
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Of Smoke And Mirrors


Copyright © 2025 by Zerynity Willows

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means-electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise-without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in critical reviews or scholarly works.

Of Smoke And Mirrors

by Zerynity Willows

Cover design by Khristopher Burton & Castiel DeRaia

Edited by Khristopher Burton

Interior layout by Zerynity Willows

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental. The characters, events, and settings are products of the author’s imagination.

Extended Edition



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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To the ones who taught me how to fight-

The ones who tried to break me, and the one who helped me rebuild.

You all gave me fire.

Only one stayed to see me rise from it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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I laid on the bed, leaning into his embrace. The quiet between us wasn’t empty-it was earned. I looked up at him and smiled.

We had come a long way. No one could have imagined it. Not then.

Eli was gone. Rob-gone. Colton... gone.

And Hanna was sneaking just below the surface, waiting for any moment to strike.

But here and now, it was just me and Jake.

I chuckled under my breath, more from disbelief than humor.

He blinked open his eyes, brow raised. “What is it, darling?”

I shook my head, biting my lip. “Do you regret it?”

He nuzzled closer, his whiskers brushing my cheek, his breath warm against my skin. “Regret what?”

I shifted slightly, pulling back just enough to see his face. “Everything... from 2019 onward. Everything that led us here.”

He tilted his head, studying me with that quiet intensity that always made me feel seen-truly seen.

“Why would I regret that?” he said softly. “It brought me to you.” His arms pulled me in tighter, like that alone was the answer.

I sighed and let myself rest there a moment longer, feeling the rhythm of his heartbeat. But the storm of the past didn’t stay quiet for long.

“Yeah,” I whispered, “but it doesn’t erase the chaos. The lies. The layers we had to burn off just to breathe.”

He exhaled deeply and let go, sitting up against the headboard with a weary hand running through his hair. The silence between us shifted-less tender now, more reflective.

“I regret the extremes I took,” he said. “The masks I wore. The ones I made you wear just to keep us both safe. If I could’ve done it differently, I would’ve. Gods, I would’ve.”

I sat up beside him, pressing my arm around his waist, resting my head on his shoulder.

“We survived it,” I murmured. “But now we’ve got to figure out how to live past it. Everyone knows you as Jake... The fake name. The fake face. You can’t keep splitting yourself in two.”

He gave a dry laugh and looked down at me, a wry smile tugging at his lips. “Then maybe it’s time for Jake to disappear. And for me to come back-for real. I’ll give it all up, if it means I get to be honest with you.”

I pressed closer to his chest, breathing him in. “Then what do we tell people?”

He smirked, that spark of mischief in his eyes again-real, unmasked. “We tell them the truth. For once.”

He reached for his phone. The weight of the moment settled between us.

I watched him log into the real account-the one with his face, his name, his past. He scrolled slowly, hovering over the relationship status. His fingers paused.

“Hun,” he said gently, “you’re gonna have to switch yours to single for a sec...”

I nodded, did it quickly, like tearing off a bandage. He finished typing.

A second later, my phone vibrated. I opened it. Held my breath.

“Aslyn is in a relationship with...”
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Chapter 1:The Spark They Couldn't Kill
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It didn’t happen all at once. It never does.

The moment Colton left wasn’t loud. There were no slammed doors.

No thrown words. No storm-out rage.

Just a stillness in the air. A quiet kind of collapse-like the breath a house takes before it gives in and falls to ash.

I had been sleeping. That’s the part that always stuck with me.

While I was dreaming-maybe even dreaming of him-he was packing his things. Not all of them. Just the ones that mattered. Just enough to disappear.

When I opened my eyes that morning, the first thing I noticed was the light. It was softer than usual. Quieter. Like even the sun knew to tread gently.

It was 8 am. I never woke that early.

Something in me stirred. That internal alarm-the one that isn’t about time, but about loss.

The bed was cold on one side.

I sat up, rubbed the sleep from my eyes. The silence wasn’t right. The stillness wasn’t right. I looked around the room. Little things were gone. Things he always touched: his keys. His black hoodie. That stupid ring he wore on a chain.

My chest tightened. He was leaving. Or he already had.

I sighed and lay back down, reaching for my phone.

Me: Where are you? You okay? No response.

I hesitated, then opened our shared location history. We used it often-checking in, tracking grocery runs, proving points in arguments.

Colton’s pin was at Becky’s.

And then-ping. I was logged out of the app.

Confused, I tried to log back in. A red warning flashed:

“Password changed. One minute ago.”

One minute. He hadn’t even waited.

I stared at the screen a few seconds longer, heart thudding.

Then I messaged Jake.

Me: I think Colton is leaving.

I didn’t wait for a reply. I just flipped the phone face down on the blanket and stared at the ceiling.

It was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of quiet that presses on your ears like you're underwater. Like you're about to drown in your own house.

Time passed like static. I don’t know how long-maybe an hour, maybe two. But then I heard the front door creak open.

Jill’s claws clicked across the floor-my dog, my girl. I heard heavy steps. Hesitant ones.

I rolled over, expecting maybe Jake. Maybe someone from the house.

But no.

It was Colton. Holding Jill in his arms.

“What are you doing?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

He froze. Like a raccoon caught in the garbage. Eyes wide. Back hunched. Guilt dripping from every muscle.

“Oh. Uhh... I... I was just... I was taking Jill to Cam’s. You know, to... show her off. She looks so much like Jack.”

Jack. His pit bull. The one that died from parvo-or maybe poisoning. We'd never really known for sure. He’d cried for days.

I sat up slowly, lightheaded, a strange burning behind my ribs. I had been sick for days-fevered, weak, coughing blood into tissues and pretending it wasn’t serious.

“Oh,” I murmured. “Okay. Well, when you get back, can we go grocery shopping? It’s the 19th.”

He blinked. Hesitated. Then nodded. “Yeah. Sure. I’ll be back in like... 20 minutes.”

He glanced at my face, squinting. “What’s that on your chin?”

I wiped at it instinctively. My fingers came away red.

Blood.

“It’s nothing,” I lied. “See you when you get back.”

He nodded again, then turned and walked out.

I sat still for three full seconds. Then I moved.

I got out of bed, heart pounding. Opened the front door.

He had just placed Jill in the car. He looked up and saw me step out.

Saw me watching him. Really watching him.

And then-he gunned it. Tires screaming. He peeled out like he’d stolen something.

And he had.

I stood barefoot on the porch, whispering to no one:

“He’s gone.”

Not for a walk. Not for air. Gone.

I turned quietly, mindful of the two people still sleeping on the living room floor. I didn’t want them to hear. Didn’t want the rumors to start just yet.

Back in the bedroom, my phone pinged again. Jake.


Jake: Are you sure? You’ve said this before.

Me: I’m sure. You didn’t see how he left. He’s not coming back.



I turned the ringer up loud. No more hiding messages. No more deleting call logs. No more passwords I didn’t set.

Colton used to comb through my phone like it owed him something. My conversations. My emotions. My loyalty.

But now? Now it was mine again.

I glanced at the dresser. His clothes were still there. That pissed me off.

I grabbed a duffel bag and started throwing them in without care. Socks, boxers, cologne, old t-shirts. Things that used to matter.

My phone buzzed again.


Jake: If you’re sure he’s gone... can I come over?

Me: Yeah. Come through the window or be quiet at the front. People are sleeping.



Twenty minutes later, I heard tapping. I smiled and lifted the window.

Jake climbed in like he belonged there.

We chuckled-because what else could we do?

We hadn’t had time together like this in years. Colton hated him. Saw him as a threat. A rival. Maybe he always had been.

We had made a promise, Jake and I. A contingency plan, born from hurt.

If Colton ever left-really left-we’d give it a shot.

That time was now.

Jake looked around, took in the half-empty dresser. “Want help?”

“Sure.”

We talked while we worked. I didn’t cry.

I expected to. But all I felt was... air. Stillness.

Jake took my phone and started messaging Becky and Colton, trying to figure out what game they were playing.

“Apparently,” Jake said, raising a brow, “he thinks he was poisoned. Becky says he’s at the hospital.”

I scoffed. “He wasn’t poisoned. Mary had multi-viral syndrome. Bryan had bronchitis. Everyone’s been sick. That’s it.”

Jake laughed and shook his head. “Poisoned. That boy would rather fake death than own his shit.”

I smirked. “Colton is Colton. He’ll say anything to anybody.”

Jake’s face turned serious. “He’s already blaming you. He’s out there telling people you’re crazy. He’s been doing that since 2019.”

I nodded slowly. I nodded. I remembered.

The fights. The cheating with Rikki from Plenty of Fish. The lies.  “Let him. There’s no toxicology report that’s going to come back with anything. No case. He just needed an excuse to run.”

Jake tossed a pair of Colton’s jeans into the bag. “Good. Let him run.”

He flopped down on the bed, arms behind his head.

I turned to him, watching the rise and fall of his chest.

I lay beside him, my head resting on his chest.

“You know,” I whispered, “we’ll have to wait. Before we say anything.”

He turned his head toward me. “I know. I’m good with that.”

His hand slid across my shoulder. He traced gentle lines on my skin with his thumb.

I closed my eyes. I nuzzled closer to Jake. 

I didn’t even know what time it was.  Everything after that felt blurry.

Like static.

TV snow in my chest. Buzzing behind my ribs. Colton had left a mess.

Some of it was physical-half-packed bags, worn-out boots, receipts.

But most of it?

It was in the silence. The things he didn’t say.

The promises he never kept. The Apologies he never made.

“What. A. Coward,” I muttered.

Jake laughed loudly, and I slapped my hand over his mouth.

“Shh! The roommates will hear. You know he’s probably got them reporting back.”

Jake moved my hand and pulled out his phone.

“Oh, I know... He’s got a new account. He blocked my surveillance one. Probably blocked you too.”

He showed me the screen-Colton, in a red shirt, posed against some paneled background.

“Hang on,” I said. “I’m gonna get my X box.”

I stepped into the living room. The X box was gone. I came back in. “That coward took my X box and my dog.”

Jake tried to muffle his laughter. “Pidgey is broke. He’s gotta steal from you to have anything of value. I’ll just buy you another one-if you’re good.”

I scowled. “Whatever. That had all my games. And look-he left his shitty X box One.”

Jake turned the screen toward me again. Colton’s profile had a relationship status set.

“Single.”

I laughed. “Of course he is. He had promised forever. He had promised to change. To stay. But you wanna know something?” I said, turning to Jake.

Jake tilted his head. “The thing about boys like Colton?” Jake said.

“They only stay until they see the fire they lit reflected in your eyes. Then they run.”

“I love you,” he said. “All of you. The broken version. The soft, forgiving one. The one who still believes in redemption even when it burns you alive.”

I sighed. “But I’m not her anymore. Not really.”

The moment Colton left, I could feel her-the older version of me-rising again.

The one who buried her softness beneath strategy.

The one who knew how to survive without permission.

The one who didn’t ask for love-she demanded truth.

He reached for the nightstand and pulled out a candle.

Lit it. Just one.

“Not for him,” he murmured.

“For you. For every version of you that still needs to say goodbye.”

I looked at the flame, warm and steady. It didn’t flicker. It just stood there-like it knew.

And I made myself a promise:

Never again would I build a home inside someone else and call it safety.

Not when I already carried one inside my bones.

As the flame flickered and danced, Jake pulled me closer.

His arms wrapped around my waist, tight-protective. The warmth of him, the steadiness, made it easy to forget the chaos outside this room.

He kissed the top of my head.

“Kiss me,” he whispered.

I smiled, shaking my head, eyes sparkling with mischief. “Bossy.”

Jake raised a brow, then suddenly pushed me gently back onto the bed, pinning my shoulders. I tried to hold back the giggles, but they came anyway-light and free. For the first time in what felt like forever.

He leaned in, grinning, his nose almost touching mine. His voice dipped into something playful and commanding:

“KISS ME.”

I leaned up and kissed him-quick, soft pecks. One. Two. Three. Four.

Just like that, the world melted around us.

Jake was the only one who had ever truly seen me. The only one who made me laugh when I wanted to disappear. Even Colton had known it.

Back in 2020, during one of our fights, Colton had told me, “Any time Jake’s out of your life, the sparkle leaves your eyes.”

He wasn’t wrong.

Colton had been gone a few hours.

Jake had been here for just as long.

And already, that sparkle was coming back.

Jake leaned back, still hovering over me, but something in his expression shifted.

His smile dimmed. His eyes searched mine with quiet concern.

“What?” I asked, pushing up on my elbows. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer right away. His brow furrowed sharply. Then he grabbed my arm-fast but careful-and helped pull me upright.

“We need to get you to the hospital. Now.”

“What?” I blinked, confused. “Why? Jake-what’s going on?”

His voice dropped into something tight and urgent. “You have blood coming out of your mouth and nose. Something is wrong.”

I reached up instinctively. My fingertips came away sticky.

Shit. He was right. I hadn’t even noticed.

That’s what being with Jake had done, even in just a few hours. I had forgotten how bad I felt. I had forgotten the dizzy spells, the deep cough, the nausea. I had forgotten the blood.

The illness was still in me. Waiting.

Jake crawled out through the window. I slipped out the front door, quiet, just in case anyone had woken up. Everyone was still asleep. Good. We didn’t need eyes right now.

We drove in silence to the hospital. My head leaned against the window, the world outside blurring into lights and shadows. Jake’s hands were tight on the wheel.

At the nurse’s station, Jake helped get me checked in. The waiting room buzzed with fluorescent coldness and the distant beeps of machines. It felt like I was watching it all happen from outside my body.

They ran tests. Took scans. Blood draws. Vitals. Three hours passed.

Then the doctor walked in with a clipboard and a face that was too careful.

There were two things on the chart.

Pregnancy.

And

Ethylene glycol poisoning.

I stared at the words, not understanding at first. Jake’s body went stiff. He clenched his fists. “Anti-freeze?” he spat.

I looked up at him, blinking. Then it hit me-like a punch to the gut.

“Wait...” I breathed. “So maybe Colton wasn’t wrong about being poisoned?”

Jake’s jaw clenched. His whole body shook. “I’ll kill him,” he muttered, under his breath. “I’m not playing around about this.”

I reached out and grabbed his hand. “Jake. Colton said he was poisoned.”

Jake’s eyes locked with mine. His voice turned low, deadly.

“Yeah. And the only reason he knew anything at all... is because he either did it, or one of his little followers in that house did. There is a reason he knew, Aslyn. And I swear to the gods, I’m going to find out.”

I didn’t argue. There was no need.

I knew who had handled the food.

The only one who cooked for the entire house.

Mary.

A self-proclaimed non medicated schizophrenic, who also claimed-often, loudly-to have terminal cancer. Even though every single medical record said she didn’t. Even though she had never once produced a scan, a lab result, a single piece of proof.

She didn’t take meds. She didn’t need validation. She just needed attention.

Jake’s glare darkened. He didn’t say it out loud. He didn’t have to.

He knew I knew who did it.

And it was only a matter of time before Jake found a way to burn them out of my life-for good.

The truth didn’t come with trumpets.

It came with blood on my chin, a man at my side, and the slow unraveling of lies I hadn’t even known I was living in.

Colton was gone. Jake was here. And somewhere in between, I had almost died.

Not just from poison. But from pretending.

Pretending I was okay. Pretending that chaos was love. That silence was peace. That loyalty meant survival.

But the body doesn’t lie. Neither does the soul. And when both of them scream at the same time, you finally listen.

I hadn’t wanted to believe anyone in that house could do something like this. But the truth had teeth. And it had bitten me.

And yet-there was Jake.

Lighting candles. Holding me like I mattered.

Loving all the versions of me, even the ones I hadn’t forgiven yet.

Colton may have tried to take everything with him when he left.

But he forgot something.

I survived.

And now, the girl who once begged for love in the wreckage?

She’s rebuilding-with a flame in her hand, and steel in her spine.

Because this isn’t the end.

It’s the reckoning.
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Chapter 2: Where It Was Safe
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The hospital lights were too bright.

Even after the nurses dimmed the room, even after the hallway emptied out and the door clicked shut behind them, the brightness clung to everything-like it had soaked into my skin. Jake and I sat in silence, the only sound the slow, mechanical tick of the heart monitor behind me. A steady rhythm, indifferent and alive.

But it wasn’t the lights I couldn’t get out of my skull.

It was the realization.

The weight of it settled somewhere between my ribs and my throat. The sting of it crawled under my skin and stayed there, sharp and undeniable.

Someone had poisoned me.

Not metaphorically. Not romantically. Actually.

The word felt grotesque in my mind, like I’d swallowed a shard of glass.

Jake sat at the end of the bed, hands clasped so tightly his knuckles were bloodless. His eyes were fixed on the floor like he was waiting for it to open up and give him an answer. Or a way out. His knee bounced in a quiet rhythm that betrayed the stillness of his mouth. He hadn’t said much since the doctor left. And I hadn’t pushed him.

I couldn’t.

I was still suspended somewhere between nausea and numbness, like my soul hadn’t quite caught up to my body yet. Everything felt far away, even the weight of my own limbs.

I swallowed. Hard. The back of my throat still tasted like metal and dread. My voice came out barely more than air. “They’re wanting to keep me overnight.”

Jake looked up. His eyes were darker than usual-clouded over with something raw. Anger. Grief. Helplessness.

“Good,” he said. “Let them.”

He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t have to. I could hear everything he wasn’t saying: They should have caught it sooner. I should’ve seen it sooner. He should pay for what he did to you.

I wanted to say something that would make it better. That would let him off the hook he’d impaled himself on. But the truth sat heavy in my chest: Jake felt like he failed me. Like he hadn’t protected me from Colton.

And maybe, in some twisted way, I felt like I’d failed myself too.

“I hate hospitals,” I offered instead. The words felt flimsy and out of place, but they were all I had.

“I know.” He said it so quietly, so simply, it nearly undid me.

My eyes stung. My chest clenched. I couldn’t tell if I was going to cry or throw up.

A long silence stretched between us. Not uncomfortable. Just... full. Like the air had to carry the weight of everything we weren’t saying.

It was the first time I’d heard Jake so quiet in months. And something about that scared me more than I could admit.

“I can’t believe...” I tried, but the sentence fractured in my throat like a snapped bone. My voice broke under the weight of it.

Jake didn’t ask for permission. He just stood, stepped around the IV line, and moved to the middle of the hospital bed. Then-without a word-he climbed in beside me, lifting the blanket and tucking it gently around us both.

I leaned into him instinctively.

Like muscle memory.

Like something inside me still believed I was allowed to.

He said nothing, just wrapped an arm around my shoulders and held me. His chest rose and fell with a calm that grounded me in the chaos.

And for a second-a real, fleeting second-I let myself feel safe.

“I don’t want to think about him,” I whispered, my voice trembling.

“Then don’t,” Jake murmured.

“I just...” I let out a breath that felt older than me. “It’s like... my body’s still catching up to what my heart already knew. He didn’t love me. He just... used me.”

Jake didn’t flinch. Didn’t rush in with platitudes. Didn’t try to fix it.

He just listened.

And then he touched my arm, running his thumb in slow, quiet circles on my skin. A small, anchoring motion.

“I feel stupid,” I said, the words brittle and sharp at the edges. “For not seeing it sooner.”

“You’re not,” he said instantly, his voice iron and gentleness at once. “You were surviving. You loved with everything you had. That’s not stupid. That’s brave.”

The sob hit me sideways. I buried my face in his shoulder before it could escape completely.

Jake exhaled slow and steady, his breath brushing the top of my head.

“You don’t have to fight anymore,” he said. “Not tonight. Just rest. I’m right here.”

And maybe it was the meds dulling the edge of my panic. Or maybe it was the way his voice folded around me like armor.

But for the first time in months-maybe even years-I believed someone.

And I felt safe with him.

The moment the doctor nodded at me, saying I was stable enough to leave against medical advice, a dull fire lit inside my chest. The hospital felt like a cage-sterile and suffocating-but out there, outside those fluorescent walls, something darker was waiting. Something I had to face.

Jake helped me into my coat, his grip steady but tight, like holding onto me was the only thing keeping him tethered. We slipped past the nurse’s station, the late-morning quiet wrapping around us like a shroud.

The walk home was a blur of cold air and trembling limbs. My mind replayed the poison, the betrayal-the poisonous web Colton had spun around me. Each step felt heavier than the last.

When we reached the house, Jake hesitated.

“Wait here,” he whispered.

Before I could ask why, he slipped silently to the side of the porch and found the window ajar-the one he always used when the front door was locked. Like a shadow, he slipped inside, his body vanishing from sight.

I stood frozen a moment, heart pounding. The house was dark.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside, feeling the weight of seven pairs of eyes settle on me.

Mary was in the kitchen, pretending to wash dishes but clearly listening. Her eyes flicked to me, then away.

“Where is Colton?” I asked, voice low but firm.

Mary’s smile was tight, strained. “Colton? I don’t know. We thought you all left together-maybe Door Dashing?”

I shook my head. “Bryan?”

Bryan’s bulky frame appeared in the kitchen doorway. He looked at me innocently. I repeated, “Where is Colton?”

He glanced at Mary. Her eyes darted, sending a silent message. He turned back to me, brazenly lying, “I have no idea. Haven’t heard from him today.”

Rowan appeared from the hallway, arms crossed. “Colton left this morning. Took off.”

I looked between them, sensing the cracks in their stories. “You didn’t tell me.”

Bryan shuffled into the room, two feet from me, hands shoved deep in his pockets. “No idea where he’s gone.”

“Really?” I said, disbelief sharp as a blade. “Because Christian said-”

Christian emerged from the living room, eyes cold and unreadable. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Tina hovered near the stairs, biting her lip. “We haven’t heard anything.”

Martin, leaning against the wall, quickly looked away when I met his gaze. “Colton’s business is his own. We don’t get involved.”

I could feel the lies crawling around me, thick and suffocating.

“I’m not an idiot,” I whispered. “You all know something. Where did he go? Why won’t you tell me?”

They exchanged glances-a silent pact to keep their mouths shut.

I clenched my fists, nails digging into my palms.

Jake cracked open the door to my and Colton’s bedroom, motioning me forward. Bryan looked that way. I stepped into his line of sight, blocking his path.

I knew he’d run back and tell Colton.

I knew Colton and I were over. He’d changed his status to single so he’d have no room to judge-but that didn’t change the fact that this was none of his business.

I swallowed hard, the fight inside me raw and desperate.

“Y’all need to stop lying,” I said, voice low but fierce, “or find somewhere else to go. I mean it.”

No words followed.

Only silence.

I turned from the silent room, my gaze fixed on the cracked door of what used to be mine and Colton’s sanctuary-our bedroom. The word felt foreign now. Sanctuary. It hadn’t been that in a long time. Not really.

My heart twisted into a tight knot of exhaustion and fury. I moved toward the door slowly, deliberately, each step a quiet declaration: This is mine now.

I stopped at the threshold.

“I don’t want you bugging me,” I said, loud enough for the others to hear.

Then I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. Not a slam, not a click-just final.

Jake stood behind where the door had been left ajar. He rubbed his face with one hand, sighing low, almost to himself. “You didn’t have to force it open so hard,” he muttered.

But I had. I needed them to hear the shift. I needed them to feel it.

I reached into my pocket, fingers wrapping around the cool metal of my phone. Without a word, I held it out to Jake.

He took it without hesitation. His fingers curled around the device like it was a weapon. Maybe it was.

“I want you to message Becky,” I said, voice low but unwavering. “Pretend it’s me.”

Jake raised an eyebrow, but didn’t question it. He just nodded, already swiping open the screen. He understood. There was no need for explanations anymore-not between us.

I sank onto the bed, the thick mattress beneath me feeling oddly unfamiliar, like something borrowed. But somehow, here with Jake beside me, it still felt safe. Safer than it had in weeks.

Jake joined me, slipping his arm around my shoulders, a quiet protector. His warmth pressed into me, steadying the storm that still spun somewhere deep inside my chest. We flicked through movies-light, mindless things. Anything to keep the silence from swallowing me whole.

In the quiet moments between scenes, Jake composed messages to Becky with careful precision:

“I’m heartbroken. I don’t know where Colton went. Please, if you hear anything, tell me.”

A lie.

A performance.

But the way Jake whispered softly to me, brushing strands of hair from my face like I might fall apart if he didn’t, it almost felt real. He played the part of the heartbroken girlfriend’s anchor-loyal, concerned, confused. And I let him.

Because maybe I wanted to believe it too. That someone could show up, stay close, hold me through the unraveling.

Becky messaged back, her responses coming in with gut-punch timing.


He’s in the hospital. They’re going to admit him. Treat him for poisoning. He’ll be there awhile. They’re trying to detox him.



Jake and I stared at the screen together. Slowly, we turned to look at each other.

I had been poisoned.

What were the odds that Colton had been too?

Jake’s mouth tightened, eyes flicking with suspicion. But mine-mine stayed locked on the words, my stomach curdling. Was this karma? Coincidence? Or just a cover story he’d fed Becky?

I opened Facebook. His profile hadn’t changed. Still single. Still smiling in his new picture, like nothing had happened. Like I hadn’t been wheeled into the ER shaking and cold, a needle in my arm and betrayal still burning in my throat.

It was all a lie.

He had spun a perfect illusion.

And I was done pretending I didn’t see it.

The room remained dim, the TV casting soft flickers of light across the walls as another movie played quietly in the background. Laughter echoed from the speakers, too bright and out of place for the heaviness that hung in the air. Jake lay behind me on the bed, one arm looped gently around my waist. The steady rise and fall of his breath against my back was the only thing keeping me grounded.

Outside the bedroom, I could hear movement-Mary’s uneven footsteps in the kitchen, the low creak of Rowan’s boots passing by in the hall. Neither of them knew Jake was here. I’d made sure of that. Let them think I was curled up heartbroken and alone. Let them believe the lie.

We hadn’t spoken much, just drifted from one forgettable film to the next. The silence between us was deliberate. Easy. Intimate in a way words couldn’t touch.

Then, at 8:02 PM, my phone buzzed.

Transaction Alert: $34.76 – Apple bee’s, Sedalia, MO.

I blinked. My stomach dropped. Another notification followed seconds later.

$9.99 – X box Game Pass, Sedalia, MO.

“What the hell,” I muttered.

Jake shifted behind me. “What is it?”

I held up the phone so he could see. “The shared card. Colton’s using it.”

Jake sat up straighter, frowning. “He’s spending money? Here?”

“He’s supposed to be in the hospital.” I was already opening my chat with Becky.


Hey, checking in again-how’s Colton? Still admitted?



She responded almost instantly.


Yeah, he got transferred to Columbia. They’re keeping him there a few days to detox him. Should be stable, though.



Transferred to Columbia. Yet charges were pinging from Sedalia. A local Apple bee’s. An online game charge. None of that added up.

I glanced at Jake. “He’s not in Columbia. He’s here.”

Jake’s mouth tightened, jaw flexing as he stared at the screen. “Or someone’s using his stuff. But either way, it doesn’t matter. If he’s really in the hospital, he won’t need the card. And if he’s not...”

“He’ll just have to reorder it,” I said, already opening the banking app.

The screen loaded slowly. My heart hammered louder with each passing second.

Cancel Card – Confirm?

I pressed it.

Just like that, the tie was cut.

Jake exhaled beside me. “Better safe than sorry.”

I nodded, though my chest was tight. “We don’t know what the hell is going on.”

“No,” he agreed. “But we know we’re not gonna sit around and let him drain you while everyone else lies through their teeth.”

I sank back into the bed, curling under the blanket again. Jake reached for the remote, flicking to another movie without asking. Something animated. Bright colors, silly music, distracting nonsense.

The kind of thing that didn’t require belief or trust-just passivity. Just letting it roll.

As I leaned back into Jake’s chest, the screen’s glow danced across the room. And even though my body was exhausted and the card was canceled and the poison was-hopefully-leaving my system, my mind was still wound tight.

We had to believe what people were telling us.

For now.

But that belief came with sharp edges. And if Colton was lying-and he was-there would be no hiding when the truth finally surfaced.

The movie flickered on, something animated and dumb enough to keep our minds distracted, though neither of us were really watching it anymore. I was tucked into Jake’s side, his arm wrapped around my waist, fingers absently brushing along my hip beneath the blanket. His touch was slow, thoughtful. Not pushing. Just there.

But the air had changed.

The canceled card, the lies, the unanswered questions-it all hung in the background like static. And yet, in this room, in this bed, there was a different kind of current humming under the surface.

I turned my face up toward him, eyes searching his.

He was already watching me.

His gaze dropped to my lips, and I didn’t pull away.

Not right away.

We’d been here before, in the blurred spaces between friendship and something more. I felt his breath, warm and steady, as he leaned in closer. My heart thudded, not in fear this time, but anticipation. The safe kind.

His hand slid up my side, fingers brushing the curve of my rib cage. I let out a slow breath as my body relaxed into his, drawn like it always had been. Like muscle memory. His forehead pressed gently against mine.

“You sure?” he murmured.

I nodded. Or I thought I did. Maybe it was just the closeness that made my body lean forward. My fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt as his lips ghosted over mine-barely there, a whisper of a kiss. He wrapped his leg around mine, pulling me in closer. Our skin was touching. I leaned in more, his hand brushing his fingers through my hair. He brought his finger tips to my scalp, pushing my head closer to his. His lips caressed mine again-

But just as he deepened it, just as his hand slipped beneath the hem of my shirt and I arched toward him-

I froze.

The images came back too fast.

Colton’s hands. The hospital room. The beeping heart monitor. The taste of metal still clinging faintly to my tongue.

And the uncertainty. The not knowing. Was he really in the hospital? Or was this another game?

I pulled back. Jake did too, instantly.

He didn’t push, didn’t question. He just rested his forehead against mine again, still close, still breathing me in.

“I want to,” I whispered. “I really want to. But we don’t know everything yet. It doesn’t feel right.”

His thumb brushed my cheek. “You don’t have to explain it.”

“I just... I need to know the truth first. Before I start something that can’t be undone.”

He nodded, understanding written in the softness of his eyes. “Okay. We wait. We do this the right way.”

I leaned into him, and he wrapped me up like it was the easiest thing in the world-like waiting wasn’t going to burn a hole in both of us.

A silence settled over us again, but it wasn’t awkward.

It was safe.

Comfortable.

The TV droned on, the absurd cartoon voices filling the room like white noise. Jake reached for his phone, opening the Domino’s app.

“You’re not eating Mary’s poisoned food,” he said. “Or skipping dinner just because your life’s a mess.”

I smiled faintly, my body still pressed against his. “What are you getting?”

“Pepperoni for me. Sausage for you.” He said, winking at the word sausage. “Half bread sticks, half lava cake. Don’t argue.”

I didn’t.

I just closed my eyes and let myself breathe.

We couldn’t do anything else tonight. Not until the truth came forward.

So we stayed wrapped up in blankets and each other, letting pizza and cartoons soften the edges of a too-hard world.

And even if just for a moment, it felt okay not to fight.

The knock came just before 9:30.

Three quick raps. A pause. Then one more.

Jake looked over from the bed, eyebrow raised. “That’s our guy.”

I laughed under my breath. “You really think the Domino’s driver has a knock signature?”

Jake grinned, grabbing his wallet from the nightstand and slipping to his feet. He padded barefoot to the window and cracked it open just enough to peer out, careful to stay low. We were still playing a delicate game-Mary and Rowan thought I was in here alone, brokenhearted and fragile. Jake was a secret. One I had no intention of sharing with them.

A moment later, he pulled the box through the window like it was contraband.

“You act like you’ve done this before,” I teased, stretching across the bed to grab the sodas he’d already stashed near the nightstand.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to,” he said with a wink, setting the pizza and sides on the bed between us.

We sat cross-legged on the mattress, eating from the box like we were teenagers hiding from curfew. The cheese was stringy and perfect, the bread sticks golden, and the lava cake already leaking warm chocolate onto the wax paper. We didn’t need plates. Or napkins. Or anyone else.

It wasn’t glamorous, but it was ours.

Halfway through my second bread stick, Jake wiped his fingers on the corner of the pizza box and looked at me a little too long.

I paused, mid-bite.

“What?” I asked, mouth half-full, half-anxious.

He didn’t look away. “I just... I know the timing’s all messed up. I know everything’s still messy. But I gotta ask-what are we?”

The question landed softer than I expected. No pressure. Just curiosity. Hope. Caution.

I swallowed slowly, brushing the crumbs from my fingers. “Honestly? I don’t know yet.”

Jake nodded, like he’d already prepared himself for that answer.

“But...” I continued, heart racing. “If it turns out Colton was lying-about the hospital, about everything-then I don’t see a reason not to be with you.”

Jake’s eyes softened, warm. “And if he’s not lying?”

I met his gaze evenly. “Then we’ll figure out who’s pretending to be him online. And I’ll still be with you. Because I’m done choosing people who treat me like I’m disposable. That includes him. Truth or not.”

His whole face shifted-something between relief and restraint.

He nodded once. “Then I’m yours. No matter how it shakes out.”

Something in my chest finally exhaled.

A loud knock shattered the quiet.

“Sweetie?” Mary’s voice, muffled and sweet in the most artificial way, filtered through the door. “I made chicken and dumplings. You’ve not eaten today. Why don’t you come out and have a bowl?”

Jake froze mid-bite of lava cake. I gave him a look that said don’t you dare laugh.

I stood, tiptoeing toward the door, but didn’t unlock it. My voice stayed calm, polite, and flat.

“I’m not hungry, Mary.”

There was a pause. I imagined her hand hovering near the doorknob, tempted to try it.

“You need to eat, baby. Even if you’re sad.”

I bit back a laugh that had more venom than humor.

“I said I’m not hungry.”

Another pause. Then footsteps receding, soft and disappointed.

I turned back to Jake, locking the door again with a soft click.

“She really has no idea you’re in here,” I whispered.

Jake popped the rest of the lava cake into his mouth, grinning. “And let’s keep it that way. I like the drama-free zone.”

I curled up beside him again, warm and full and tired in the way you can only be after feeling everything all day.

We didn’t need to say more.

We just let the next episode play, the screen flickering softly in the dark as we lay back, side by side. No more pretending. Just waiting-for the truth, for the fallout, for the next beginning together.

The night settled deep around us, the room dim and warm, shadows softened by the blue-gray glow of the TV. The noise faded into background static-just another episode playing that neither of us was truly watching.

Jake shifted beside me, sliding further down the bed, his arm looping around my shoulders like he’d always belonged there. I followed instinctively, my body folding into his. My head found its place against his chest, just over his heart, where the steady rhythm gave my own something to sync with. His fingers brushed lazy circles along my spine, anchoring me in the here and now.

There were still too many questions-too much we didn’t know. Whether Colton was really in the hospital. Whether the new account was fake or not. Whether the lies would crack open into something uglier.

But tonight... none of that mattered. Not in this room. Not in his arms.

Jake and I didn’t need to speak. The unspoken was louder than any words. His breath moved through my hair in slow, even pulls, and I felt the tension ease out of me in tiny, stubborn increments.

Our limbs tangled beneath the blanket, legs brushing, our bodies finally still. His chest rose and fell under my cheek, and I let that rhythm rock me toward sleep.

For the first time in too long, I felt safe.

Not because the world made sense-because it didn’t.

Not because I had answers-because I didn’t. But because someone had stayed.

And I’d chosen to let him in.

We fell asleep like that: tangled, warm, and held-two survivors sharing one quiet night in a world still full of noise.

Tomorrow could bring anything. But tonight, I wasn’t alone. And that was enough.
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Chapter 3: The Bed Wasn’t Empty
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The morning started with shouting.

At first, it wove into my half-dream like background static-muffled voices that didn’t belong in the quiet sanctuary of sleep. But it rose, sharpened, splintered the illusion.

Mary’s voice.

Tense. High-pitched. Just beyond the bedroom door.

I blinked awake, disoriented. The room was dim, colored by the pale blue hush of morning light seeping through the curtains. The air was cool. Jake’s arm lay draped across my waist, warm and heavy, like an anchor. He stirred as I shifted, his fingers curling reflexively against my hip, a soft grunt slipping from his throat.

Then it hit-his voice.

Colton.

Exploding from the hallway, warped and metallic through the speakerphone.


“You tell her she stole from me, Mary! Canceling our cards? That’s fraud! I will get the cops involved-I’m not playing with her!”



The words landed like punches to my rib cage. I sat up fully, the sheets dragging across my skin, heart already hammering against my chest like it wanted out. My hair fell into my face, sticking to the sweat along my temple. I shoved it back with one hand, the other digging into the mattress for something solid.

So this was how he wanted to handle things-screaming threats into a phone like a coward. Not to me. At me, but not to me.

Jake pushed himself upright behind me, groggy, his eyes still heavy with sleep but narrowing fast. His hair was a wild mess, sticking up like a halo of static.

“Is that...?” he mumbled.

I nodded tightly, lips pressed into a thin line. “Speakerphone. Of course.”

Outside, Mary’s voice wavered-caught between her role as messenger and scapegoat.

My voice cut through the room like a blade.


“Mary! Tell him the card was canceled because there were fraudulent charges in Sedalia. I wasn’t about to let someone empty my account while he’s supposedly in the hospital.”



I didn’t yell, but my tone was sharp enough to slice drywall. My voice vibrated with the kind of anger that comes from betrayal layered over exhaustion.

A pause. Long enough for tension to stretch the hallway thin.

Mary’s voice came again, dull as wet cardboard. She repeated my words without inflection, like she was reading a script she didn’t want to be caught with.

Then Colton’s voice tore back through the phone, louder, wilder-each syllable a slap.


“She’s lying! She’s trying to make me look crazy! I didn’t use that card! She’s just mad I left!”



I closed my eyes for a moment, jaw aching from how hard I was clenching it. He still wouldn’t talk to me directly. I was less than a person to him-just a shadow behind a locked door. Just a threat in his story, a villain in his soapbox soliloquy.

Jake leaned against the headboard, rubbing his temple like the sound alone gave him a migraine. “Classic abuser tactic,” he muttered. “If he talks to you, he might hear the truth in your voice. That’s what he’s afraid of.”

I snorted, bitter. My fingers dug into the blankets like I was trying to ground myself. “Good,” I said flatly. “Let him be afraid.”

For a few seconds, the room was quiet again, the kind of silence that simmers with unsaid things. The hallway outside still pulsed with anger, but I refused to let it penetrate any deeper.

I wouldn’t be bait. I wouldn’t beg to be heard.

Not this time.

By the third day, the walls of the house felt like they were starting to close in.

Mary was watching me too closely. Every time I walked into the kitchen or passed through the living room, her eyes followed like I was some fragile porcelain figure teetering on a shelf.

“You’ve got to eat something,” she said as I hovered by the fridge that morning, her voice all fake-sweet and cloying.

I opened the fridge door just to shut it again. “I’m fine,” I said flatly.

“Toast? Something small?”

Rowan chimed in from the couch, “You’ll faint if you keep going like this.”

I turned to face them both, arms crossed. “You all seem awfully concerned for people who didn’t bother to tell me he left.”

They exchanged a glance. The same kind they’d all been trading since Day One. Carefully calibrated lies hidden in plain sight.

“I thought he told you,” Mary said too quickly.

Rowan shrugged. “He left early. We weren’t sure if he’d gone out for work or what.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You’ve been lying. Since the beginning.”

“I didn’t want to get in the middle of it,” Mary muttered, retreating to the sink.

“You already are.”

I didn’t wait for another excuse. I turned on my heel and went straight back to my room.

Jake had climbed through the window a few hours earlier, just after sunrise. He’d brought breakfast-sausage biscuits and hash browns-and we’d eaten in quiet amusement while I stayed locked behind the door, letting the house believe I hadn’t touched a thing.

He was lounging on my bed when I returned, shirt half-wrinkled, scrolling through something dumb on his phone.

“They’re watching you like you’re about to snap,” he said without looking up.

“I might,” I muttered, dropping onto the bed beside him.

Jake set the phone down and turned to me, resting his chin on my shoulder. “You okay?”

“I’m tired of pretending. Tired of everyone lying.”

“Then stop pretending.” His voice was soft, but steady. “You’ve already moved on. It’s okay to say it out loud.”

I turned toward him, eyes searching his. “So have you.”

He smirked. “I never had to. I was waiting for you.”

I took a breath. “Then let’s stop dancing around it.”

Jake’s expression changed-something between softness and awe. “You mean-”

“I mean we’re together now. Officially.” I leaned in and kissed him, slow and sure, the way I always meant to.

When we pulled apart, he just held me, hands buried in my hair. “I’m yours,” he whispered.

That afternoon, Becky showed up without warning. She didn’t come to fight. She didn’t come to defend Colton either. She just showed up at the door, holding a small plastic bag and looking exhausted.

I answered before Mary could.

“Hey,” Becky said, handing me the bag. “I thought you could use these.”

Inside were three packs of Marlboro’s. I hadn’t even realized I’d been out.

I blinked. “Thanks...?”

She gave a dry laugh. “Figured they might keep you from punching my son in the throat if he ever comes back.”

“Too late,” I muttered, though I meant it in more ways than one.

Becky didn’t stay. Just handed me the cigarettes, squeezed my hand gently, and left.

Jake raised an eyebrow when I got back into the room. “You two bonding over shared trauma?”

“She brought smokes. That’s about as close to a maternal gesture as I’ve ever seen her make.”

That night, Jake leaned against the window ledge as I pulled on a hoodie, hood low over my face.

“You ready?” he asked with a grin.

We slipped out quietly, just after 11. Rowan was passed out on the couch with a beer in hand. Mary’s room was dark. Bryan had music on in his room, door shut. We didn’t even need to whisper.

Jake’s house was only ten minutes away, but it felt like another universe. Quieter. Clean. No tension bleeding through the walls. Just him. And me.

We curled up on his couch with another movie playing in the background-some old black-and-white noir flick he claimed was “essential education.” His hand never left mine. We ordered Chinese and ate it sprawled across the floor in front of his TV, swapping noodles and jokes like we’d done this forever.

In his room later, he kissed me with none of the hesitation he used to carry. Like he knew he had me now.

And he did. We didn’t sleep much.

But when we finally did, wrapped in his comforter, tangled together beneath the soft hum of his fan, it was the best sleep I’d had in weeks.

The next morning, just before sunrise, we snuck back through my window like nothing had happened.

And to the rest of the house?

Nothing had.

But inside that room-inside us-everything had changed.

By the fourth day, the whispers started.

Not from outside the house-but from within.

I could feel it every time I walked down the hall. Every time I closed the door to my room. Every time Jake left through the window in the gray hour before dawn.

They didn’t know.

But they suspected.

Rowan eyed me harder than usual that morning, standing near the bathroom with a half-toothbrushed mouth, like he was trying to figure out how I was still functioning without their food. Mary left another plate outside my door-pancakes this time, the syrup already cold and crusted by the time I opened it just to flush it down the toilet.

Jake brought real food later. Always did.

Bagels and apple juice. Then lunch meat sandwiches and chips. That boy could build an entire pantry out of a backpack and a corner store.

“You know they think you’re wasting away in here,” he said, grinning as I took a bite of my sandwich.

I smirked. “Let them.”

Jake was curled up beside me on the bed, his fingers trailing slow circles on my thigh while I chewed. “Feels like I’m dating a ghost girl.”

“You are. A ghost with good taste in spicy mustard.”

He kissed my cheek, then lower, just beneath my jaw. “You taste better.”

They were watching. They just couldn’t catch us.

And that drove them crazy.

Mary knocked that afternoon, pretending to be casual. “Sweetie, can I come in?”

“I’m busy,” I said flatly, locking the door again just in case.

“I made that casserole you like-”

I didn't answer.

Behind me, Jake lay stretched across my bed in just his jeans, hair damp from the spray bottle I used to tame his curls. He winked at me as I returned to the mattress and sank into him, stealing the last chip from the bag in his lap.

“She’s relentless,” he said under his breath.

“Let her knock. She’s not getting in.”

We stayed like that all afternoon. Me in his arms. Him playing with my fingers. A few hours later, the make-out session we started during Howl’s Moving Castle got way more intense than the movie itself.

I was in his lap. He was beneath me. His hands sliding under my shirt, mine buried in his hair.

And then his breath caught-just slightly.

“Still good?” he whispered, his voice rough.

I pressed my forehead against his, panting. “So good. But if we don’t stop now, I won’t stop at all.”

He laughed under his breath, kissed me once more, and pulled me down into a softer embrace.

We stayed tangled like that until sunset.

Around six, the whole house turned upside down.

Nick-my cousin-got kicked out.

I heard it through the door, loud voices, bags being slammed, Mary’s sharp shriek of “You poisoned this house!” like something out of a bad movie. Jake and I looked at each other, stunned.

“They’re blaming Nick?” he asked.

I nodded. “They always need a scapegoat.”

Jake’s brow furrowed. “You really think he did it?”

“No,” I said quietly. “I think Colton left poison behind before he ran. And now that they can’t blame me, they need someone else.”

Jake exhaled. “This house is a fever dream.”

Later that evening, I got a call from Becky.

She didn’t say much, but her tone was clipped, irritated.

“Colton’s being discharged. They’re sending him back into town tomorrow.”

My stomach twisted, but not from fear. Just... weariness.

I hung up before she could say anything else.

Jake was lying on the floor, staring up at the ceiling fan as if it had answers.

“Tomorrow, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

I nodded. “You’re not going anywhere, right?”

Jake rolled over and propped his chin on my knee. “Not unless you tell me to.”

I smiled, threading my fingers through his hair. “Then I’m good.”

That night, we didn’t stay in.

We slipped out the window just after ten, hoodie zipped up, blanket tucked under my arm like a runaway. The streets of Sedalia were empty. Summer air still clung to the sidewalks like heat off memory.

Jake and I walked aimlessly-down to the gas station for slushies, past the old bridge where the creek whispered secrets, through back alleys only the bored and heartbroken bothered to learn.

He held my hand the entire time.

We stopped beneath a busted streetlight, the halo above us flickering like it couldn’t make up its mind.

“Feels like a movie,” I whispered.

Jake looked at me like I was the movie. “If it is, I’m not the lead.”

“You are in my version.”

He kissed me right there, streetlight blinking above, like the whole world had gone quiet just for us.

We didn’t go back to the house.

Not that night.

We curled up on his couch under the blanket I’d carried, watched dumb sitcoms on low volume, kissed like the world couldn’t touch us, and finally drifted to sleep wrapped up in the safest place I’d known in years:

Each other.

By the fifth day, the house’s suspicion had turned into obsession.

They wanted me to eat. Desperately.

Mary tried everything short of slipping a spoon through the keyhole. She left oatmeal, soup, eggs, even a plate of cookies on the floor outside my door like I was some wounded stray.

Rowan knocked louder than usual. “Hey, you okay? You’re looking pale. You need to eat.”

I didn't answer.

Jake and I had just finished sharing a breakfast sandwich he smuggled in that morning-extra cheese, two napkins, and a bottle of orange juice. He always brought the good stuff.

“They’re panicking,” he said with a smirk, licking the corner of his lip. “Think you're about to drop dead.”

“Let them think it,” I muttered, tossing the wrapper into the trash bag he kept hidden under my desk. “It’s easier than giving them any part of the truth.”

Jake leaned back on the bed, arms behind his head. “What if they figure it out? About me being here?”

I met his eyes. “Then we deal with it. Together.”

He reached for my hand and squeezed.

Midday, Mary got bold.

“I’m worried about her,” I heard her say from the hallway. “This isn’t normal. She’s not eating, she barely comes out. It’s like she’s not even here.”

She was on the phone. And I knew exactly who she was calling.

Becky.

I didn’t press my ear to the door, but I didn’t have to. Twenty minutes later, my phone buzzed.

Becky (1 New Message): “He wants to meet. I’ll pick you up tomorrow. We’ll go to McDonald’s. You and him can talk.”

The world stilled around me.
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