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To my mother—

I didn’t understand your stories when I was young,

but now they echo through me, stitched into the silence,

saving me in ways I never saw coming.
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Dear Reader,

Before you begin, please be aware that Toxic Temptations contains dark themes that may not be suitable for all readers. This story explores psychological manipulation, emotional and physical abuse, toxic relationships, coercion, and power imbalance. It also includes mentions of sexual assault and trauma.

Your well-being matters. If these topics are distressing for you, please proceed with caution—or take care in deciding whether this book is right for you.

— Destiny Miles
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Toxic Temptations is not a romance novel. It is an unflinching look into the dynamics of an abusive relationship—a Rosetta Stone for anyone who may find themselves, or someone they love, in a similar situation.

I’ve had the misfortune—or maybe the strange fortune, since it allowed me to write and share this story with you—to witness people I love become trapped in relationships like these. I’ve seen their bodies bruised and their light dim. I’ve tried to reason, to cry, to scream for them to leave. And I’ve watched my words fall on deaf ears.

I also write this with the experience of having been there myself. I haven’t always been in healthy relationships. I’ve watched people break trying to reach me, only to be met with excuses like, “I have to go back—I don’t want to get in trouble.” I’ve turned red flags into green lights. I’ve convinced myself that everything was my fault.

My hope is that Toxic Temptations serves not just as a story, but as a window into the often invisible mechanics of coercion, trauma bonding, and emotional control. While I always encourage readers to protect their peace and well-being first, if you know someone who may be in a situation like this, I hope you’ll leave a light on for them. You never know when their moment of clarity may come—and when it does, I hope they find someone still standing there, ready to take their hand and pull them out.

Thank you for purchasing and reading my novel.

— Destiny Miles
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What Is Love – V. Bozeman

Alone Pt. 2 – Ava Max & Alan Walker

Love the Way You Lie Pt. 2 – Rihanna

Empty – Juice WRLD

I Just Wanna Run – The Downtown Fiction

Sick of U – BoyWithUke

Gasoline – Halsey

Demons – Bmike

Head in Her Heart – Nico Collins

Don’t Let Me Down – The Chainsmokers

Grave Digger – Livingston

Numb Little Bug – Em Beihold

Tired – Kelly Price

Hallelujah – Pentatonix
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Like I Can – Sam Smith

Control – Halsey

Sweet but Psycho – Ava Max

Take Me to Church – Hozier

Duality – Set It Off

So I Need You – 3 Doors Down

Stay with Me – John Legend

Nobody – Keith Sweat

Every Breath You Take – The Police

Don’t Blame Me – Taylor Swift

Elastic Heart – Sia

Clarity – Zedd

Demons – Imagine Dragons

Love the Way You Lie – Eminem & Rihanna
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THE SPACE BETWEEN
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SAMANTHA

I wasn’t supposed to be there. I’m not the adventurous type. I went to class, ate when I remembered, and spent most of my spare time with Em. Minimal exposure. Minimal interaction. Not just comfort—survival.

Routine made the world quieter. Predictable days dulled the sharpness of sound and softened the blur of too much. Being invisible meant no new inputs, no unexpected demands—just silence.

But Em has a way of pulling me out of the quiet corners I build for myself. She always has.

She’s the reason I’m even at this college. Left to my own devices, I would’ve finished my degree online—in pajama pants, in silence, behind a screen. But Em had other plans.

I remember the way she said it: perched on our couch, laptop on her knees, grinning like it was nothing.

“I filled out your application too,” she said. “You’re welcome.”

She submitted it alongside her own—same college, same major, same dorm. Like it was already decided. Like there was never going to be any other outcome. And maybe there wasn’t.

We’ve been inseparable since we were five years old.

We met in kindergarten. I was frozen in the doorway, glued to my dad’s side, sleeves of my sweater soaked with tears. Kids everywhere—shouting, laughing, moving too fast. I was drowning in it. Then came Em.

Fearless grin. Messy pigtails. Like she belonged there from the start. She walked right up to me, took my hand, and said, “Wanna sit by me?”

And that was it.

From that day forward, it was always Sam and Em.

People blended our names—SamandEm, SamandE. Teachers thought we were one kid named Sammy... until two of us showed up.

She practically lived at our house. Her parents were good people, but she was the oops baby—unplanned, a little out of sync with their quiet lives. So she found herself in ours instead.

My mom was that mom—neighborhood mom. Popsicles in the freezer. Band-Aids in bulk. Our door was never locked. Em was there so often that one day, I came home to bunk beds in my room. It just made sense.

I remember burnt waffles on Saturdays. My mom singing off-key while folding laundry. The tug of her fingers braiding my hair while Em and I squinted at homework.

Dad was background noise—early mornings, late nights. Four kids was a lot. He kept the lights on and the fridge stocked. That was enough.

College was supposed to be the next chapter in our never-ending story. But lately, it feels like I’m living in a story written for someone else.

It was early May when Em burst into our dorm, practically glowing. One of her slides flew off as she spun into the room. Her tote bag slammed against the desk, knocking over a stack of manga. Our room didn’t smell like move-in day anymore—it smelled like takeout and lived-in comfort.

Her side was a chaotic rainbow—plushies, posters, clutter. Mine was quieter. Blues and grays. A Soul Eater print, a Deadpool poster I kept forgetting to re-tape.

She waved a flyer like it held the secrets of the universe.

“This is going to be so much fun—Sam, can you imagine? Just like high school!”

She nearly knocked over the nightstand, sending cords and empty cups wobbling.

I blinked, groggy from a nap I hadn’t meant to take. “Em... what is this?”

“Color guard tryouts!” she said, eyes lit up like fireworks. “We’re doing it.”

We’d done color guard in high school—pep rallies, Friday night games. Small stuff. But this was college. This was different.

“We’re trying out,” she repeated, then softened. “Please, Sam? It’ll be fun. Like old times.”

So I agreed.

Not because I missed it.

But because Em asked.

And because where Em went, I followed. Always.

The day of tryouts arrived with a buzz of anticipation I couldn’t quite share. The gym thrummed with voices, bodies stretching, and the rhythmic thump of flagpoles hitting the ground. The energy crackled—confident, effortless, too big—and I felt it pressing in on me.

A girl with a clipboard strode forward, calling out names.

“You’re being sorted into groups of four,” she announced briskly. “You’ll get a number and be assigned a group.”

One by one, girls stepped forward, pinning their assigned numbers to their shirts.

Then she reached us.

Em got number 18. Group 9.

She pinned it to her shirt with an easy smile, already moving toward her group.

Then the girl turned to me.

A different number. A different group.

I turned instinctively toward Em, but she was already chatting with her new teammates, not even registering the split as a problem. Like it wasn’t the ground shifting beneath me. Like it wasn’t something to panic over.

But it was.

My feet stayed rooted, hesitation stealing the air from my lungs.

The clipboard girl barely looked up. “Well? What are you waiting for?”

Her tone wasn’t cruel, but it didn’t need to be. I was already unraveling from the inside—too many voices, too much space, and nowhere safe to look.

I swallowed hard and forced myself forward, dragging my feet toward my assigned group.

Something snapped tight in my stomach when I stepped into their cluster. They fit together. A seamless puzzle.

I was the extra piece that didn’t belong.

Their conversation flowed easily, voices overlapping in an effortless rhythm. I hovered at the edge, waiting for an opening. A moment to slip in.

One came—a perfectly timed pause, a glance in my direction.

But the words sat in my throat like stones.

I didn’t say them.

And just like that, the moment passed.

The conversation moved on without me, a current flowing forward while I remained stranded on the shore.

I wiped my palms on my shorts—once, twice—trying to feel normal.

When one of the girls glanced at me again, smiling—an invitation—something inside me lurched.

Not excitement.

Panic.

What do I say?

What do I add?

It’s too late.

If I spoke now, they’d pause. Just a beat too long. That awkward recalibration that occurs when someone unexpectedly inserts themselves into a space they weren’t meant to occupy.

I forced a weak, too-late smile and nodded along, my laugh sounding thin and wrong even to myself.

The room blurred into noise—the chatter, the squeak of sneakers, the sharp crack of flagpoles colliding.

I adjusted my hairband. Straightened my already-straight shirt. Readjusted my grip on my flag—anything to keep from just standing there.

When the captain finally called us to line up, relief washed over me. Not from excitement. Not from the chance to prove myself.

Just an escape from the silent social gauntlet.

The captain, Alyssa, commanded the room effortlessly. She stood taller than me, her posture sharp and unshakable. She moved like someone who knew people would always watch her—and liked it. The kind of confidence I could never fake. Even her silence felt deliberate.

Her hair was styled in a sleek updo that accentuated the elegant line of her neck, and her outfit highlighted her athletic build. When she spoke, her words hung in the air, wrapped in tangible charisma.

I tried to keep my gaze focused on her demonstrations, but I often caught myself staring, captivated by her presence. Whenever our eyes threatened to meet, I snapped mine away, heat creeping up my neck.

Admiration.

Intimidation.

Something else I couldn’t name.

As the tryouts drew to a close, fatigue mingled with relief. The gym’s echoes of exertion and shouted counts slowly subsided.

One of the final tasks was to execute a basic 45 toss followed by a parallel. As we prepared, Alyssa moved methodically from group to group, her gaze sharp and assessing.

The basic toss went off without a hitch for everyone. Tension eased slightly as we moved on to the more challenging parallel. I gripped my flag tighter, focusing intently as I awaited my turn.

Then, just as the girl next to me executed her throw, her pole veered off course—a rogue missile in the controlled space.

The pole clattered against another participant. A sharp cry cut through the room. The girl fell to the ground, clutching her head.

Without a second thought, I dropped my flag and rushed to her side.

Kneeling beside her, I gently asked, “Are you okay? Do you need ice, or should we call someone?”

The fallen girl grimaced, pain etched across her features, but nodded slightly.

Around us, a few other participants hesitated, then joined in offering help, their movements a mixture of concern and curiosity. Yet as I helped the injured girl to her feet, supporting her with a steadying arm, I couldn’t help but notice the captain.

She didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just stood apart from the flurry of concern, her eyes locked on me with unreadable intensity.

She couldn’t possibly be focusing on me. Why would she? She was probably just making sure the girl who got hit was okay.

Despite my attempts to rationalize it away, the weight of her gaze stayed with me, adding complexity to an already exhausting day.

As the final whistle echoed through the gym, Alyssa announced that results would be posted on the website by midnight. We were dismissed, a collective sigh of relief mingling with excited chatter.

I quickly returned my flag. Eager to escape the gym’s intensity, I scanned the dispersing crowd for Em, spotting her in a lively conversation with a girl from her group.

Relief washed over me as I approached. I hovered a few steps behind, waiting patiently, familiar anxiety threading through me as I stood alone.

The gym’s overhead lights seemed too bright, and the remaining echoes made the space feel vast and disorienting. I shuffled my feet, my gaze flickering around the room, always snapping back to Em like a tether keeping me grounded.

Finally, Em wrapped up her conversation, and we converged with unspoken agreement. Her presence calmed the jittery energy inside me.

As we walked toward the exit together, I tried to shake off the peculiar feeling that had settled over me during tryouts—like a shadow hovering just at the edge of my vision.

I couldn’t ignore the unsettling awareness that throughout the event, despite the swarm of other participants clamoring for attention, Alyssa’s gaze had seemed fixed on me. Her sharp eyes had occasionally met mine across the chaos of the gym, piercing through the crowd. It felt as though she saw beyond the surface, peering into a place I wasn’t ready to reveal.

We stepped outside. The cool air brushed my skin. But I couldn’t shake the feeling—Alyssa’s interest in me wasn’t just evaluative. It lingered like an imprint—subtle, shapeless, but impossible to ignore.

With Em by my side, walking shoulder to shoulder as we moved away from the gym and into the fading daylight, I felt a momentary reprieve from the weight of that stare.
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THE MOUSE AND THE WOLF
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ALYSSA

I seldom notice most people. Rarely does anyone strike me as worthy of my attention.

The social circles I move through require just enough engagement to maintain appearances—it’s all a performance, a carefully crafted illusion. And it works. Everyone buys it.

Everyone except Miranda and Kat.

They know the truth—or at least, they’ve glimpsed it. Because, in many ways, they’re like me. A predator recognizes another.

Of course, I’m the alpha.

My presence at this college has nothing to do with education or financial necessity. I’m here because my father insists on the prestige of a degree. He wants the appearance. The accolades. A carefully framed success story. A piece of paper that proves I played the game—and won.

Grades? Just another checkbox.

Color guard? It could’ve been cheerleading. It could’ve been anything. The activity is irrelevant. What matters is the role—and that I play it convincingly.

He wants to know that I can adapt. I, a wolf, can walk among lambs without causing a stir.

And for all intents and purposes, I have.

The gym buzzed with restless energy, a low, constant thrum beneath the squeak of sneakers and the clatter of flagpoles hitting hardwood. Fluorescent lights cast everything in flat, sterile glow. It smelled of effort—sweat, floor polish, drugstore deodorant—all attempts to hide something more primal.

Clusters of girls gathered below, their conversations a blend of nervous laughter and exaggerated confidence. The sound rose and fell in waves, irritatingly shrill to my ears. I remained seated high on the bleachers, my posture relaxed but my gaze sharp.

They all blended together.

Ponytails bounced in synchronized flicks as they stretched. Bare legs moved through identical warm-up routines, muscles flexing beneath shorts. Shirts pinned with numbers like cattle tags. Their nerves showed through in the way they tugged at sleeves, cracked their knuckles, and shifted from foot to foot.

All of it—predictable. Shallow. Dull.

Their ambition radiated off them in waves, but it was clumsy, untamed. They were trying too hard to impress, too eager to be seen.

And still—none managed to pique my interest.

They trickled in, minute by agonizing minute, each a recycled blueprint of nerves and glitter. They whispered, laughed, and performed their little pre-tryout rituals like dancers in a poorly choreographed routine.

Stretch. Giggle. Hair flip. Repeat.

From my vantage point, they were nothing more than noise. Background static. Like flies buzzing just loud enough to be noticed—but not worth the effort to swat.

Until I saw her.

It was May—hot but not quite stifling. Most of the girls had dressed accordingly: cheer shorts or basketball cutoffs, tank tops layered over sports bras—standard tryout attire. Practical and predictable.

But her?

She wore oversized joggers—the kind people pull on when comfort outweighs presentation. Her T-shirt was massive, swallowing her frame and hiding the shape of her arms. Her box braids were tied back, neat and unassuming.

While the others entered with a sense of performance—posture upright, strides purposeful, nerves carefully masked by curated confidence—she moved differently.

Hesitant. Off-rhythm.

Her steps were uneven, unsure whether to speed up or slow down, as if she hadn’t decided if she truly wanted to be here. Her fingers gripped the strap of her bag too tightly, knuckles white, like she was holding onto it just to stay grounded.

She drifted toward the girl she came in with—close but not quite touching. Like a shadow seeking shelter. A subconscious retreat. An instinct to disappear.

Someone brushed past her. She flinched. No hesitation. Just reflex.

Even across the gym, I saw how her gaze stayed down, how her shoulders shifted every few seconds like she couldn’t find a comfortable version of herself. The way she moved screamed discomfort, like she was trying to shrink smaller and tuck herself into the background but didn’t know how.

Most nervous girls tether themselves to a group. They feed off proximity, borrowing energy and presence through touch and shared chatter.

But not her.

She wasn’t just shy. She was untethered. Unmoored.

Alone, even in a crowd. That’s what made her stand out.

I’ve seen it before—the ones who never quite match the room’s rhythm. They hesitate when others flow forward. They shrink back when others lean in. They lack the social muscle memory that helps people disappear into the crowd, into the safety of sameness.

And those?

Those are the easiest to pull apart.

The way she walked told me everything I needed to know—uncertain, overly aware, clutching her bag not as an afterthought but as armor.

Then there was the flinch.

I’d been watching, waiting for something. A tell. A signal.

And there it was.

A barely perceptible twitch, the instinctive shrinking away from contact. She’s conditioned to fold, not to fight.

That was the confirmation.

Just beneath the skin—fragility.

A perfect seam to pull.

She doesn’t realize it yet, but I already know.

She’s the ideal candidate.

And the best part?

She won’t even see it coming.

While the girl beside her moved through the space effortlessly, laughing and vibrant, she just hovered—remained at the edges, like her friend was the only thing keeping her from vanishing entirely.

I waved at Miranda, my second-in-command.

“Separate them.”

She followed my gaze, smirked, and said, “As you wish.”

She didn’t ask why. She never does. She knows better.

Tryouts began.

And Miranda did precisely as I told her.

She placed them at opposite ends of the gym.

The awkward girl stood with three others but was distinctly out of sync. She hovered on the periphery, visibly fraying at the edges. She seemed to exist in a separate sphere altogether, her discomfort with the social interactions palpable.

She doesn’t belong here.

And I think she knows it, too.

Perfect.

As others warmed up with ease, she fumbled with her equipment, her forced laughter echoing awkwardly in the spacious gym. Her isolation wasn’t deliberate but born of an inability to bridge the gap between herself and the group.

Her clumsy attempts to join in, only to quickly retreat when the spotlight became too intense, contrasted starkly with the rehearsed interactions around her.

Her unease was raw. Not just awkward—wounded. The kind of wounded that draws wolves.

For the first time in hours, my curiosity was genuinely piqued.

There was a refreshing authenticity to her unease—something raw that cut through the day’s monotony. She wasn’t trying to impress. Her discomfort wasn’t performative; it was real.

I found it fascinating.

At one point, I heard Miranda whisper to Kat, “Alyssa’s got her eye on a new mouse.”

I watched as Kat followed Miranda’s gaze and spotted her. They smirked. They understood.

As tryouts progressed, I kept watch—not out of concern, but because she offered a break from the dull predictability I’d grown numb to.

Her struggle to blend in, her awkward rhythm, her lack of social camouflage—it was all a mild diversion from the routine expectations of captaincy.

During a demonstration, I shifted position. I moved closer to another girl under the pretense of correcting her posture.

Her nervousness was palpable—like a wild animal caught in a snare. Alert and afraid.

This close, every nuance became more apparent: the way her fingers flexed, the tension braced in her shoulders, the wide-eyed flicker of panic whenever she thought someone might be watching.

Each new detail added texture to my initial impression.

The peak of my interest came during the final tosses.

Everything was moving along as expected—until a flag veered off course, cutting across the air like a rogue blade and striking another girl squarely in the head. A sharp cry echoed, followed by stunned silence.

And then—she moved.

Miss Awkward dropped her flag without hesitation and rushed to the girl’s side—swift, direct, and unthinking.

She wasn’t following protocol. She wasn’t waiting for orders. She simply acted.

The rest stood frozen—including myself. I remained where I was, observing. Unbothered. Detached. The injury was minor. The girl’s name, already forgotten.

But the way she moved—that I remembered.

She knelt without thinking, asked if help was needed, and stayed with the injured participant until others joined in. That moment revealed more than the rest of the tryouts combined.

When it was over and the gym began to empty, I returned to the bleachers and reclaimed my usual solitude. My team clustered nearby, eager to gossip about potential recruits. Their voices blurred into background noise. I wasn’t listening.

My eyes followed her without intention. Or maybe with too much of it.

She hovered behind her friend—who continued talking—waiting like she didn’t know what to do with herself. The jittery sway of her hands. The barely restrained pacing. The quiet sigh of relief when the two finally left together.

Dependency.

Hesitation.

Anxiety.

Interesting.

Once she disappeared from view, I turned to the task at hand.

“Let me see the signup list.”

It was handed over without delay.

Samantha Foster. Seven.

Her friend—Emily. Eighteen.

“Seven and eighteen make the team. Fill the rest however you like,” I said, returning the clipboard. “Text me the final roster by 8 PM. Once I approve it, I’ll post it myself at midnight.”

One sentence. And the team reshaped itself around my decision.

With my curiosity momentarily satisfied and the source of my amusement gone, there was no reason to stay.

Captains have their responsibilities—but also the privilege to delegate.

The echo of my footsteps trailed behind me, a welcome return to my preferred solitude.

But this?

This was only the beginning.

The board was set.

The game would start soon.

And I’d already made my first move.
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SAMANTHA

Relief didn’t wash over me—it poured through me, like surfacing after being held underwater.

The Captain’s gaze no longer lingered on the back of my neck. The heavy, invisible hand that had been pressing between my shoulder blades finally let go.

Em, as always, filled the silence with a whirlwind of excitement.

“I think we killed it,” she said, practically skipping beside me. “You saw that girl in my group? The one with the cat-eye eyeliner? We’re totally going to hang out.”

Her voice bubbled like soda fizz—sweet, familiar, impossible to tune out. And honestly, I didn’t want to. Her noise grounded me. It gave me something to focus on that wasn’t the residual burn of anxiety creeping up my spine.

We veered off course on our walk back and ducked into the Pizza Tavern, drawn by the rich aroma that always spilled out onto the sidewalk. Warm garlic, melting cheese, the earthy tang of tomato sauce—it wrapped around me like a blanket I hadn’t realized I needed.

Inside, the air was thick with scent and conversation, clinking glasses and laughter weaving through the glow of string lights and battered movie posters on the brick walls.

The pizza was molten-hot, our box steaming in my arms as we left.

Outside, the campus was dipped in amber light. The sun had just begun to sink, casting long shadows over the worn pathways and brick buildings.

The weight of the day clung to me, thick and damp with sweat, nerves, and a thousand small humiliations I couldn’t stop replaying.

We dropped off the pizza, grabbed our hygiene kits and a change of clothes, then headed to the communal bath—my least favorite part of dorm life.

If the Pizza Tavern felt like a cozy hug, the communal bath was a fluorescent interrogation room. The overhead lights buzzed, humming against yellowed tile and faded grout. The whole place smelled like disinfectant layered over sweat. Too many bodies packed into one steamy space.

Shea butter shampoo clashed with flowery body wash like perfume and poison—too much of everything.

I hated how sound echoed there—splashing water, girls laughing, hair dryers buzzing like angry bees.

I kept my head down and made a beeline for the first open stall. The curtain barely reached the edge of the frame, fluttering with every movement like it might betray me at any second.

The space was too small, too humid, and my fingers fumbled with the drawstring of my joggers like I’d forgotten how to be human.

Finally, alone, I stepped under the lukewarm water. It wasn’t relaxing. It was survival. A necessary ritual to scrub the gym off my skin—the sweat, the fear, the Captain’s stare. I didn’t linger. I rinsed, lathered, and shut the water off like it owed me something.

I dried off quickly, tugged on clean clothes, and balled up the dirty ones. Only once I was fully dressed did I push back the curtain and step out—hair still dripping, heartbeat loud in my chest.

Em’s voice rang out—unmistakable—and I followed it to a bench, careful not to meet anyone’s eyes. I sat stiffly, knees together, hoodie sleeves clinging to damp arms. I nodded at her chatter, even though she couldn’t see me—pretending I wasn’t counting the seconds until we could leave.

Every flicker of fluorescent light made me hyper-aware of my clingy clothes, the whisper of towels, the laughter that always sounded like it could be about me.

When Em finally emerged—cheeks flushed, hair dripping down her back—she dried off and slipped into pajama pants plastered with her newest band obsession and a t-shirt. Then we left, without a word.

I didn’t exhale until we were back in the safety of our room. The dorm welcomed us like an old hoodie—worn-in, safe.

Em turned on our anime and flopped onto the floor with practiced ease. I handed her a bottle of water and curled beside her, the sound of opening credits and familiar voices slowly dialing my nerves down. We ate pizza, one slice after another, grease-staining napkins, fingers sticky, crumbs clinging to our shirts.

Eventually, exhaustion crept in. My eyelids sagged. I drifted, wrapped in the lull of music, warm cheese, and Em’s low commentary on the plot.

Then she screamed.

I jerked upright, heart hammering, disoriented.

“What?” I croaked, rubbing my eyes.

She shoved her phone at me, her entire body vibrating with joy. “We made it!” she whispered as loud as possible, bouncing on the bed.

The screen glowed bright with the names. My name. Em’s.

“We made it?” I echoed, but my voice was flat. Not from disbelief. From unease.

She squealed, mid-celebration, until a bang from the next room snapped us both to attention.

“Keep it down!” someone yelled.

“Sorry!” Em called back, grinning sheepishly. I winced, a wave of secondhand embarrassment rising hot in my chest.

After that, she quieted but stayed buzzed with anticipation, rambling about routines and uniforms and team bonding. I smiled when she looked, but it didn’t reach my eyes.

Eventually, we powered down the laptop and turned off the lights.

She was asleep within minutes, breathing slow and steady.

But I stared at the ceiling, every breath caught in the tight space behind my ribs. My skin still felt too tight. My thoughts moved in loops.

New people. New places. New rules.

I hated new.

And as I lay there in the dark, barely blinking, the only thing I could think was:

I really, really wasn’t looking forward to any of it.

ALYSSA

At precisely 11:59 p.m., I clicked Upload.

The screen’s glow bathed my room in sterile blue light, cool and unforgiving—just the way I liked it. Outside, the campus had gone still, swallowed by the kind of silence that only crept in when most had surrendered to sleep.

But I knew better. All over this building and others like it, girls were awake.

Hovering.

Waiting.

Refreshing.

Hope was a delicate parasite—clinging to their throats, chewing through nerves, feeding on silence.

By now, the air in a dozen dorm rooms would be sharp with anticipation. Fingers tapping anxiously against touchscreens, girls cross-legged on unmade beds, whispering predictions to their roommates like prayers.

Every one of them would try to guess what the list would say and where they would land.

Or if they’d be on it at all.

Most wouldn’t be. And by now, they’d know it.

Hope shattered quietly when it broke. No grand explosion. Just a quick intake of breath, the flicker of disbelief, the first sting of rejection settling behind the eyes.

But Samantha Foster?

Her name was on the list.

I let it linger on my tongue, savoring how it curled in my thoughts.

Samantha Foster.

It tasted deliberate. Fragile. Delicious. There was weight to it now—because I had given it meaning.

Was she reading it right now?

Alone, maybe. Or with that friend clinging to her like a safety net.

Was she holding her breath?

Would she blink once or twice and then feel it wash over her—a rush of disbelief? Would her chest tighten with a thrill she wasn’t sure she deserved?

Or better—would she pause?

Would doubt creep in at the edges, cold and whispering, making her question whether this was a win or a trap?

I hoped for uncertainty.

Excitement was cheap. It belonged to the average. The deluded.

But doubt? That was where the cracks began. That was where something interesting could bloom.

Tomorrow’s practice would be telling. I would see her move—how she walked into a room that didn’t feel earned, how she wore the uniform of someone who wasn’t sure she belonged, and how she handled being observed.

Because I would be watching.

I shifted back against my pillows, arms folding behind my head, the screen casting shadows across the ceiling. Her image flickered behind my eyes—the twitch of indecision, the rigid set of her shoulders, the way her hands never entirely stilled. She hadn’t just looked nervous.

She’d looked unclaimed.

The kind of raw, untethered thing that didn’t know whether to run or submit.

That was what drew me in.

That was what would make her useful—or entertaining.

Either way, she’d serve her purpose.

A slow smirk pulled at the edge of my mouth.

Let them sleep soundly tonight, full of false certainty.

Let her wake up thinking it means something. That she was chosen.

She was.

Just not for the reasons she thinks.

I closed my laptop.

The game had started.

And she had no idea she was already in play.

Sleep came quickly after that.

Not because I was tired—but because anticipation is its own kind of lullaby.

And tomorrow, the real unraveling would begin.
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SAMANTHA

Daylight was unwelcome.

I’d spent the night locked in a battle with sleep—tossing, turning, staring at my phone until the screen blurred and my eyes burned. Every time I drifted off, it wasn’t for long. Sleep dangled like a promise—then yanked me back awake just as my body began to let go.

The only upside was that, since it was summer, Em and I were only taking one class. A mercy I was trying to be grateful for.

I sat up slowly, limbs heavy and skin clammy from restless sleep. My phone sat on my nightstand like it had answers, glowing faintly in the early light.

One notification waited.

I unlocked the screen with a thumb swipe, my stomach already curling in anticipation. It was a group message:

Alyssa:

Congratulations on making the Color guard team. There will be a required meeting today at 4:00 p.m. in the same gym as tryouts.

I stared at it longer than necessary, reading it once, then again. The words didn’t change. But they might as well have. Something about seeing her name—Alyssa—made the message feel heavier. Like it came with invisible strings.

I set an alarm for 3:30. Not because I’d fall asleep again, but because I didn’t want to forget.

My brain was scrambled, foggy around the edges. I needed structure to stay grounded.

Then I fell into scrolling. Video after video. Mindless. Bright. Loud. Anesthetic for the buzzing under my skin. Time passed in fractured clips—makeup tutorials, dance challenges, cats falling off countertops.

At 9:05, I forced myself up. We had class at 10, and I wasn’t about to be late. The professor made it clear on day one: if you can’t show up for one summer class on time, rethink college. It wasn’t personal, but it echoed in my head every time I considered skipping.

And it wasn’t like Em and I were new to this. We’d been in college since last August. This wasn’t our first class. But something about today felt different. Heavier.

I ordered coffee—three in total. Two for me, one for Em. I figured I’d need the caffeine armor if I had any hope of surviving practice this afternoon.

I grabbed the coffee and made it back to our room just as Em’s alarm went off—a shrill burst of noise that shattered the quiet. The cardboard tray was warm and slick with condensation, balanced carefully in my arms as I eased the door shut behind me.

She stirred under her blanket, blinking into the light like it personally offended her.

“Coffee?” she mumbled, voice thick with sleep.

“Yep,” I replied, setting the tray down on her desk. “One’s for you.”

“One?” she asked, arching a brow and offering me a sleepy pout. “Just one?”

“Yes, one. You slept. I didn’t. I think I deserve two if I’m expected to survive this afternoon without collapsing.”

She laughed, rubbing her eyes. “Can’t argue with that,” she said, accepting her cup like it was holy.

Class started at 10 and ended at 11:15. It passed in a blur of PowerPoint slides, fluorescent lighting, and the scratch of notes on paper. My brain was present, but only barely. I jotted things down like muscle memory, but the words didn’t always register. I kept thinking about that text. About the name Alyssa. About the weight it carried.

After class, we grabbed sandwiches and took them outside, settling into one of the shaded tables near the quad. The breeze was gentle, warm, almost lazy, curling around my shoulders and stirring the edges of my paper napkin.

Em chattered through lunch, mostly about what the team meeting would be like. I nodded along, letting her voice fill the space while my mind spun.

By the time we got back to the dorm, the sun had shifted. Light spilled through the windows in long, golden beams. I curled up on my bed while Em sprawled across hers, both of us giving our bodies a break before the inevitable restart.

At 3:30 p.m., my alarm cut through the quiet.

Time to move.

I changed into a loose-fitting T-shirt and my most comfortable joggers—the kind with pockets deep enough to bury my hands in. Em threw on a pair of shorts and an oversized band tee that half-swallowed her. We both filled our water bottles, our movements synchronized from months of habit.

We didn’t talk much as we headed out the door. There was no need.

We were walking toward something we couldn’t name yet.

But I could feel it.

Like a pressure system shifting—something about to crack.

ALYSSA

A rare, unwelcome twist settled in my stomach as the second hand inched toward 4:00 p.m.—anxiety, of all things.

It irritated me.

I didn’t do anxiety, not over people. And yet, there I sat, watching the gym doors more closely than I cared to admit. The one I’d been watching—Samantha—wasn’t here. I hated the feeling that her absence might mean something.

But two minutes before practice officially began, she arrived.

Number 18—Emily—burst in first, breathless and apologetic, rattling off some excuse about dorm distance. Samantha followed close behind. She said nothing. Just offered a half-smile and hovered in the silence Emily’s noise left behind.

Typical.

As the clock struck four, I stepped forward, voice clear, tone crisp, and posture immaculate.

“Congratulations on making the team.”

My voice carried easily across the gym, slicing through the air and bouncing off the polished hardwood and steel rafters above. The echo hung for a moment, trailing behind the creak of the bleachers and the incessant hum of overhead fluorescents. The room smelled of floor polish, lingering sweat, and anticipation—fresh and nervous.

I delivered the words with warmth, an approachable confidence that didn’t match the truth simmering beneath it.

This isn’t a democracy.

“As you know, we perform alongside the marching band,” I began, slow and measured, as I walked the perimeter of the circle, the soles of my sneakers tapping a rhythm against the floor. “That means summer tryouts and summer practices.”

A few girls straightened, sitting taller.

“Our first camp begins the third week of July and runs until the end of the month. After that, we roll straight into Band Camp.”

I let my gaze sweep over them, pausing just enough on the ones already shifting uncomfortably. Samantha included.

“From that point forward, practices are Monday through Friday. We’re with the band on Monday and Wednesday—4 to 6 p.m. Tuesdays and Thursdays are guard-only, same time. Fridays are yours unless the game falls on a Friday. If there’s a Saturday game, expect morning rehearsal, followed by call time and performance. Sundays are yours.”

Silence settled. Heavy. I let it linger.

I stopped walking and let my presence fill the center of the circle.

“I don’t care how good you think you are—every date I just listed is a requirement.” I added with a smile that was all edge. “If that schedule’s a problem, leave now. It’ll be easier for me to replace you.”

A few nervous laughs trickled out. Awkward. Forced.

I laughed, too.

Not because it was funny—because it was a cue.

They followed it like clockwork.

Of course, they did.

Except her.

Samantha didn’t laugh. She just listened.

Good.

Then, I shifted the tone. Time to disarm them. “Let’s break the tension. Quick icebreaker. State your name and one interesting fact.”

I started, of course.

“Alyssa Wraith, team captain. Fun fact: I’m very good at reading people.”

That got a round of chuckles. It was meant to. But I wasn’t joking.

Across the circle, Samantha flinched—barely—but I caught it.

Noted.

Her eyes brushed mine, then darted away. Wary.

After that, the icebreaker passed easily. Lisa Summers mentioned being double-jointed, delighting the group with a brief, harmless trick. I waited patiently as it crept toward my songbird.

Emily nudged her.

“Oh—umm, I’m Sam—Samantha Foster,” she said, barely above a whisper. Her fingers twisted in her lap, knuckles blanching.

She didn’t continue.

I took the opportunity.

“Samantha,” I said slowly, letting her name settle into the room like a pebble in water. Her gaze flicked upward, but not at me. Past me. Avoidance.

“Yes?” she asked, quiet.

“You forgot the interesting fact.”

A pause. The room held its breath.

Then she said, “There’s nothing interesting about me.”

The words landed heavy.

Emily jumped in before the silence could stretch into pity—predictable, defensive. “My name is Emily Thompson, and despite what Sam said, she’s a wonderful singer. And I’m a pretty good artist.”

The group relaxed again. The moment passed.

But I filed it away: Samantha, the singer with no voice.

Next round.

“What’s your favorite way to spend a weekend?”

I answered first again. “Photography. Street photography, specifically. There’s something about catching people mid-moment—unguarded, unaware.”

Another ripple of conversation moved through the circle.

Samantha’s turn came again. Emily nudged. Samantha pulled away slightly this time, a flash of irritation in her expression.

“Will you stop that? I was paying attention.”

That edge surprised me.

Then she said, “I usually just hang out with Em... or my family.”

Simple. Honest. Small.

I let my gaze linger longer than necessary.

What a delightful contradiction she was.

I pressed forward.

“Next round. What value or belief do you hold most strongly?”

“My answer?” I said smoothly, “Strategy. There’s a unique satisfaction in watching a plan unfold precisely. There’s elegance in design. Power in control.”

They nodded, some with more understanding than others.

Then came Samantha.

She didn’t hesitate this time.

“Empathy,” she said clearly. “I think it matters—understanding where people come from. If more people had it, the world might be better.”

Empathy.

How... quaint.

But useful.

The selfless often folded faster.

The next question.

“Where do you see yourself in five years?” I asked, tone light, smile cool. “As for me? I see myself leading. Dominating, really.”

The circle responded with nods and giggles.

Then Samantha said, “I don’t know. I just... want to make people happy. I want to make the world better.”

Of course you do.

I could give her that. A purpose.

Something to devote herself to.

Me.

And when the last question came—“If you could change one thing about your past, what would it be?”—I revealed my own answer:

“I’d change how people perceive strong leadership. People confuse vision with cruelty. Control with manipulation. But leadership isn’t soft. And it shouldn’t be.”

It was honest.

Then Samantha’s answer silenced the room.

“I think... I’d change me. I’ve spent so long trying to be there for others that I lost myself. I’d go back and figure out who I am.”

Even Emily looked startled.

There it is.

The crack in the foundation.

She didn’t know who she was. She was searching.

Perfect.

The moment the icebreakers ended, I moved to the next step in my design.

“We’re pairing up,” I announced. “Each veteran will mentor a newcomer. If you have questions or confusion, you go to your veteran. They’re your anchor.”

They nodded, falling into place.

I didn’t leave Samantha’s assignment to chance.

I took her for myself, and as for her friend, I told Miranda to pair up with her.

The rest of them held no interest.

Let the others mold the rest.

This one?

This one was mine.

SAMANTHA

Alyssa had been making me nervous since we entered the gym.

It wasn’t just her gaze—though that alone was enough to make my stomach twist—it was the stillness of it. Detached. Calculated. Like she was assessing something beneath the surface.

Me.

And when she spoke my name for the first time in front of the group, it wasn’t casual. It wasn’t kind. It wasn’t normal.

It was deliberate.

Like she was claiming something that wasn’t hers.

A cold ripple slid down my spine each time it left her mouth. It didn’t sound like my name anymore. It sounded like a game piece she’d moved into position.

As the icebreaker questions continued, they felt less like fun prompts and more like... probes. Tools. Knives. Tiny, precise cuts designed to strip away layers. I kept glancing around, waiting to see someone else shift uncomfortably or flinch the way I wanted to—but no one else seemed affected. They laughed, answered, and played like it was all harmless.

Was it just me?

And then, like some cosmic joke, I got separated from Em. We were being paired off again—each of us with a veteran. My last hope was that Em’s partner might lead them somewhere nearby. But no. They disappeared into the crowd like a ship sailing over the horizon.

And I?

I was left with her.

Alyssa tilted her head slightly.

“I guess that leaves you and me, Samantha,” she said.

That name again.

My name.

But in her mouth, it felt twisted like a ribbon tied too tight.

I tried to smile. I think I did. But inside, I was ice and static.

She rose gracefully to her feet and moved toward the door, then paused—glancing over her shoulder when she noticed I hadn’t followed.

“It’s a bit crowded in here,” she said smoothly. “And it’s better to practice where there’s more room. Less chance of getting hit by a rogue flag.”

Her fingers curled around the gym door, holding it open for me.

I glanced at Em one last time—already laughing at something her partner said. Safe. Gone.

I hesitated.

Then I stepped through the door.

The hallway was cooler. Quieter. But not comforting.

Clashing poles and distant conversation echoed faintly through the gym doors behind us, a muffled reminder of safety just out of reach. But that thin sliver of distance—just one closed door—felt like a canyon, and I was suddenly very aware of how alone I was.
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