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  To all those whose hearts have ever experienced hurt at the hands of a cruel world, but despite it found still dare to hope. For even if you never chose to share your stories, you are the definition of invincible. 
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Aisley White

“Are you sure you want to do this? It’s not too late to change your mind.”

My best friend reminds me for the millionth time as I fix my makeup in the mirror. The annoyance in her voice is unmistakable through the speaker of my phone. She’s on her way to pick me up for a party.

“Nope. You’re already on your way. Too late now.”

I was going to go by myself tonight, but my overly protective best friend stepped in the second I suggested it. Honestly, I should’ve expected this. It’s just how Misty is—and exactly why she’s my best friend. No matter how bad a decision might be, she’ll never let me make it alone.

“Ugh, Aisley. I hate parties.”

Even if she complains about it the entire way.

I’m about to argue back when I hear footsteps climbing the stairs.

Shit.

“Aisley?”

I rush to my bed and grab my oversized coat, throwing it over my body to hide the dress underneath. I love my brother, but if he saw me in this, his head would explode. I wouldn’t be allowed to leave the house for months.

“I gotta go, Misty. I’ll see you soon.” I hang up just as Seb pushes my door open—no knock, as usual.

His brown hair is still wet, like he just stepped out of the shower. Since it’s his day off from training camp, he’s dressed in sweatpants and a loose T-shirt.

“Are you still going to Misty’s tonight?” he asks, leaning against my doorframe.

“Yeah. Girls’ night, remember?”

A look of pure disgust crosses his face, his brown eyes narrowing as he stares at me. I can’t help but chuckle.

“What do you even do at those?” He pauses, realization dawning, then visibly shudders. “Actually—never mind. I don’t want to know.”

My poker face completely crumbles.

“Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.”

Seb laughs and shakes his head. “No offense, Aisley, but I have zero interest in hearing about you and Misty having pillow fights in your underwear while watching movies.”

I gasp dramatically, clutching my chest.

“Oh, Seb. We don’t wear underwear.”

The color drains from his face. He freezes in the doorway, stunned into silence. I burst out laughing at his mortification.

A loud honk blares from outside. I rush to the window overlooking the front yard and pull back the curtain. Misty’s car is parked at the curb.

She always knows how to make an entrance.

I grab my bag from the floor at the foot of my bed. Seb is still standing there, unmoving, staring at nothing.

I may have broken my brother.

I gently nudge past him and head for the stairs. “Okay, Seb, I’ve gotta go. See you tomorrow.”

I’m halfway down when his voice stops me.

“Aisley.”

I turn back. He’s standing at the top of the stairs, face beet red, eyes suddenly serious.

“Keep your fucking clothes on.”

The words come out rough, like he has to force them. I throw my head back laughing.

“Love you too, Seb.”

I head out the door and straight to Misty’s car.

She glares at me the second I get in, her brown eyes full of judgment. She’s clearly still unhappy about tonight. Misty has never been a party person—or much of a people person at all. She prefers keeping to herself, and I’m the only one she truly tolerates. Given how people have treated her in the past, I can’t blame her.

She looks me up and down, taking in my oversized jacket and leggings.

“Wow, Aisley. You’re dressed way better for the movies. Let’s just go there instead.”

I shake my head and shrug off my jacket, revealing the mini dress underneath.

“Nope. I couldn’t leave the house in this with my brother home.”

She grumbles, then laughs. “Yeah, your brother would’ve had armed guards posted within the hour.”

She pulls away from the curb and onto the street.

She’s not wrong. Seb would lose his mind if he knew what I was wearing—or where I was going.

This is a terrible idea. But I’ve had worse.

I need something to make everything stop. Something to dull the ache. This does that. It’s better than sitting alone in my room, letting my thoughts spiral toward—

No. Not tonight.

I’m not thinking about him. Not tonight.

Tonight, I get to forget.

We pull up to the house party, already swarming with people. Music thunders through the walls. Misty groans as she throws the car into park.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asks, eyeing the house warily.

I nod and step out of the car.

Truthfully, I don’t want to be here. Not even close. But I need this—need something to make everything fade—and this is the only thing that works.

Besides… it’s not like things can get much worse.

Right?

☀️
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Bronx Morgan

Two weeks.

I’ve been back in this damn town for two fucking weeks, and it’s been torturing me every single day. I never imagined I’d return here, but here I am. It wouldn’t be so bad if everything didn’t remind me of what I lost.

Of her.

I sit alone in my empty apartment, letting my mind wander even though I know better. It drifts back to all the what-ifs and could-have-beens. Back to the two people I let take everything from me.

I let them take her.

My phone rings on the couch beside me, pulling me from my thoughts. I glance at the screen.

Seb.

I didn’t expect to see his name—especially not after two weeks back in town. Truthfully, I never reached out when I returned. Seeing Seb would mean lying to him, and I didn’t want to do that again.

But that isn’t the real reason.

Seeing Seb would mean seeing her. Facing the girl whose heart I broke before leaving—again.

He’s still my best friend, though. And he still deserves an answer.

“Hello,” I say, lifting the phone to my ear.

“Hey, man. It’s been a while. I heard you were back in town?” Seb’s voice comes through the speaker.

“Yeah. I got in about two weeks ago. Sorry—I’ve been busy.”

That part isn’t entirely a lie. I’ve buried myself in work on purpose. It’s the only thing keeping me sane.

“No problem. You own one of the biggest security companies in the country. I imagine you’re busy.” He pauses. “I need a favor, though.”

That catches my attention.

Seb doesn’t ask for favors. I’ve known him long enough to hear when something’s wrong, and something is definitely wrong now. My mind immediately jumps to the worst possibility.

Did something happen to her?

“Yeah—always,” I say, forcing calm into my voice. “What’s going on?”

“I just got some news, and I’m going to need your help. Can you come by the house in a few days? I’ll explain everything then.”

My concern eases slightly, but whatever this is, it’s weighing on him. Seb isn’t the kind of guy who asks for help unless he truly needs it. He’s a hero—one who prides himself on handling things alone.

And he’s someone I’ll never say no to.

Even if it means facing what I ran from two years ago.

“Yeah, sure. Is everything okay, though?” I ask.

“Yeah. It’s okay. I promise I’ll tell you more in a few days. I just need to figure out how to tell Aisley first.”

The words confuse me, but they also reassure me. If something were seriously wrong—if it were urgent—he’d tell me now. Knowing she’s okay is the only thing keeping me steady.

“Alright,” I say. “Text me when you want me to come over. I’ll help however I can.”

“Thanks, man. I missed you.”

The call ends, leaving the words hanging in the air.

They hit harder than I expect.

Because the truth is, I missed him too. I missed this place. And I missed her.

Every street, every corner of this town feels like a reminder of what I let slip through my fingers—what I was too afraid to fight for. It’s like the place itself is punishing me for the choices I made.

I turn back to my laptop, trying to focus on the design phase of the new security program we’re preparing to launch. But my thoughts keep circling back to Seb. To the worry in his voice. To whatever he needs to tell Aisley.

Seb doesn’t keep secrets. He never has. The fact that he is now unsettles me.

And that leads my thoughts right back to where they always end up.

Her.

No matter how hard I try to stop it, she always finds her way back into my mind.

Aisley White.

I wonder where she is. What she’s doing. If she’s happy. If she misses me—even a fraction of how much I miss her. I lost the right to know anything about her a long time ago, yet I still want to know everything.

It amazes me how one decision, made in panic, can destroy everything you love in an instant.

I lose myself in the spiral until my phone rings again on the couch beside me.

Confusion washes over me. No one calls me this late.

I pick up my phone and stare at the screen. I’m not sure who I expect to see—but it’s definitely not this.

My breath catches.

It can’t be.

Incoming Call:

Sunshine ☀️




☀️
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Aisley White 

I can think of hundreds of better ways to spend a Friday night—none of which involve an egotistical jock with his hand currently on my ass.

He looked kind of cute two hours ago, but now it’s getting old fast. Some people just can’t take no for an answer. Exhibit A: the football player who has been slobbering all over me all night.

Where the hell is Misty when I need her?

I’m starting to feel like a real idiot for dragging us to yet another one of these stupid parties. But it beats sitting at home, moping around—thinking about he who shall not be named.

I’m snapped out of my thoughts when the jock’s hands start to roam again.

“Alright, that’s enough. I’m gonna go find my friend,” I say, trying to step away from what has become a very uncomfortable interaction.

I wish it were that easy.

He groans in distaste. “Five more minutes.”

Does he seriously think drunken begging is going to change my mind? Oh, hell no. I might be drunk, but I’ll never be thatdrunk.

“Sorry. She’s my ride home. I have to go.”

It isn’t a total lie. Misty is my ride, and I definitely need to find her so I can get the hell out of here. She refused to let me come alone—something I’m suddenly very grateful for.

I push my way through the sweaty, drunken crowd of high schoolers. Everything smells like cheap beer and cigarettes.

Finally, I make it outside.

I stumble into the yard, scanning for Misty’s car—only to realize it’s gone. Panic sets in. Did she already leave?

I pull out my phone and dial her number over and over. Straight to voicemail. Every time.

Where the hell did she go?

Oh. Right. She did say she had to pick up her brother earlier.

Damn it.

I was so busy trying to keep a football player’s hands out of my pants that I completely forgot. Now I’m stuck outside a house packed with drunk male athletes who clearly lack mercy—or morals.

I can’t stay here. Especially not with how crazy Carter’s been lately.

I thought he’d be over it by now, but apparently not. Ever since that night on the beach, he hasn’t left me alone. He’s everywhere. It’s exhausting. Terrifying.

It sucks being a girl in a world full of men who make you feel unsafe. Every corner, every parking lot, every bathroom feels like a trap—because the word no means nothing to them.

There has only ever been one man who made me feel safe. Protected. Valued. Loved.

One man who held me in the dark and wiped away my tears. One man I loved—and thought loved me back.

I was wrong.

Even he found a way to leave.

And he promised me that—

Stop it, Aisley.

He’s gone. He’s not coming back.

Out of options and completely exhausted, I pull out my phone and dial my brother’s number. I’ll definitely get a lecture for this later, but I’d rather take my chances with him than go back inside that house.

After several rings, his deep voice finally answers.

“Aisley?” he grumbles.

Great. I definitely woke him up.

“Seb, I need you to pick me up. Please.”

I hear rustling on the other end, like he’s searching for something.

“Where are you?” he asks, sounding more irritated by the second.

Not tonight.

“Don’t be a dick. My head already hurts. Will you pick me up or not?” I snap, utterly done with this night.

He pauses. “Send me the address. Don’t move.”

The call disconnects.

I open my messages and send him my location, then sit down on the front steps to wait. I can’t believe I got myself into this mess.

The truth is, I haven’t been myself for two years—not since he left. Partying is my escape. Alcohol makes the pain disappear for a little while. For a moment, nothing has ever hurt me.

I’m just a normal senior with a normal life. My parents are alive. There’s no creepy ex stalking me. The boy I loved more than anything didn’t disappear without a word.

Drinking lets me live in that version of reality—because the real one hurts too much.

Seb is taking longer than expected. We don’t live that far from here.

I check my messages.

Oh shit.

No. No, no, no.

It wasn’t Seb I called.

It was Bronx.

My brother’s best friend. My ex-boyfriend. The boy who broke my heart two summers ago.

No one knew about us except Misty. Not Seb. Not his parents. No one. It was our secret.

Not that it mattered.

He left anyway.

One day he was holding me, kissing my forehead. The next, he was gone—no note, no explanation.

And he took my heart with him.

I can’t do this.

I pace the porch, panic setting in. Maybe I can still get out of here. I could call Misty. Call my brother. Find someone sober enough to drive me home.

Hope disappears the second I hear a familiar engine.

A black truck pulls up and parks near the house.

Bronx’s truck.

A jet-black Ford F-150 with tinted windows and silver rims—the same truck that used to make everything feel okay.

Now it’s the thing unraveling me.

Damn it.

He’s here.

After two years of silence, he’s ten feet away.

I freeze as his door opens and he steps out.

Shit.

A reasonable person would face him.

I am not a reasonable person.

A random guy stumbles out of the house onto the porch. I don’t know him. I don’t care. I grab him and kiss him, backing into the railing.

The kiss lasts barely a second before the guy is ripped away from me.

Bronx.

He yanks the guy off me so fast I barely process it.

But I do hear his voice—low, dark, and furious.

“I suggest you keep your fucking hands off her,” Bronx growls. “Unless you want to lose them.”

I stand frozen, staring at him for the first time in two years. 

He’s furious. And I’m about to find out just how bad this night can get. 

Because there are definitely better ways to spend a Friday night.

☀️
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