran

Present Day.

My eyes picked up little in the dark space,
but my nose picked up enough. The scent of blood in the air. Old
blood that’d already coagulated. My grandmother worked at a meat
plant, and she always had that smell on her clothes. A metallic
tinge with a touch of rot. Whoever died in here had been cooking
for a while.

Sweat beaded my hairline. The late spring
temperature in this part of the world already in the low eighties.
My skin prickled against the soft wool suit I wore doing little to
stem the toxic feeling raging just on the edge of my skin. I had to
calm down. I’d cut my hair yesterday. Short on the side, longer on
top, and smoothed back away from my face. The idea was to show
elegance while being ready for violence. Cillian had taught me
that, like he’d taught me how to fight, how to handle knives,
batons, guns. Cillian Liam Brennan, my grandfather, had shown me
how to be a man so that I would one day topple over my deadbeat
biological father’s throne. Although I didn’t carry his name, I
carried his blood. The reason Cillian had plucked me from my
grandmother’s house when I was ten. I had kicked and screamed. I
had cried, but Grandma had done nothing to stop them. She’d watched
them take me out of the only home I’d ever known. She had known my
bloodline and hadn’t prepared me.

I hated her for it.

I never saw her again. The memory of her a
collage of scattered images. Brown eyes, wrinkled at the edges. A
bland face that could’ve been the countless other caretakers who’d
come and gone over the years. But I remembered her smell. Iron and
rot.

Without hesitating, I approached the end of
the warehouse. I’d always been summoned to a house in the woods, a
cabin, a warehouse throughout the world. Cillian was an
international torturer. I was his plaything to mold as he saw fit.
It felt like an anchor around my neck. Except for the little dark
swirl inside of me reserved for things I wanted which included
bringing this family down, taking away their billions, sending my
grandfather to hell. That mission kept the threads of my soul
pieced together under the Kiton wool suit I wore with the cufflinks
by Cartier and a Patek Phillip wristwatch. Over forty grand of shit
on my body and I still felt like the mud in his fucking shoes.

I’d worn a Kevlar vest under it. I wasn’t a
total idiot.

The beats of my Berlutis on the concrete
floor were the only sound in the eerily dark space. The moment
Cillian had contacted me with the coordinates to this place I knew
it’d involve a kill. Not that he couldn’t have done it his damn
self. He always tested me, as if he expected me to fail, to refuse.
I hadn’t yet. At least not in his eyes. My father was a different
story. I hadn’t seen him in years and didn’t want to think about
him when faced with the shit I had to do for his father.

The source of the smell made an appearance
to the left of an old table where a man sat, hooded, and breathing
fast. He’d been chained to the base of the table and sat naked. The
smell of sweat and something sour overpowered the smell of blood
here.

Cillian leaned against the wall, illuminated
by the dim light above him. A tableau of a noir scene. He stood
over six feet. Still very much powerful with a physique that
contradicted his age. He had salt and pepper hair and beard, and
stunning green eyes. My father’s eyes. My eyes.

“Grandfather,” I said in a dry tone. He
hated when I used his name or used sir. For him, it had to be
Grandfather. I learned that early on with a few bruises to remind
me.

“Kieran,” he said back with that same tone.
“It took you long enough.”

Telling him my flight had been delayed would
be seen as my error in judgement. I should’ve put a gun in the
pilot’s face and demand he take off against the flight control
tower’s instructions. It didn’t matter that it’d be impossible to
do. “My apologies,” I said with a hand to the chest and a slight
bow. My stomach knotted at the blood-stained floor and the rotting
corpse who no longer looked even human. If this man had family,
they’d have to have a closed casket funeral.

The other man started to struggle against
his binds. The sawing in and out of his breath pulled the bag in
and out. He grunted, suggesting he’d been gagged. Or his tongue had
been ripped out. I preferred to visualize the gag.

“You do remember the greedy bastards tapping
into my shipment of merchandise, yes?”

I remembered his rage a few months ago and
something about his shipping lines being compromised. Whenever
Grandfather was pissed, I’d feel it for days. “Yes,” I said,
keeping every part of me behind a thick wall.

Standing before my grandfather, I wasn’t
Kieran Romano, son of Victoria Romano. I wasn’t a nineteen-year-old
student getting ready to start his second year of college. I wasn’t
the guy who ruled Arcadia University. I wasn’t an A student. I
wasn’t the guy wanting to study law to do something with my life
that was mine. Something that didn’t belong to the
Brennans.

That person I pushed behind a steel
wall.

The person that came when summoned by
Cillian Brennan was an aged, ruthless, killer by the name of Kieran
X. I had learned the design of the drug trade that made the
Brennans millions and reputable across continents. I’d also learned
about their legitimate business. For the past two years, I had
become cold with one goal in mind.

Make my father pay.

Tristan Brennan, the eldest and heir to the
Brennan family’s businesses, would suffer as I ripped his wealth,
power, and legitimate heir out of his hands. I’d watch as his
perfect world crumbled, and he would beg for mercy. Perhaps I’d let
his son live. My younger half-brother was nine and in line of
succession only because I was the bastard secret.

I clenched my fists letting those thoughts
fuel the killer inside of me. Cillian lifted his chin to the man
struggling in the chair. He didn’t have to speak. I saw the gun on
the edge of the table, lifted my eyes briefly to the mirror behind
the guy as I moved to pick up the gun. The weapon felt good in my
gloved hand. Perfect. I aimed it at the bag, imagined my father’s
tight face behind it, dark hair, strong features, and eyes like
mine, and I pulled the trigger. The report echoed in the room, left
my ears ringing for a few seconds. The man’s head jerked back on
impact, and he slumped in the chair, blood saturating the bag, his
shoulders, the floor under him. Everything fell silent.

I lifted my eyes to the mirror.

I didn’t recognize the face looking back at
me.

My expression was void of emotion. A statue
cut from marble. My lips stretched into a thin line. My eyes a
darker green, shadowed, inhuman while my sins clawed at my insides.
The dead screamed in one unison cry inside of me. All the men I’d
killed throughout the years. Some nameless, some faceless, some I
remembered, some had faded into the deep abyss of what remained of
my soul. I just added one more.

I heard Cillian in the space. “You can tell
a lot about a man watching him kill,” he said. His voice oozed
something that made me feel dirty, violated, without even being
touched. I watched him in the mirror as he dropped an envelope on
the desk. “Your summer assignment.”

Without another word, he walked out.

The contents of that envelope held the names
of the people that needed to be erased. My grandfather’s kill list.
The reason he’d kept me alive.

My eyes dragged back to my reflection and
for a heartbeat, a shadow passed along the mirror’s surface.

Death.

A slow smirk lifted the corners of my mouth.
Yeah, fucker. I’m coming for you.


Chapter Three

 


Tomás

Mad Dog meant to pull the car into a side
path, drive the few miles to the edge of the mountain, shove me out
of his car, and Sparta-kick me off the mountain after putting the
bullet back into my head.

“Stop it,” Mad Dog growled. “You’re getting
on my nerves.”

I stopped bouncing my knee. A nervous
twitch. “Are you going to kill me?”

“No,” he growled out for the hundredth
time.

“Because this would be the perfect place for
it.” We were in the mountains with nothing but trees.

“Are you trying to change my mind?”

I almost rolled my eyes. The knee bouncing
started up again. “I need a blunt.”

“We talked about that.”

After I woke up at the hospital with a
two-inch scar just above my left ear, he had talked. Talked
about how I was an idiot. Talked about how I had two options facing
me. One—do something stupid like I’d done to get us in the hospital
and die, or two—do as he says and survive.

I’d never met anyone who wanted me alive so
bad. Option two became my default setting.

Maddox Brennan had saved my life that day.
He’d slammed into me and used his body to protect me from the
bullets meant for me. Two bullets had been popped. One had sliced
the side of my head just above my ear. That one had been aimed at
my head, but when Maddox slammed into me, the bullet grazed me. The
second bullet entered the back of his shoulder blade. I don’t know
what happened after that. I’d woken up a few days later in a
hospital. Mad Dog in that same hospital mad as shit. Hence, the
name I’d given him. But instead of torturing me and killing me in
the traditional way, he spun some lie to his brothers about a hit.
I’d been collateral damage. Just a kid in the way. And for some
unknown reason, he felt responsible for me. Or he really wanted to
kill me up in these mountains. I wasn’t sure yet.

I ran my hand down my pants, jittery as
fuck. “I’m eighteen, blunts are legal now.” I had turned eighteen
last month.

“You haven’t officially graduated high
school, makes you a minor.”

We already had this convo too. After he took
me to his condo instead of jail or a dirt bed, we’d fought more
than talked. I hated him. I did. He killed my family. He locked me
in a room to calm me down until I could listen to reason. That had
been what he said. I wanted reason all right. I wanted to know why
he killed my dad and brothers. But he didn’t give me those
reasons. After a few weeks, he told me he bought me from my moms.
Just like that. Paid a good price for me too. Said she got the
better end of the bargain.

He'd officially adopted me. Legally
adopted me. He’d shown me the papers too. He’d backdated the
documents to when I turned fourteen. Like a slap to the face, he’d
even changed my name to Tomás Brennan. As if he’d wiped away my
past. As if I was supposed to forget my family. The Moya blood
inside me. And the worst part. For a few seconds I had been
relieved. As if Mad Dog would protect me, take Daniel’s place or
some shit. And that made me hate myself, but hating him felt better
so I clung to that.

Over several months, I thought about the
many ways I could kill him. A kitchen knife to the throat. Rat
poison in those fancy drinks he liked. A bullet to the head. I
shook the thought away. Thoughts would get me nowhere. And right
now, I was exactly there. No Where. “I could’ve graduated if you
hadn’t taken me out of school.”

Mad Dog gave me his real pissed off look.
Like the look he gave me when I woke up in the hospital, my head
all twisted.

“My old school don’t care about grades and
shit. They just wanted me out.”

“And then what? What would you have
done?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I had meant to eat
dirt.”

He growled again. Mad Dog growling was a
scary thing too. “You’re going to graduate in the summer, then
attend Arcadia University in the fall. Get a real education.”

I snorted. Stupid name for a stupid school.
“I ain’t gonna pass no test to get in.”

“There is no test to get in. You’re in.”

A school with no test made no sense. “I’m
not smart.”

“Well, you’re not stupid,” he snapped. “I
got your transcripts. You did well in math.”

“I don’t read good.” Daniel helped me with
that, but I didn’t say that out loud. “I’m not smart like Nick.
Nick was the smart one. Why don’t you go help Nick?” My brother
Nick was younger than me by two months and we were the only Moya
boys alive now. Well, he was because I was a fucking Brennan. I
clenched my hands until they hurt.

“Nick doesn’t need the help. He’s going to
be fine. You’re going to spend the summer catching up, graduate
high school, and enter the university in the fall.”

I never thought of going to college. That
had been Nick’s dream, not mine. “Your brothers are going to kill
me for what I did.”

He sighed. “They’re not going to find
out.”

“But the guards—”

“Are lucky to still have jobs. They shot me.
Not you.”

I snorted a laugh. “That’s fucked up.”

After a moment, Mad Dog chuckled too.
“Fucked up that a punk ass got the drop on me.”

“I could’ve killed you.”

“Yes, you could’ve.”

“Bullets cost more than fifty cent now,” I
said laughing like an idiot. “You lucky I didn’t have enough money
for ‘em bullets or we both be dead.”

We both started to laugh. It was the type of
nervous laugh you do when you find out someone you care about got
shot while cleaning his gun but will survive. Sort of relieved and
confused at the same time.

I had told Mad Dog that I couldn’t afford
the bullets, but that had been a lie. I hated him, wanted him dead,
but I knew I’d never be able to pull that trigger. I don’t know
why. I’d never killed anyone before. Maybe I had thought him
knowing he killed another unarmed kid would keep him up at night. I
hadn’t expected him to take a bullet for me. No one done that
before.

The laughing died down. Coldplay on the
radio became the only sound in the car. The winding road seemed to
go on forever. Nothing but mountains and trees. I’d never been out
of Chicago. Indiana didn’t count. “Where are we?”

“New York. This area is part of the
Adirondack Mountains. The university is a private institution in
these mountains.”

I scratched my nose. “They’re going to throw
me out. I’m not smart. I don’t learn like other kids.”

“They have a small medical facility where
you can get your meds. And they won’t throw you out.”

“How do you know?”

“Because no one gets thrown out.”

“That’s stupid. So if I punch a kid in the
face for no damn reason, they won’t throw me out?”

“No. But don’t go starting trouble
either.”

“So it’s like a prison.”

Mad Dog got all silent. The way he got when
he was pissed and thinking. “Listen,” he finally said. “This
is your only option right now unless you want to go back to your
mom.”

“As a fucking Brennan?” I spat out.
“You made it impossible for me to go back, you asshole.”

Mads didn’t say anything. I just breathed,
looked out the window. I hated the trees. A minute of silence
passed. More than a minute. “She won’t give you the money back,” I
whispered. She probably shot it up her veins already. I didn’t
mention that part. “Why you’d do something so stupid like that?” I
said to the window.

“The why doesn’t matter. And I don’t care
about the money. Do you want to go back?”

When Mad Dog had said he bought me I thought
he was going to do things to me. Bad things. But he hadn’t. He kept
his distance. He said he bought me so that he’d be able to help me
get out, do something productive with my life. I don’t mind
handouts. In the fight between pride and survival, survival usually
won out. But I thought he was going to force me to be a soldier. I
told him I’d never work for the people who killed my family. Then I
thought he’d force me to do something else, something involving
sex. I wasn’t stupid. I knew powerful men like him who had
everything used kids like me for other things. Things I didn’t want
to think about anymore. But he never tried anything. He said that
school had been his idea, and having the Brennan name would keep me
safe in this school. Although I hated him, I didn’t want to go back
to my moms. I didn’t want to know what she’d do to me when Daniel
wasn’t there.

“The only thing you’re good at is having
a pretty face,” Mom had said.

“She’s better off without me,” I
mumbled.

Mad Dog made a frustrated sound calling out
my bullshit. “Yeah, let’s play that bullshit card right now. Don’t
lie to me, Tomás,” he said. “I know she hurt you in a bad way.”

I didn’t say anything.

“You’ll be safe here,” he finally said.

I snorted.

“Just don’t fuck this up,” Mads added.

I was an inbred fuck up by nature. I never
got anything right. “Got it,” I snapped.

“You better think—”

“I said I got it!”

I hated this. My brain getting all full of
thoughts I couldn’t make proper sense of right now. It was like
filling your glass with soda to the rim thinking you have enough
space in the glass, but that foam part makes its way over the edge
anyway. That was my brain. Too full of foam running over the
edge.

Mad Dog breathed. Everyone around me needed
some breathing room.

Good for nothing. Not even school.

My mom’s voice always filled the foam
part.

“I gotta piss.”

“Jesus, you went already.”

“I gotta go again.”

Frustrated, Mad Dog pulled over and I jumped
out even before he fully stopped. I walked straight into the trees.
If he was going to leave my ass, then this was the moment it’d
happen. He could shoot me from the car. My body eaten by bears or
wolves, or some shit that lived in the woods. I’d gone out to piss
three times already and he hadn’t done it yet, but each time I
waited for it anyway.

I didn’t need to piss. I needed to
breathe.

I stopped walking when the trees thickened.
I was in the jungle. I snorted. Nick and I had wanted to be
explorers one time. The closest we came was camping at home. Nick
and I decided to sleep out in Dad’s backyard in a tent. Nick had
started reading a story from this book he loved, Goosebumps,
and some guy who had robbed the convenience store at the corner of
our block had jumped our fence into our yard while the cops were
chasing him. He’d cut across our yard, and they busted his ass at
the alley near the garbage cans. He’d had a gun too.

Dad had gone apeshit. The cops threatened to
arrest him too. He eventually sent Nick back into the house and had
me and Miguel tear down the tent. Miguel had cussed Nick out for
it, but I had stayed quiet. I was afraid of Miguel. My brother had
a reputation of being insane. I was lucky being on his side, though
I didn’t know what side he was on.

And now I was alone.

My brother Nick hadn’t reached out. I didn’t
blame him. I punched him in the face once and we never really
bonded after that. It’d been my fault. After our older brothers
died during a gang war, Nick had been crying. I told him crying
didn’t do anything. He said hurting people didn’t do anything. I
punched him in the face and told him he was wrong. Hurting him had
made me feel better. But that had been a lie. I threw up in the
bathroom after I hit him. I wanted to tell him sorry. But what for?
Nick wasn’t like us. He was soft and smart. The only one who had a
chance of getting out. Whatever getting out meant.

Nick should be going to college in
California this fall.

Though we were the same age, I’d never been
smart enough to think about college. Nick loved books, studied all
the time, got into a fancy high school. He didn’t go to the
funeral. Mom said it was because his mother thought she was better
than all of them. I thought that maybe Mom was right. Nick was
lucky to have her. She cared enough for him not to let him go to
Dad’s funeral.

Everyone hated Nick for being Dad’s
favorite. At one time, I had hated him too. I wasn’t the youngest,
Nick was. I wasn’t the bravest, Daniel was. I wasn’t the oldest,
Miguel was, and I wasn’t the most loyal, Cruz was. There really
wasn’t anything I was good for. I’d even botched up the easiest
thing in the world. Suicide by bodyguard. I thought that would’ve
gone down as easily as suicide by cop. Not.

Mom was right. The only way I’d survive was
by using my pretty face. Thinking about being used that way made me
want to go back in time and go with the suicide by cop option. I
couldn’t go back to her. Maddox promised that I’d be safe here. He
promised that we’d figure it out. Although I didn’t have any reason
to believe Maddox Brennan, I had no choice. I wouldn’t survive
otherwise.

I made like I pissed, rubbed my palms on my
jeans, and headed back to the car.

Maddox wasn’t looking at me, but I knew he
saw me. Mad Dog saw everything.

I hopped into the car.

“You good?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “I decided to give this
school a go.”

He started to drive. “Good.”

“So, are there any fine ladies there?”

Mad Dog glanced at me and started to
laugh.


Chapter Four

 


Tomás

Arcadia University butted up against the
small town of Timber’s Peak. I’d seen small towns in pictures
whenever Nick and I had searched for places we wanted to live that
weren’t Chicago. Small towns were always so small. Population under
ten thousand. Everyone knew each other. The houses looked well
cared for and lawns manicured. The pictures always looked nice.
Timber’s Peak resembled what we’d seen in those pictures. People
outside in the nice weather wearing mostly flannel. The men had a
weathered look with thick beards and brows. The women were curvy,
wearing boots and jeans. They all seemed to know each other and
still not want to kill each other. A big sign crossed above the
street from light pole to light pole announcing a Memorial Day
Festival this weekend.

I shifted in my seat.

“We’re almost there,” Maddox said.

We drove through a private winding road
flanked by more trees. It went on for miles until we reached a
security gate. Two armed guards walked out of the small house. One
stayed back, watching us through dark sunglasses, his hand near his
weapon, wearing black tactical gear with no emblems, no logos, just
black. His hair was cut short, his stance stiff. The other one
approaching the car had his glasses on top of his head. He had
thick, black hair, wore the exact same gear, but had a smile on his
face.

“Mr. Brennan,” he said in a cheery
voice.

“Lowe,” Mad Dog greeted back.

I stared at the other dude. The threatening
dude. The prison description of the place held more weight now.

“Phone.”

I snapped my attention back to Mad Dog.
“Huh?”

“Your phone.”

I pulled out my cell phone and handed it to
him. He then gave it to Lowe who did something to it, then handed
it back.

“Dr. Casera is in his office. Have a great
day.” The man tapped the top of the car, made a circling motion to
someone I couldn’t see on a ridge behind the small house, and the
gate started to lift.

Mad Dog drove us inside.

“You liar. This is a prison,” I whispered
into the car as I looked at my phone. “No internet?”

“Everything here is hard wired.”

“Like dialup?”

“Like dialup,” he answered.

I didn’t have an addiction to my phone, like
most people, but not having it and needing it would suck.

Narrow winding paths led deeper into the
surrounding trees. There were signs indicating Amber, Topher, and
Ryker Residential Buildings to the left. Arcas, Artemis, and Typhus
to the right. The administration building was up ahead about two
hundred yards. The place was a maze.

I wanted to tell him to take me back. I
didn’t belong here. But I didn’t belong anywhere. Here was better
than nowhere. Shit, I had to calm down. I giggled. He glanced at me
but didn’t say anything. After three months with me, he should’ve
known I wasn’t right in the head. Which had me scratching the scar
over my ear. My hair had grown in some, the curls hiding most of
it. But I could still feel the raised skin against the pads of my
fingers. A reminder of sorts.

“Dr. Casera will explain everything,” Mad
Dog said as if that settled it.

“Great,” I mumbled.

Prison would’ve probably been a better
option.

According to the pamphlet Mad Dog had given
me, Arcadia University housed 123 students in their sprawling
27,000-acre campus which included trees and more trees. Arcadia
University was proud of their history of safety, learning, and
building character. That’s not what it actually said, but that’s
what I saw. “It doesn’t say anything about downed internet and
armed guards.”

Mad Dog sighed. “This is a special
school.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel any
better.” I shoved my hands into the pocket of my hoodie as Mad Dog
parked in an empty spot. “Why is it empty?”

“It’s not. We just came in through a
different entrance. This part of the area is restricted to new
students.”

“So we don’t see the real students.”

He parked the car in an empty slot. I knew
he wanted to tell me something by the way he was looking at me.
Apparently, he decided it not worth it and got out of the car. I
followed him.

Like a dog, I’d
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