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  Dedication


If you clutch your pearls easily, oh, my sweet summer child, consider this your warning.

If you prefer to have those pearls dripping down your neck, you’re my kind of people. Let’s be friends. This book was written especially for you.😈🔥








  
  Content Warning


This book contains mature content, including bullying, MM, MFM, and morally gray relationships. Reader discretion is advised.








  
  Chapter One


“Are you all right?” 
Was it Xander asking, or Connor? With my eyes squeezed closed and the sound of my pulse thrashing in my ears, I couldn’t tell which idiot had spoken.
“No, I am not fucking all right,” I spat.
I peeled my eyes open, light slashing across my vision like a blade, and found both of them watching me with wide, concerned eyes—like I was going to crack open and leak something that couldn’t be mopped up.
“You tell me that my mom got a syringe full of dead and, hey, as if that doesn’t suck enough, the needle-wielding maniac has my name on their murdery bucket list, and you want to know if I’m all right?”
All the times I felt like I was being watched… 
Nausea roiled in my guts.
Could it have been…?
Xander was saying something.
I blinked at him. 
That weird sensation crashed over me again. The air thickening. Pressing into my head. Compressing my thoughts.
“What?” I asked.
“I said, we don’t know that your mother was injected. She could’ve accidentally ingested the antherimyden.”
“Yes, we do know,” I argued. “She was—”
“Only one person knows that for certain, I’m afraid,” Xander said.
The person who murdered her. 
That fact hung in the air, unspoken, but as loud as if he’d shouted it.
“Am I back on the suspect list?” I asked.
No. 
No.
“Geulia, the three of us know you didn’t kill your mother. The authorities, on the other hand…” Xander tsked. The motherfucker actually tsked. “Quite frankly, they might not be as understanding about you fleeing a crime scene as Connor and I are.”
I glanced at Connor. 
He’d moved. He was now standing in front of the door like a bouncer, arms folded across his chest. Immovable.
His mouth was set in a tight line, his jaw clenched.
Though he wasn’t speaking, I could hear his voice, loud and clear.
Someone injected your mom with antherimyden. Do you know what that is? Do you fucking know?
He had said that. I knew he had. Less than twenty minutes ago.
“Are you fucking with my memories somehow?” I asked, turning my attention back to Xander. 
The offended expression that flitted across his face could’ve fooled anyone. 
Anyone except me.
“Geulia, I don’t think now is the time to start tossing around baseless accusations against myself or Connor—”
“Was it really baseless, Xander?” I leaned forward in my chair, holding his gaze.
“I must insist that you address me as Dean Bennett.” He hung his head as if he were greatly troubled by me. “I don’t want to get the police involved any more than you do, but if you force my hand—”
“I will not be threatened by you.” I shot to my feet. “I have to get out of here.”
I glanced toward the door. Toward Connor blocking it. 
He shook his head while he unwrapped a red sucker.
The back of my throat burned with all the screams I wanted to let loose.
“All right.” I plopped back into my chair. “If this is the way you want to play it. Convince me you’re not messing with my memories. Convince me that something hinky didn’t happen the night I spent with—”
Xander cleared his throat too loudly. “Connor, give Tuesday and I the room for a moment, please.” 
Questions narrowed Connor’s eyes, but they wouldn’t be asked or answered in my presence.
After plugging the sucker into his mouth, he nodded at Xander and slipped out, closing the door behind him.
Xander came around his desk and leaned against it. “As long as you’re on Whispering Ivy’s campus, I will protect you. Not because it’s my duty as the dean of this college, but because I care for you, Geulia.”
I gave him a look I hoped was skeptical, though a part of me—a very small part I had no respect for—softened, just a bit, at his words.
Then I remembered: Tweedle Dum, Tweedle Dee, and Tweedle Dick.
“I’m not sure you know what the word protect means,” I replied.
“Everything Connor and I have done—”
“WHAT,” I exploded, “is your deal with that jackass?” 
“Like yourself,” Xander said calmly, ignoring my outburst, “Connor has been through a great deal.” 
I held up a finger. Looked around me. “Oh, sorry. Just trying to find a fuck to give. Go on.” 
“As I was saying, since the moment you showed up here, uninvited, unannounced, and unable to take no for an answer, long before we realized you were in imminent, life-threatening danger, everything I have done, everything Connor has done, has been for your well-being. And we will continue—”
“I will not stay in that apartment anymore.”
“Geul—”
“Connor is a fucking psycho.” 
Xander opened his mouth, but before whatever bullshit he was going to spout had the chance to fully form on his tongue, I hit him with a question. 
“Did you even ask him how his knuckles got so busted and bruised?”
“He didn’t hit you,” Xander said. 
It wasn’t a question.
“No, he didn’t hit me, but—”
“Then whatever happened, it really isn’t your concern, now is it?” His brows rose and fell, then he returned to his seat behind his desk.
“I will not stay in that apartment. Not even for another night. If you have to call the cops, call the damn cops. Turn me in. Do what you gotta do. Dean.” 
He inhaled, held the breath for a beat, and then exhaled. “There are no alternative living arrangements. And you cannot stay with me, so don’t even—” 
“Lena Hart,” I said, landing the t in Hart like it was a fuck you instead of a consonant.
“Is that the name of a band?” Xander asked.
I blinked at him. “What? No. That’s the name of a student. A new friend. She has a double but no roommate—”
“Not possible.” He shook his head. Waved a dismissive hand. “There aren’t any unoccupied—”
“Lena Hart,” I said again. “I’m going to be moving in with her. Today.”
Xander exhaled with such force it riffled papers on his desk. “I don’t think you understand what’s at stake here and the risk—”
“My life is at stake. I got that loud and fucking clear. I’m moving in with Lena.”
He scratched the back of his head. “I’d really feel better if—”
“I don’t care how you feel.” I raised my shoulders in a quick, aggressive shrug. And then, because…well, ultimately, he was in charge here, I added, “Let me move in with Lena. Please.” 
With a sigh, he pressed a button on his landline phone. “Ms. Tissdale, please bring me Lena Hart’s file. Thank you.” Then he looked at me with his electric-blue eyes. “Have Connor walk you back to the apartment and stay put until you get word from me.”
“I have to know something first.” I needed his confirmation to a truth that, somehow, had already settled deep into my bones. 
Find out everything you can about the Lifewell, Mom’s note had instructed. Do whatever it takes. 
“The reason someone murdered Mom…” I continued. “The reason someone wants to murder me. It has something to do with the Lifewell, doesn’t it?”
He sank his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose.
The last time I brought up the Lifewell with him, he’d told me he would expel me immediately if I ever mentioned it again.
Now he said nothing. 
At first.
Then he said, so quietly I almost didn’t hear him, “We can’t be certain.” 
“But it might?”
No response.
“Tell me what the Lifewell is,” I said. “Tell me what it has to do with me.” 
He shook his head. Refused to meet my eyes. “I can’t.” 
“Xander!”
“I can’t,” he said again, then quieter, he added, “Not yet.”
I tilted my head. “Not yet?”
“Not yet.”
While my heart pounded in my ears, Mom’s words, her other words, pounded in my ears: Don’t trust anyone.
Xander scrubbed his hands over his cheeks. “Send Connor in on your way out, please.”
Hadn’t he told me I was to get Connor to walk me back to the apartment just moments before? Yes, he had. 
Was I going to remind him of that? Hell, no.

      ***Sex sounds. 
That’s what I heard as I crawled out of the hidey hole and into the apartment. Sex sounds coming from the living room—which I had to pass through to get to my room. My old room. My former room. My never-again room.
Just power-walk and avert your gaze, I told myself.
But alas, that is not what I did.
As soon as the bodies—the naked, sweaty, glorious, fucking bodies—came into view, I froze and gawked like a virgin seeing her first gay porn.
I made a noise in the back of my throat. And creamed my panties.
Don’t you dare touch yourself right now, Geulia.
Kade was sprawled out on the couch, legs butterflied, with Malcolm between them, gripping his lifted hips and jackhammering into him like a man possessed.
Swear to god, I thought my clit attempted to detach itself from my body and join in on the fun.
Kade’s ignored erection bobbed helplessly with every thrust.
He was back in the Ghostface mask, because…of course he was. I supposed he had to hide the bruises on his face that Connor gave him somehow.
Without even glancing at me, Malcolm said, “Wanna come squeeze in, slut? I’ll let you ride his cock while I obliterate his sphincter.”
I wasn’t even sure it’d be anatomically possible for me to squeeze in, but fuck if I wasn’t tempted to find out.
“How are you even speaking in full sentences right now? Much less sentences with words like sphincter?” I asked.
Malcolm laughed, adjusted his position, and wrapped a hand around Kade’s throat.
Kade’s grunts sounded like a car that couldn’t quite crank up, and fuck if it wasn’t hot.
Okay. Gotta move or I would be taking a quick ride on Kade’s dick.
I thought about our last near-rendezvous and wondered just how fucked-up his face was underneath that mask. At least he’d survived Connor’s meltdown. 
I’d never admit this to anyone, but I was relieved to see him…alive. And getting absolutely pounded.
Good for him.
I went into my room and started pulling clothes out of my closet, leaving the hangers on.
Ugh. I didn’t have any luggage.
Maybe Lena would let me borrow something? No. I didn’t want to start being an imposition to her already. I’d just have to carry one armload at a time. I didn’t own that much. It wouldn’t be that bad.
I was getting out of here. That’s what was important. I’d have a door with a lock. And windows without boards covering them. And maybe a friend.
But then it hit me, like a sucker punch to the soul.
Mom had been murdered.
Tears burned my eyes, and I wiped my already sticky, matted lashes from my last crying session.
How was I supposed to come to terms with something like this? How was I supposed to accept that someone had discarded her life so callously just to get to her next of kin?
Me.
Just then, Kade screamed, raw, ragged, unintelligible. 
“You. Are. Not. Allowed. To. Cum!” 
My thighs clenched as I, unbidden, imagined Malcolm thrusting into Kade with his every word.
“For fuck’s sake!” 
Connor.
I stilled, gripping a sweater tightly in my hands.
“Do you people not have your own rooms? Can we not smash in common areas?” Connor paused. “And when I say ‘can we not,’ I mean ‘fucking don’t ever let me see either of your bare asses in here again.’ And clean the goddamn couch when you’re done!”
After a long pause, he added, “Glad you’re alive, Jones.”
The unexpected comment exploded warmth inside my heart. Could it be that he felt guilty about the vicious attack against Kade?
He appeared in my doorway. Doing the lean. Chewing on his sucker-stained bottom lip. 
“Dean Bennett gave the go ahead for you to move in with Lena.”
Yes!
“Great. Thanks for letting me know.” I waved my fingers at him as if to say move along, but he obviously hadn’t mastered the whole reading body language thing. 
He shifted, leaning against the opposite side of the doorjamb. Then he plucked a pen off my desk and tapped it against his bottom lip a couple of times.
I will not miss your psychotic tendencies or your oral fixation, my dude.
“I don’t like Lena,” he finally said.
I glanced up at him, pausing before I took the last few outfits out of the closet. “Oh, okay. I’ll pass that along to her. I’m sure she’ll be super disappointed to hear that.”
“I’m serious. Listen to me.” But then he didn’t say anything else.
I hiked up an eyebrow.
He sighed. “The dean sent a suitcase for you to use. It’s by the front door.”
He stuck my pen in the corner of his mouth, turned, and left.
My first thought was eww, but also who am I to judge what other people choose to put in their mouths?
When I went out to retrieve the suitcase, there was no sign of Kade or Connor, but Malcolm lay sprawled out on the couch, still naked, stroking his impressive, still very hard length. His enormous muscles flexed and bunched rhythmically like a very pretty hypnosis trigger.
I immediately locked my sights on the suitcase instead.
“Where are you going?” he asked, his voice thick with that unusual accent I could never place. Transylvania? 
“I’m moving out.”
“Does that mean our deal is off? No drinky drink for me in exchange for keeping your girl out of harm’s way?” 
“Oh, that’s exactly what it means,” I said, thankful that the suitcase had wheels. 
I rolled it back toward my room.
“You still owe me a fuck,” he called after me. 
I stopped walking for a second. Tilted my head from side to side as if I were deeply considering paying my alleged debt. “I don’t owe you a damn thing, but I will give you a piece of advice.”
He laughed. “You have advice for me? What? How to be a slut?”
“Oh, no, nothing like that. But that thing you’re currently fondling that was up Kade’s poop chute. Might wanna wash your paws before lunch.” I gave him the finger-gun/wink combo, then my middle finger for good measure, then strolled onward to my bedroom. 
“You keep your mouth shut about everything that happened in this apartment, gutter slut,” he called after me. “I mean it.” 
Fuck all of these assholes and their threats.
I was out of here.
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