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      Vicious Texts is the third book in the Captive Writings series, which must be read in order. Start the series for FREE with Ruthless Letters.

      

      Vicious Texts is a dark romance with content some readers may find triggering. Please visit this link for the list of triggers. Feel free to contact me with any questions. Due to the nature of the book, I encourage you to look at the list, especially if on-page SA/non-con is triggering (not done by H)

      

      There will be moments you may not like the character of Teagan, and this is okay. I encourage you to look past her actions and continue to the end of the book. Her actions are rough, her thoughts may be cold, but there is a purpose that is later revealed. I implore you to hang on for this insane ride.
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        TEAGAN

      

      

      

      He ensured he kept his promise to protect me. At one point in my life, his text messages were the shining light—the proof someone cared. But presently, his texts have changed, and I’m merely a tool, no different than I’ve been for him.

      Brent Thorne was my best friend. No—he was more than my best friend; he was my soulmate. The guy who kept my secrets, held my hand when I needed, and gave me his shoulder to cry on. He knew everything about me, and no matter what life brought, he loved me through it.

      Until the one unfortunate day during senior year when I got with him, and it all changed. He calls it love, but I label it as obsession—fixation in its unhealthiest form. He took me for himself, made my life toxic, and even when I thought I escaped from the pretty monster he eventually showed himself to be, he found me, tightening the leash around my neck as he dragged me home.

      He changed my life, but not for the better. For their safety, I let go of everyone I cared for. The day I lost Brent was the day I lost myself too, for nothing mattered any longer. Nothing beyond surviving.

      I’ve been living the lie for five years, until a random Sunday night becomes the catalyst for change. When Brent appears in my life again.

      Only, he’s no longer the white knight I left behind; he’s an antihero who’s come to slay me.
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        TEAGAN

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Hi.

      

      

      

      

      

      Scowling at the message, I tuck the phone away in my purse. It’s likely some overeager customer who somehow got my number, but at the moment, it’s not my problem. I’ll delete it later, after this night concludes, and I return home, pretending I’m a normal woman.

      “Evening.” Josh, the linebacker-sized security guard, opens the staff’s side entrance and lets me slip in. “Have a good shift.”

      My lips lift in a polite smile as I flick my hair back around my face, so he can’t see my actual feelings. It’s not his fault I’m stuck here, so I have no reason to be a bitch.

      I slip down the dark hallway, only lit by a few white pot lights in the ceiling, and enter the girls’ changing room, shutting the door and muffling the erotic music from farther down the hall.

      Being ten o’clock, the club’s in full swing. Starting later in the night, like now, is preferred because it involves less waiting around for clients to arrive, which means I’m able to pick whatever man doesn’t currently have one of my co-workers hanging off him, do my job, and move on to the next. The nights go quicker, the men a blur of faces passing by, and before I know it, it’s two in the morning and Josh is telling me to have a good night’s sleep as he walks me out of the club before assisting the other girls.

      The changing room is empty, leaving me to prepare in much welcomed and needed silence. It’s almost deafening, increasing the awareness of the music’s volume past this room. When the girls are in here, they try to spark up conversation, but I’m never in the mood.

      Ever.

      Because they’re choosing to be here, and I am not.

      If I have to pick a moment to hate the most, it’s this part. When I’m forced to sit on the cushioned bench in front of a lit-up mirror and primp and prime myself for strange men. Sometimes women—those that are curious, accompany their own guys, or the few open lesbians, but mostly, it’s men.

      Strangely enough, when I’m out on the floor, it’s not the most-hated portion of this whole ordeal. Not when I’m undressing for their greedy eyes or touching my body in ways meant to tease and heighten their desire. Those moments are easy to tune out as I let my mind wander to a place outside these four sin-soaked walls.

      The worst part is when I can feel my self-loathing growing as I apply heavy amounts of makeup, douse my body in glitter that’ll sparkle beneath the stage lights, and slip into a bikini so revealing, I wouldn’t dare wear it outside this building.

      Right on schedule, there’s a quick rap on the door and my boss, Mason, pops his head in, his somber expression devoid of emotion. He’s not surprised to see me; it’s why he’s come here in the first place. It’s our nightly routine in which he needs to retrieve me, aware I’ll never willingly stride from here on my own.

      Mason, help me. Save me from a madman. Words that are always on the tip of my tongue, but never spoken.

      Like Josh, my situation has nothing to do with Mason, so I can’t hate him. Secondly, for a club owner, he’s damn good to us. Nothing like the girls from other clubs say about their bosses. Mason never forces us to do anything we don’t want, isn’t unmannered or disgusting, and seems to genuinely care about his staff. But like me, he works under a bigger boss—the same as mine, actually—and it’s why he’ll never speak his pitying thoughts.

      “Sorry, Teagan, it’s time. You’re up in a minute. DJ’s readying to announce you.”

      Not me. He won’t introduce Teagan Faber to the strangers beyond this changing room because, to everyone else, that’s not who I am. I transform into a different person to make it through these nights. It’s yet another way my identity has been yanked away from me.

      “All right,” I agree, not that I have a choice in the matter.

      Through the mirror in front of me, I see Mason still waiting by the partially open door, frowning expectantly. I sigh and fluff my hair—a deep red and a signature colour around here—check my matching lipstick and stand, taking one last glance at the small silver bikini. If it can even be called that. Triangles that barely cover my nipples, while the thong bottoms call attention to my ass. It has maybe two inches of material covering my pussy.

      I lower my eyes and breathe in so deeply, it echoes through my ears, before turning my back on the reflection and not giving self-hatred a chance to intensify any more than it already has. Mason closes the door behind me, throwing a tight, understanding smile over his shoulder.

      “You’re beautiful. Do your usual out there, and it’ll be over before you know it.”

      For the second time tonight, I smile politely and walk by him, heading down the hallway and toward the music. I approach the stage just in time for the DJ to announce my name.

      “Please welcome… Cherry!”

      Cherry. The day Mason asked me to select a stage name, it’s the one that slipped out. A name I stopped hearing years prior, so I’m not sure why I allowed it to resurface in my life, but it has. It’s a name to remind me of everything once good in my life. A name⁠—

      I halt my thoughts before they get anymore wayward. I know why I chose the name, but it doesn’t mean I need to think about it. Like every other good past memory, it went into a little box, which I locked and stuck under my bed.

      Compartmentalizing is necessary.

      Between clenched teeth, I suck in and hold the breath in my lungs before bracing my foot on the bottom step leading to the stage. The mile-high heel wobbles, a sign of how my insides vibrate with hate—a frequent feeling—before I block all emotion.

      Cheers rise from behind the curtain as I’m swallowed by the stage and leave the service hallway behind. Like usual, the club assaults my senses, though nothing in my view is new. It’s the same scene, unchanging over the past couple years.

      A rainbow spattering of lights rain down on me, blocking my vision from anything beyond the edge of the stage. I’m fine with that, since it means I won’t need to meet any hungry gazes ogling me. My attention remains focused on the pole in front of me. It’s a job, a task, nothing more. One song, approximately two-and-a-half to three minutes of dancing, and it’ll be over.

      There’s a reason I’m on the stage every night, and my body’s perfect curves are part and parcel to that. Because he always ensures I stick to my morning exercise routine, I have breasts that are large but never spill out of a man’s hand, an ass that’s round and eye-catching, toned legs and arms, and a perfectly flat stomach. I’m thin without being skinny—a body men flock to see. I dance to increase the desires of the observing clientele, silently encouraging them to purchase dances from myself and the other girls.

      I’m the piece of meat the club offers up to encourage buyers to check out the other stock.

      Stock. It’s all any of us are, really.

      My hands grasp the cool, metal pole, and I lean onto it, twirling around with one leg lifting high in the air. I hover it there for a beat before wrapping my ankle around it and spinning in an arc. I feel the pole all over my skin, and it becomes a symbol of what every man in here wishes they could be right now.

      With my back to it, I survey the crowd, the subtle shape of them I manage to make out through the bright lights. I may not see every individual person here, but I feel them. Feel their sick eyes studying every inch of my body, wishing they could touch what they salivate over.

      A particular beat of the familiar song comes, signalling my next movements. I turn, giving the crowd my ass as I shake it, fingers playing with the strings at my hip. I won’t be removing it; my dance is centred around the tease of it all. It’s then, I lose myself. My mind drifts elsewhere, finding blackness. My moves continue, but I’m no longer on stage with them.

      Another beat comes through the nearby speakers, reminding me of the next step in my dance of seduction. My hands slide down my sides, pausing for a brief second on my bikini top. I take another spin around the pole, and when I return to the front, my fingers find the tie at my back.

      I undo it and a hush travels over the gawkers. The entire room adopts a beat of silence as they wait for more. I roll my shoulders and hips against the pole, expanding the moment, before finding the tie at my neck and tugging the dangling string once.

      My bikini top falls away, my breasts shining beneath the stage lights. The air, though warm, perks my nipples. Whistles pierce the dimness, entering my safe space on the stage. My eyelids fight to remain open and not block them out completely because Mason won’t approve of me physically checking out too. Mental is enough. I know what they see though, and that’s the point in the dance.

      I roll my body around the pole again, pressing it between my breasts before grasping the bikini top and flicking it into the crowd for added effect. Almost always, someone tries to steal it—the pathetic guys they are—but I require it for after the show, when I do this again for someone else in private. Mason or one of the other servers oversees retrieving it after the dance.

      The routine continues, me flipping and twirling around the pole until the song comes to an end. The lights dim and the DJ calls, “And that’s Cherry!”

      Without waiting another beat, I escape the stage, my mind returning to the moment. The room’s air pierces me, hot and heady, knowing I’ve increased the men’s desires and they’re waiting for me to enter the main floor. Instead, my chest heaves, catching up with the exercise I’ve just completed on stage.

      As usual, Mason is right there in the service hall, my silver bikini top pinched between two fingers. I grasp it and get to tying it on my body again, right in time for him to jerk his chin toward the other hallway.

      “Room two. You know the drill.”

      He means the button on the far wall if someone is too overeager and not following the rules. It’ll ring his cell phone and the pagers the security guards keep on them.

      “Yep.” Despite the familiarity of this conversation—since we have it so often—my body grows hotter, and irritation makes my neck prickle. It’s harder to check out during a private dance, though I’ve become semi-proficient at it.

      “Two guys, but only one to start. The other will be a few minutes late.”

      “Sure,” I mumble, brushing past him and stalking toward the private rooms. I walk quickly, my five-inch heels eating up much of the floor in my rush to arrive, but also to ensure no one else stops me on the way there.

      I make it to the line of four rooms, nodding to the guard stationed there. He ensures no patron who shouldn’t be here makes their way to the back. The men who pay for private rooms pay well and will never be interrupted, as per Mason’s rules.

      I slip inside the door marked with a two, instantly swallowed up by the dark red light. It flashes against my skin, reinforcing my stage name, a theme Mason really enjoys playing on.

      Seated on the couch, at the opposite end of the room, I spot my customer. He’s bathed in the red light, and no part of him is hidden, for my safety. The colour washes his hair, but I can tell it’s light in colour, like a blond. Dark tattoos creep up his neck from his plain white shirt and down his arms, stopping short at his wrists. Bright eyes blast through the light, pinning on me before he grins, his lip ring lifting with his movements.

      He’s hot, but even if I was free to fuck anyone, he’s not my type.

      “Hi there.” My voice is low, a tone meant to be sultry and inviting to the clients.

      He doesn’t answer, not that I’m necessarily expecting him to. Sometimes my clients do, and sometimes they don’t.

      “Heard you’ll have a friend joining us soon,” I go on. “Do we wait for him or begin now?”

      “Now.” The voice isn’t one I can identify, not that I recognize everyone who comes through here, but he’s certainly no regular.

      Private dances are worse than the stage. On the stage, I can pretend no one is watching me. Pretend that while I’m up there, I’m all alone in the room and merely dancing for my own entertainment. I’m meant to captivate eyes, but not keep a single one for myself.

      But in the room with a single person, there’s no way to pretend their attention isn’t soaking up everything I do—every look I give, every move I make. It’s as though they can see inside me, and yet, they still want to search deeper and bare all of me. People are selfish like that.

      I tap a button on the far wall and a popular song blast through the speakers. With its beginning beat, my eyes slide shut, and I allow it to move me. It controls my hips and my arms with every slow step I take.

      My eyes lock with his in time for my hands to find the tie behind my neck. Biting my lip, I fiddle with it, aiming for playful, but when I stop in front of him, I find him looking… well, bored.

      I’m doing my job. I’m fucking sexy, and if he’s not into this, it’s his problem. Perhaps he’ll want to end this sooner then I can move on.

      My hips bounce from side to side as I turn, giving him my back and bending my knees until the bare skin of my ass brushes against his rough jeans.

      Before I can move again, his hands clamp my hips and he spins me quickly, placing my tits in his face.

      Okay, so no lap dance. My hands slide up my side, skirting the outline of my body until they find the edges of my top and I toy with the strings again. Clearly, he wants more of what he witnessed on stage.

      Again, his hands find mine, and he pushes them away from the string. Shocked, my hands go slack and allow it—allows my hand to land by my hip, where he puts it. Usually, they’re not permitted to touch, but that’s to prevent over-eagerness and keep us safe. I’ve never had a guy push me away not only once, but twice.

      Then the door opens and shuts as his friend likely arrives, but instead of twisting to get a glimpse of the new addition, I’m locked in a silent battle of confusion with the one in front of me.

      The guy’s bright eyes flash to mine, hardening as he speaks, “Don’t strip. You’re not my type.”

      Not his type? My skin flushes hotter, and it has nothing to do with the dance. Anger bubbles to the top and I jerk away, straightening my spine and stepping back a few inches.

      “Then why the fuck pay for this? If I’m not your type, why not choose someone else?”

      “I didn’t,” he says simply, shrugging and lifting one leg until he drapes his ankle over his opposite knee.

      “Then who did?”

      “I did, Cherry-Girl.”

      Everything comes to a screeching halt. My mind, my body, my heart, and even my fucking soul stops working, because the voice that just spoke isn’t the guy in front of me. The name he called me is one I’ve heard countless times before, and still sometimes do, buried deeply in my dreams and memories. Of the boy who uses that name while he saves me from the darkness I’m constantly locked inside.

      With my heart thumping so loud, it overtakes the music, I turn to face my past.
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        TEAGAN

      

      

      
        
        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      I’m the new kid.

      Again.

      You’d think after being the new kid five different times, I’d be used to it by now.

      Used to the comments. Used to the anxiety as my new grade eight classmates all stare me down, pre-placing me into their already-existing social hierarchy. Used to the struggle of catching up to whatever subject the teacher is working through.

      But mostly, used to the rumours that’ll float around. Once classmates discover I’m not like them—that I don’t have a pretty home filled with adoring parents who love, cherish, and spoil me, or have siblings who can be my honorary best friends—they’ll start talking.

      I’m a foster kid.

      And after my last family decided they already had too many kids in their house, regardless of the income accompanying me, I was the one booted since I was the newest and they felt it fairer to the others.

      “Class, please welcome Teagan. She has recently moved to town.”

      Thirty-some eyes narrow on me. The girls scan me, noting my ripped jeans and baggy shirt, and already label me an outcast, deeming me different from them. My jeans are faded from use, not from the designer who made them so. My bright red hair isn’t because of a dye job my parents forked money over for. It’s all-natural, which somehow makes it uncool.

      In the end, it doesn’t matter. I give it a month before my current foster family tires of me, and I’ll have to start all over again.

      “There’s an empty desk at the back you can take.” My new teacher, Mrs. Novak, gestures toward the back of the room.

      “Thanks,” I mumble and haul my bag closer to me as my feet eat up much of the floor in my rush to get to my seat. Every single kid’s eyes stalk me, watching me calculatingly, waiting for me to slip-up so they can use it in their attacks later.

      I keep my eyes locked on my tattered shoes as I slide into the desk Mrs. Novak indicated. My back is so hot I’m shocked I don’t stick to the plastic chair. My hair falls in my face, and I wait for my classmates to find something better to stare at.

      Only when Mrs. Novak takes command of the class once more, commenting, “All right, everyone. Get your math books out and we’ll check how you’ve done on the homework,” do I look up.

      Homework. Which means I’ll sit here bored until they get to the new stuff and hope it’s not a subject already covered at my last school. Worse part about switching schools partway through the year is being retaught topics I’ve already learned, while missing out on the subjects I haven’t studied yet.

      I sit back, crossing my arms across my chest, and listen to the teacher drone on as I study each one of my classmates, searching for anyone with at least a shred of kindness within their judgy looks.

      Life sucks.
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        * * *

      

      When the end of the day finally comes, after hours of the same thirty people sneaking looks at me constantly, the only thing I want to do is curl up in bed and forget today happened.

      As I exit the school, a scuffle at the edge of the school’s property catches my attention. There’s two guys towering over another one. Shorter and wider than the two, he steps back, arms up in defence.

      I sigh, shoulders lowering. Bullies suck worse than first days. No matter what, I don’t ever allow myself to be bulled. People can speak negatively about me behind my back all they want, but they’ll never say anything to my damn face and make it out unscathed.

      I glance to the right, seeking out a teacher on duty, but most of them seem occupied with organizing the bus lines for the younger kids. Everyone’s so worried about young kids’ safety, leaving the older ones to fend for themselves.

      Maybe it’s dumb of me. Maybe I shouldn’t make waves on the first day. Either way, it doesn’t stop me from marching over there and pushing between the three bodies, even noting the two bullies are much larger than me and can easily squish me if they wanted to.

      “Hey!” I call, shoving my hands on one’s chest. “Back the hell off. What is wrong with you?”

      Both guys stop what they’re doing, their gazes dropping to me. One sneers, but his attention remains locked on the kid they were pushing around. “Thorne, you’re pathetic. Needing a girl to friggin’ protect you.”

      “You’re pathetic,” I counter, before the guy—this Thorne—can speak, “for picking on people. God, what is wrong with you? You realize there are bigger issues in the world than your pettiness, right?” Past the bully’s body, I catch the eye of a teacher, who’s finally turned around, noticing us. “Look, a teacher is watching. There’s nothing you can do now anyway, without getting in trouble.”

      The one I pushed away steps farther back, his fist clenching his friend’s shirtsleeve. He rolls his eyes, scanning me, his gaze stopping on my ratty shoes. “Whatever, you two are made for each other.”

      Grumbling, they run off, and once there’s a few feet of distance between us, I do too, marching in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, wait! You can’t just leave after that.”

      I spin on my heel, arms crossed and hip cocked out, as the kid I saved jogs closer to me. His blond hair hangs over his eyes, as is the style with most guys my age right now, but his kind smile shines through.

      Still, I don’t fall for it. Every foster family I’ve ever had smiles kindly in the beginning. Then it goes downhill. “Why, because you want to insult me for ‘taking care of you?’ Sorry for having a heart.” Guys are all the same—unable to handle being “saved” by a girl.

      “No, I wanted to thank you.” His hands at his sides curl, his sapphire eyes darting all around my form.

      Oh. “No worries.” I turn to leave again, shrugging off his apology. Being a decent human doesn’t mean I need a reward.

      And again, as if he’s a glutton for punishment, he speaks, “It is a big deal. Not everyone does stuff like that.”

      He’s not going to let this go apparently. I spin again until I face him and roll my eyes. “That’s the issue. Too much bad in the world, and we’re not saving each other often enough. Why were they bullying you anyway?”

      “Look at me.” His hands gesture to his body. “I mean, they’re on the track team. Fit. Popular. And, well, I’m not.”

      Like he suggests, I scan him. I suppose he’s on the thicker side. Some would call him fat, but I’m not some. Weight doesn’t really matter. Fat or skinny, if someone is evil, they’re evil. Everyone worries about looks, but it’s personality and having a heart mattering more.

      “Still no reason for them to make fun of you.” I shrug again, wondering when he’ll be satisfied enough with this conversation to allow me to leave.

      Not yet, apparently, since his next words are, “You’re the new girl, right?”

      Of course he knows me.

      “I’m in the other grade seven class, and well, you were mentioned,” he adds, stuffing his hands inside the pockets of his baggy jeans. “What’s your name?”

      He seems harmless enough and is, so far, the only kid to look at me like I’m worth a moment of their time.

      So, I say, “Teagan. Yours?”

      “Brent. I like your hair,” he comments, his bright eyes landing on my head. “Cherry red.”

      My fingers find the edges of my most noticeable feature. “Yeah.” Does he want me to say anything more to that?

      “It’s too bad we’re not in the same class, but tomorrow for recess…” He trails off and shuffles his feet side to side as his teeth sink into the corner of his lip. “Wanna hang out?”

      Is he trying to be friends with me? I tilt my head. It happens so infrequently in all the schools I’ve been to, I forget what friendship looks like.

      He’s—Brent—is offering me a hand. Kindness. Friendship. And though I may not be in this town for long, there’s no reason I shouldn’t take the leap and risk it. Time will tell if he remains so, or if he’ll tire of the new kid, like so many others have in the past, and ignore me.

      “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Little did I know on that random Tuesday, Brent would become my everything.

      My friend.

      My hero.

      My enemy.

      My saviour.

      My future.
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        TEAGAN

      

      

      

      “Brent,” I breathe, my mind finally alert enough to speak—though with my barely-there volume, you can hardly deem what I did as talking. “H-how… What?”

      My words are disjointed, as are my thoughts. Nothing makes sense. He shouldn’t be here. He can’t be here. What he’s searching for—the girl he’s hoping to find—she doesn’t exist anymore. She withered away with every passing year.

      Brent’s appearance steals my breath, making the room suffocating. Because even through the red lighting and the four years that have passed since I ran away, I know it’s him.

      My Brent.

      But he doesn’t look anything like the version I left behind. The Brent I knew in high school was a chubby kid, but now, I’m not sure if there’s an ounce of fat on him. Not in his muscular arms, his shirt pulled tightly against his chest. His jawline is pure bone. His blond hair lies flat, making it easier to see the hatred spewing from his eyes—bright blue ones that hold none of the sweetness I once revered. Now it’s something else.

      Darker.

      Deeper.

      He needs to go now before he finds out Brent is around.

      The guy behind me moves, and I realize I’m boxed-in between them. My nails sink into the skin of my thighs, being my only defence mechanism against the onslaught of what the two of them can do.

      “Surprised?” Brent prowls closer, his tone chilling the air around me. Brows lift and a cocky smirk hints on the corner of his mouth.

      I open my mouth, waiting for something to come from my lips. Some form of a sentence that’ll verbalize everything flying through my disjointed mind.

      What are you doing here?

      How did you find me?

      Do you still hate me?

      Do you still love me?

      But he doesn’t give me a chance to speak. “Not as big of a shock as I had when I found out you’re still in the area, despite me previously searching for you.”

      His steps bring him no farther than an inch away, his dark eyes—normally such a bright colour—narrowing down at me. They’re cold. Winter cold, and not at all like what I remember.

      But then I recall I’ve changed too. Not for the better but changed, nonetheless. There are reasons I shut that door on my life and pretended there wasn’t once an ounce of happiness in it, and these reasons haven’t changed. He ensures it, and it’ll be safer for Brent if he continues to avoid me.

      My spine stiffens, and I lock my knees, jutting my chin and giving back every bit of hate, needing to push him back to wherever he’s come from. Hopefully, my voice remains intact long enough not to waver through my next words.

      “It was my choice to leave, Brent. Exactly like it is now. Excuse me.” I sidestep him and his friend, who is still hovering at my back.

      I manage an entire step toward the door before I’m yanked backward, a hand clamping down on my arm. In a flurry of movement, I see nothing but the blur of the red light and his snarling expression as he walks us to the far wall. I swallow, my hands flying up to his and pushing at them, but making no headway to rid the clasp on my arm.

      “B-Brent.” It’s so obvious now that this isn’t the childhood friend I abandoned. The Brent I once knew protected me, and would never lay a hand on me. “Stop.”

      “Not,” his teeth bare, “until you answer a few fucking questions.”

      I shut my eyes briefly, mentally praying this isn’t how I meet my end. I always assumed it’d be at the hands of a psychopath, and while that option is more painful and horrifying, it’s expected. Not this. Not from someone who once loved me.

      My nerves freeze beneath tingling skin. “What?”

      “Who are you to Alex Miller?”

      Everything in me comes to a halt again. What does he know? He can’t know. I won’t let him know. I’ve done so much over the past few years to save who I could, and it’s with my next words, I hope he’ll accept my response and leave. Leave and forget me and remain safe.

      I’m not the friend he left behind, and it’s with this fact, I push my ex-best friend away all over again. Self-sabotaging, perhaps, but I need this—need to know Brent will be safe from what Alex could do to him. From what Alex has threatened to do to him, time and time again.

      “Nothing,” I whisper, shaking my head. I’m nothing to Alex. Nothing and everything all rolled into one.

      His grip tightens, sparking a gasp from me. I yank at my arm but, somehow, he holds firmer.

      “Brent.” His friend’s warning tone comes from behind us.

      Please listen to him.

      He does, letting me go but not moving away. “I ask you again, Cherry-Girl, who are you to Alex Miller?”

      Cherry-Girl. The nickname came out of nowhere, sometime after he stated my hair reminded him of cherries. It stuck though, and I never minded. In truth, I loved it. It made me special. Made me belong to someone. Little did I know then, I would belong to someone, but it wouldn’t be Brent, the person I had wanted it to be.

      “No one,” I murmur, as my heart shatters all over again. “Why do you want to know?”

      His mouth opens again, but instead, it’s his friend who speaks. “Brent, our time is up. Her boss will come looking soon.”

      Brent doesn’t seem to hear him. His eyes bounce around my face, and despite the darkness in his normally-bright depths, I see something else there.

      Fear. Pain.

      It crushes me inside, but I breathe through the feeling, forcing my mask in place. He steps away, putting space between us, but still, I don’t move. I won’t until he leaves my life again.

      “I will find out, Teagan. You have information I need.”

      Need? Oh, Brent, what have you gotten yourself into? Nothing good comes from needing to know about Alex Miller.

      Hell, if time travel is a thing, I’d go back and tell myself that in high school. That instead of panting over the popular kid, I should have been running far away from the power he wields.

      “Don’t,” I offer a warning. “Don’t go down this path, Brent. Alex Miller isn’t worth your time.”

      He freezes, his steps coming to a quick stop. “You know something. Tell me, Teagan. Tell me what you know, so I can help you.” All the ice in his tone melts away, leaving a flicker of the guy I once knew.

      Help. He wants to help me. But he can’t. No one can…

      The door bangs, followed by a “Hey!” It’s Mason coming for me. “Time’s up in there.”

      Brent drops his gaze, scanning my body, for, I believe, the first time since entering. It’s no different than when we used to go swimming during the summer months, so many years ago. Yet, as his eyes stroke my bare skin, breasts much firmer and larger than they were last time he saw them, in a bikini, leaving much more of me visible, it feels—No. Don’t go there.

      “It’s a fucking shame, Cherry-Girl. After all this time, you’ve popped back up like a dream come true. It’s as if my hopes and prayers have finally been answered… all to discover, you’re on the wrong side.”

      He leaves then, taking his friend with him. The door opens and I see Mason peer through, noting my still-dressed appearance. Noticing I’m physically okay, he goes too, following them out.

      Key point in that is that I’m physically fine.

      Physically, yes. Emotionally, no.

      When the door shuts behind them, I drop to my knees, bowing over on the ground as I allow countless memories of the past invade my mind until I hurt. Until the pain and agony of the past swells up like a huge wave and wipes me out.

      Brent believes I’m on the wrong side.

      Alex believes I’m on his side.

      What neither of them realize is, I’m on my side.

      And my side involves surviving.
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        BRENT

      

      

      

      “What now?” Hawke asks as we make our way outside the strip club.

      “Now, you leave it to me.” I clap him on the back, striding toward his car parked nearby. “Thanks for helping, but I’ll take it from here.”

      Hawke slides into the driver’s seat and starts the vehicle. Once it’s rumbling beneath us, he checks, “You’re not going to pull a Tristan, right, and stalk the girl?”

      I chuckle, laughing at our friend’s antics. He’s a crazy motherfucker, who truly did what he needed to do. Alex’s sister, Natalie, gave the answers we required, plus more.

      She gave me Teagan.

      Cherry-Girl, how you’ve grown.

      She was my best friend and first love, even if our relationship never made it to the point I once hoped it would. My childhood crush didn’t take the title of girlfriend. Regardless, it never changed anything for me.

      But she’s not the teenager who once left me. Far from. Her body has filled in, her curves perfectly round, and her chest—God. I groan, recalling the way they spilled out from that tiny bikini.

      “Brent?” Hawke glances over, a dip between his brows. “Dude, tell me what’s in your head. If this is too far for you…”

      “No.” I blow out a breath and lean back against the leather headrest. I gave him the basic details of Teagan and me, but not everything. “I’ll be fine. It was just a bit strange, you know? I mean, we were best friends, inseparable—or so I thought. It’s been four fucking years.”

      His eyes cut to me again. “You sure you’re okay to do this? I could get her to talk. Maybe even through legal means.”

      “No,” I repeat, shaking my head. My hand tightens around my phone, where my text to her remains unread. “No, I’ll be fine. In the end, she’s on the wrong side.” And I’ll be reminding myself that often.

      Alex Miller. She’s his fucking girlfriend, according to Natalie.

      “What if Natalie is correct, man? She seemed very firm in her claims that Teagan tried to warn her away from Alex. Teagan may be with him, but she knows he’s bad. Just… don’t treat her like the villain. Don’t do that to yourself.”

      My eyes cut to him, annoyance swirling in my chest. “In your house, you seemed to take my side.”

      “Because she has information we need, and that hasn’t changed, but be careful how you go about learning it. Brent, I know you’re hurt she never found a way to contact you, but think about who we’re dealing with. Alex Miller. Fuck knows what horrors she’s seen and endured.” His own gaze slides away and his hands tighten for a second around the wheel. “All I’m saying is think about what she’s been dealing with before you act too rough. Be smart.”

      “There’s no proof. I’m not sure why she said what she did to Natalie, but I struggle to believe she would have found herself on the wrong end of this situation. No,” I purse my lips, “she might have warned Natalie away, but not for the reasons we’re all assuming. Back then, she was too much of a fighter to be trapped by Miller.”

      Hawke makes a noise in his throat. “People change.”

      I hear him. I do. But as I stare out into the darkened streets, watching my reflection in the window’s glass, my eyes appear hollow, like a broken man.

      I can’t be broken for the next part.

      I was soft for her once. Let her have everything she wanted from me. When I wanted more but she only wanted friendship, I let her have it, even when it killed me nearly every day.

      This time, I’m the one controlling the reins, and if I need to, I’ll tighten the collar on her fucking neck until she submits and gives me what we need to finish Alex.

      Only when my eyes harden again in the reflection and my expression is unrecognizable, do I glance at Hawke again. “I’ll react how I need to, to get what we need. Our history helps me because I know her tells. I know what she likes and hates. What she fears. I’ll use it all to break her. When she’s broken and vulnerable, I’ll get the answers we need.

      Hawke frowns, skeptical, but he asks, “How do you plan on doing that?”

      “By taking her on a trip down memory lane.” I grin to myself, thinking of all the ways to win my round in the elaborate game Ryker, Tristan, Hawke, and I have been playing.

      Cherry-Girl, this time you have nowhere to run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        TEAGAN

      

      

      

      The next morning, I awake to another text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Morning, Cherry-Girl.

      

      

      

      

      

      I falter, staring at my screen. Of course it was him texting me last night. All these years later, and he still remembers my number. After high school, and after him calling and texting it constantly, he eventually gave up trying to contact me. I assumed then, he deleted my number and moved on.

      But am I surprised? Not really. This is exactly what my Brent would do.

      I huff, standing from bed and bringing my phone with me, mind wondering in what other ways I can make him comprehend the importance of deleting this text thread and forgetting me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You texted me yesterday too, I assume?

      

      

      

      

      

      Instantly his answer comes in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        You’ve kept my number this whole time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Unknown

      

      
        The digits have been imprinted in my mind since the moment you gave them to me.

      

      

      

      

      

      A second later, another one comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        I’ve memorized everything about you. Including what you’ve become.

      

      

      

      

      

      Back on this, I see. Groaning, I drop down onto the couch and hoist my feet under me as I respond in a way to satisfy whyever he’s returned.

      After all, what I’ve “become” is someone he won’t recognize. I’ve made my mistakes—over and over and over—and I’ll pay my dues without getting more people wrapped up into it. What I see is bad enough, and I couldn’t handle witnessing Brent in their place.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I don’t know what that means.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tired of staring at the unknown moniker, I input his name into my phone’s contacts, ignoring how the simple sight makes my stomach flip. Once, he was at the top of my phone’s messages, but after everything went down, I deleted it, aiming to remove the temptation to contact him. It was safer for him that I left his life completely, based on Alex’s ongoing threats.

      So, it’s what I did.

      But now, re-labelling him feels right and wrong all at the same time. Wrong, because if Alex were ever to see my phone… I let the thought trail off, not willing to input the words that go along with it. Wrong, because the moment I convince him to leave me alone, I’ll need to delete the number all over again. But right, because for this slice of time, it’s my selfish act. My penance for surviving.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brent

      

      
        I know you’re with Alex Miller. I also know he’s into some bad things.

      

      

      

      

      

      The phone slips out of my hand and onto the couch. Brent is claiming to know things, and for the sake of his own life, he needs to let it go now. Knowing about Alex will only get him killed.

      So that’s where I leave the phone as I prepare, wandering through my small paid-for apartment as I dress in jeans and a shirt, pulling up my hair into a ponytail. I avoid the couch at all costs until my phone dings again, but this time with an identifiable sound. One I’ve specifically labelled to be sure I never miss a message from him.

      With the strength of everything inside me, I stalk to the couch again and pick up the device between two fingers, as if it’s on fire. I swipe away Brent’s message in favour of the only other man in my life.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alex

      

      
        6 p.m. Business dinner at my house. Wear a black dress. Knee-length. I’ll pick you up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Once, I had him referred to as asshole in my phone, but Alex noticed and then, I couldn’t sit for a week without it hurting.

      I type him back a response quickly before he can find a reason it wasn’t fast enough.

      Alex Miller. My first boyfriend.

      And my jailor.

      When I believed myself to be in love with him, he used me in the worst way possible.

      When he was in the hospital, healing from injuries after getting beaten, I ran, using the opportunity to get far away from him. What I didn’t know at the time, is how much power his name brought with him. Of course he had people watching me.

      To ensure I wouldn’t escape again, he trapped me. Threatened Brent and Elena, and their families. Trained me. Showed me how lucky I am, compared to the others.

      When six o’clock rolls around later this evening, I’ll be dressed in what he instructed me to wear, and I’ll smile when he tells me to. I’ll be his happy girlfriend and ensure no one has a reason to second-guess my acting.

      It’s what I’ve been trained to do, and it’s how I’ll act. For my own safety and well-being, along with those I care for.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Brent

      

      
        You never answered me, Cherry-Girl. Is this your way of admitting I’m correct?

      

      

      

      

      

      I scowl at his persistence, at the use of that damned nickname, and tuck my phone into my clutch in time for Alex’s shiny black Mercedes to pull up.

      Good. I like when the Mercedes arrives because it means Alex is driving. When it’s his town car, it’s his driver, Billy, chauffeuring us around, which gives Alex easier access to touch me if he so desires.

      He always wants, though less in the last couple of years.

      He found a new outlet, but I’ve learned it’s not a positive thing. For me, maybe, but not for my guilt or sanity. I’d almost prefer it only be me. I walked into this when I young; the others unwittingly get jobs for a monster who soon turns on them.

      Beneath my skin, my muscles and nerves tighten in wariness, but still, I pull open the passenger door and immediately slide in the car before he finds a reason to complain I’m stalling.

      Never keep Alex waiting.

      “Good evening, Teagan.”

      I shut my eyes briefly—very briefly—hoping he doesn’t see my quick inhale of bravery. The simple purr of his voice used to have my thighs clenching with desire, back when I was a young, naïve girl, but now they only have me wishing I could sew my thighs shut tight forever.

      “Good evening, Alex,” I reply in a tone that isn’t too loud or too quiet. He doesn’t like when I’m quiet on nights like this one because it could raise alarms with our guests. This conversation during the drive is practice for later.

      Through my peripheral vision, I spot him nodding, pleased with my response. Then he puts the car in gear and pulls away from the curb, the vehicle a rumbling hum beneath me. Thankful for the distraction, I keep my face tilted to the outdoors, watching as the city’s lights pass us by until they’re fading into the dark highway. It’s a trip like Alex himself. He started bright and starry, but I soon learned that it masked the truth.

      Unfortunately, the drive to Alex’s mansion is much too short, and he swings to a stop in his curved driveway, like one of those ones you’d see in movies. While Alex gets to climbing out of the car, I suck in the largest breath possible as I look upon my jailcell.

      No debate, his mansion is gorgeous from the outside. The type rich people who only ever host successful business parties own. It was his father’s, back when Alex’s family lived here, close to the city, and before his father took a break and moved to Newton.

      Sky-high cement walls with many lights shining through the multiple windows. Pillars line the double doors that are easily triple what my townhouse’s doors are. It’s always reminded me of the castle from Beauty and the Beast, and like that story, deep inside the walls, there is a monster. Only unlike that story, this monster prefers to leave his safety of his estate and bring forth his fear onto others.

      The monster in question opens my door wide, a hand reaching inside for me to grasp. Doing so means handing myself willingly over to him, like I have so many times before. His hand is representative of everything I’ve come to know—pain, agony, and loss.

      Still, I’m aware of the outcome of not taking it, so I do, using him to stand from the vehicle. He nods, satisfied, and leads me up the grand front steps, leaving one of his multiple staff to move his car to its proper place.

      We pass the front doorman, because yes, he has literal staff to hold his door open for him. The moment we’re across the threshold, Alex grasps the skin of my upper arm, wrenching me to a rough halt.

      I wish I could say his expression was scary. Furrowed brows and evil eyes, but it’s a lie. His passive expression is worse than anything else he can send my way because it hides my horrible reality.

      “You will behave tonight. I have two important guests coming and they wish to see me in my comfortable home life, which means meeting my girlfriend, who will smile when she’s spoken to, will reply appropriately and politely, and will limit herself to one glass of wine with dinner. Understand, babe?”

      Babe. I shiver, despising that word. He uses it as though he’s loving, but rather, it’s a meaningless endearment. More so, there’s always a knot in my stomach when he does, as though even my body dislikes the term.

      Still, I nod, as I’ve been trained to, biting the inside of my lip to not flinch from the pain up my arm. The sooner he’s satisfied with my response, the sooner he’ll release me.

      After a final pinch to the bone, he moves his hand away before adjusting his suit jacket and taking the lead toward the dining room. I follow along and wipe my damp, sweaty hands along the edge of my dress, cursing the day Alex Miller noticed me.

      A figure plops down in Elena’s desk in our Math class, but I know from the bold blue jeans—clearly new and not faded—collared shirt, and blinding smile, it’s sure as heck not my best friend.

      I drag my gaze up from the pencil I’m fiddling with to find Alex Miller smiling at me. His hair flops over perfect eyes. Eyes that easily get him any girl he even glances toward.

      “Hey, Miller,” I say casually, aiming to not show him how he affects me. As long as his eyes aren’t an x-ray machine, he shouldn’t be able to spot my speeding heart, since nonchalance when speaking to Alex is next to impossible.

      “Faber.” He nods his head, shifting to position his chin on a propped-up arm. “Think we can get on a first name basis yet?”

      Alex wants to use first names? My already speedy heart quickens to an unimaginable rate. He’s gorgeous and easily the most popular guy in school. His family is rich, though very secretive. His father is our principal, and I’ve never heard mention of his mother.

      My faded jeans are insanely pale compared to his. My shirt is a size too big and isn’t even mine. My current foster family gave me one of their other child’s clothing when all mine got too tight. Begrudgingly, of course, because all I’m good for is getting them a cheque. Heaven forbid they actually use some of the money on me.

      Alex and I are the total opposite from one another.

      Whoa, settle down, Teagan. All he’s asking for is a first name.

      My lashes flutter, like how the other girls he speaks to do. “I guess we can be.”

      “Teagan,” he purrs.

      Oh my, why does my name sound so amazing in his mouth?

      I wrinkle my nose playfully, knowing full well I’m flirting. “Alex.”

      He readjusts his position, leaning back in the chair and appearing lazy and relaxed. Any moment the teacher should call the class to order, but I hope she never does. Doing so will end this interaction.

      “How is it that we’ve never spoken to each other?”

      Because we exist on different planets.

      Instead, I shrug, leaving him to extend the conversation if he chooses to.

      “Well, I think we should fix that. You want to hang out later after school?”

      I never should have said yes.

      It only got worse after that.
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