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Foreword by Khristopher Burton
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I met Dawn when we were just kids-two restless souls crossing paths long before we even understood what fate really was. I grew up alongside her. Even back then, I could see it... She carried something heavy, something sharp and bruised, tucked deep behind her eyes. A girl shaped by storms that no one else seemed to notice. We spent most of our young lives tangled up in mischief and mayhem, hiding out in the timber or killing time in my father’s yard-two shadows trying to outrun the world. She wasn’t just my friend; she was my person. My tether.

So, when I first heard she was writing this story-our story-I was furious. I didn’t want those memories dug up, laid bare, written down for strangers to dissect. I didn’t want the wreckage of that time to have a heartbeat again.

But the longer I sat with it, the more I realized something...

She has every right to tell her truth.

I won’t lie to you. I was a bastard back then. No excuses. I was deep in the grip of addiction, and the person I became during that time wasn’t someone anyone should’ve trusted or loved. I burned everything I touched, and she was no exception. I don’t condone what I did-but I won’t run from it either. I own it now.

Her and I... we’ve made our peace since then. We’ve clawed our way through the wreckage and somehow, after everything, we’ve found common ground. We’ve been it all to each other-childhood sweethearts, lovers, enemies, strangers, and somehow... friends.

What I regret isn’t that this story will be made public. It isn’t the judgment or the fallout. No. My regret is simpler, sharper: It’s that I hurt her at all.

She didn’t deserve what happened-not from me, not from anyone. And yet... here she stands. She’s survived every hell she’s walked through, and she’s come out stronger. Fiercer. She is the kind of woman forged in fire and sorrow, and still, she rises.

This book isn’t an easy read. It will make you uncomfortable. It will make you grit your teeth, maybe even curse my name. It will frustrate you. It should.

I don’t ask you to understand the madness that ruled my mind back then. I don’t ask for your forgiveness or sympathy. All I ask is that you remember this:

Sometimes, the worst parts of us crawl out in the darkest nights.

This is her story-not mine. I won’t silence it. I won’t soften it.

She will tell it exactly as it happened-ugly, brutal, unfiltered.

It’s labeled as fiction... but make no mistake-this story is carved straight from the marrow of truth. It’s raw. It’s real.

It’s her.

And she has every right to be heard.
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Prologue:
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His voice slices through the quiet behind me, low and sharp.

"Drop it."

The scarf slips from my fingers and falls to the floor like a surrender. My breath stutters, my pulse hammers in my throat.

"Good girl," he murmurs, the praise laced with something dark that sends a shiver racing down my spine.

I sense him before I see him -that silent, predatory grace I've learned to crave. He steps forward, picks up the scarf, fingers winding through the soft fabric like he’s already imagining all the ways he’ll use it.

"Turn around," he commands, voice velvet and steel.

I obey instantly, my body already humming, my skin prickling with anticipation.

His gaze meets mine and holds it -heavy, electric, unflinching. He closes the distance in two slow, deliberate steps until I can feel the heat radiating off his skin.

"You trust me?" he asks, his voice low enough that it vibrates in my chest.

I nod, unable to find my voice, my lips parted on a shaky exhale.

He smirks -that dangerous, knowing curve of his mouth that tells me he’s already decided exactly how this will go.

"Use your words," he growls, leaning in so close his breath brushes my lips.

"Yes," I whisper. "I trust you."

His eyes darken, pupils swallowing the blue until there's nothing left but hunger.

"Good."

He lifts the scarf to my throat, sliding it slowly around the back of my neck, the fabric cool against my fevered skin. He pulls it tight enough to make my breath catch -not enough to hurt, just enough to remind me who holds the reins.

His free hand trails down my arm, goosebumps blooming in his wake. Then he grabs my wrists, binding them deftly with the scarf, his movements confident and practiced.

"Keep them there," he warns.

I nod again, trembling.

He steps back for a moment, his gaze raking over me, heat and possession burning in every line of his face.

"Look at you," he says, almost to himself. "So fucking beautiful when you're waiting for me like this. Desperate. Obedient."

My thighs clench instinctively, a whimper slipping out before I can stop it.

In a flash, he's on me -pushing me back against the wall, his mouth crashing into mine. It's not a kiss; it's a claim, teeth and tongue and ragged breath.

His hands are everywhere -sliding under my shirt, palming my breasts, pinching my nipples until I arch and gasp against his lips.

"Tell me who you belong to," he growls into my mouth, his teeth scraping my bottom lip.

"You," I gasp. "I'm yours."
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Chapter 1: Roots & Wings
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They say you can’t outrun where you’re from, but I was determined to at least try.

I grew up on a farm so far from the next neighbor you might as well have been on another planet. Nights were so quiet you could hear the corn sigh in the breeze, or the coyotes calling from the treeline. I used to think that stillness meant safety. But after a while, it started to feel like a trap.

My room smelled like sun-warmed wood and old quilts – a scent that should have felt like home, but all it did was remind me how small my world had become.

As I packed my bags, I thought about all the ghosts I was leaving behind in those fields: the girl who watered the garden barefoot at dawn, the one who cried into the hayloft rafters so no one would hear, the one who learned to hold her own silence like a blade.

Sedalia wasn’t a promise. It wasn’t even a plan. It was just the next mile marker on a road I hoped might finally lead me somewhere I could breathe. Somewhere I could become someone new.

I packed up the few bags of clothes I had. Little by little.

Every folded shirt felt heavier than it should, like it carried pieces of me I wasn’t sure I’d want to take along.

The walls stared back at me, stripped bare by theft-happy family members who had come and gone like crows, picking at anything shiny. Old thumbtack holes marked where posters used to hang. Scratches on the door frame from nights I’d slammed it shut too hard.

I sighed, my breath fogging in the cold air. The room smelled like dust and stale hay, a sharp reminder of every winter night I spent curled under too-thin blankets.

I squeezed my eyes shut, my throat tightening.

How did it get here?

How did it get this bad?

When I opened my eyes again, I watched the pale ghost of my breath drift upward and vanish – a silent plea for warmth that never came. My fingers felt numb even though they were stuffed into my sleeves.

Then Brandi walked in.

She didn’t knock, just eased the door open like she’d been listening outside, waiting for the right moment to step in.

“You doing okay?” she asked, her voice soft, careful.

I turned to her, nodding once. My lips parted, but it took a second before words came out.

“Yeah,” I said, though the word felt brittle. “Just... exhausted.”

Brandi scanned the room, her eyes settling on the black jacket crumpled on the bed. She reached for it and shook it out, handing it to me.

“You’ll like Sedalia,” she said, her voice picking up a gentle excitement, like she needed me to believe it too. “It has culture. It has personality. It’s a new start.”

I looked up at her, studying how her black ringlets fell forward, half-shadowing her face. She looked so sure, like she could already see me walking down some bright new street.

“Well... okay,” I managed, hesitating. “How’s the school?”

She chuckled then, a quick, bright sound that felt almost too alive for the hollow room.

“Smith-Cotton is what you make of it,” she said, her lips curling into a half-smile. “Are you sure you want to transfer? You’re halfway through your junior year.”

I nodded again, sharper this time.

“Yeah,” I said, voice steady now. “I want a fresh start. I can’t stand anyone in Otterville. They’re a bunch of wannabe country folk who do nothing but cause drama.”

Brandi pressed a fist to her mouth, her shoulders bouncing as she tried to stifle her laughter. The corners of her eyes crinkled – she knew.

In that tiny flash of laughter, I realized she had felt it too: the small-town gossip, the sideways looks, the suffocating sameness.

I turned away for a second, my eyes drifting over the bare walls again.

I didn’t mind leaving Otterville. That place had felt like a cage, heavy and small.

What I really hated was leaving the land.

The timber had been my quiet place, my real home. It loved me when nobody else knew how. It held my secrets in its soft moss and cool shadows.

As I zipped the last bag shut, my heart tugged toward those woods one last time, like a part of me might always live there – barefoot in the mud, breathing the hush of the trees.

It was January of 2011.

The kind of January that crawled into your bones and stayed there – sharp, gray, unforgiving. The Missouri wind howled across the empty fields, turning every breath into a bite.

I zipped up my black jacket, tugging the hood over my messy hair. My breath rose in shaky clouds, curling and disappearing as fast as my resolve felt like it might.

Brandi stood in the doorway, keys dangling from her fingers, her dark ringlets bouncing as she shifted from foot to foot. She studied me with that soft, sideways look – the one that said she was trying to figure out how far she could push before I snapped.

"You sure you're okay?" she asked again, voice low but firm.

I let out a sharp breath. "Yeah," I lied, forcing my shoulders back. "Just... tired, I guess."

Brandi snorted lightly, shaking her head. "Girl, 'tired' doesn't even cover it," she said, eyeing the empty walls behind me. "You're running on more than no sleep. You’re running on empty."

I shrugged, looking away. "Guess that’s nothing new," I muttered, more to myself than to her.

She reached over and squeezed my arm, her fingers warm even through the thick jacket. "Sedalia’s gonna be good for you. It's different. It's got people who don’t know every detail of your life before you even say a word."

I hesitated, chewing on the inside of my cheek. "You really think so?"

Brandi gave me a quick, lopsided grin. "I know so. You’ll see. There's a theater downtown, a real coffee shop, a big-ass Walmart – not just some run-down gas station that tries to be everything to everyone."

I actually laughed at that, a small, cracked sound that felt like it hadn’t come out in years.

She laughed too, then softened. "Plus, you can finally be around people who don't think 'culture' is a tractor pull on Friday night."

"Hey now," I said, trying to tease, even if my heart wasn’t fully in it. "Those tractor pulls are big events around here."

Brandi rolled her eyes, chuckling. "Don’t even start. You’re gonna love Sedalia – or at least, you'll hate it less than this place. That’s something, right?"

I sighed, glancing over my shoulder at the room one last time.

"I guess so," I said, my voice small. "I just... I’ll miss the timber."

Brandi paused, her expression softening even more. "I know. But you'll find your own trees in Sedalia. Different roots, maybe... but you’ll grow."

I didn't answer. Instead, I bent down, zipped my last bag shut, and hoisted it over my shoulder. The weight of it felt like the whole past five years packed into one threadbare duffel.

Outside, we crunched over the frozen gravel toward her old Pontiac. The air smelled like frost and something burning faintly in the distance – probably someone’s wood stove.

Brandi opened the trunk and looked back at me. "Last chance. You wanna stay and become queen of the tractor pulls, or what?"

I cracked a shaky grin. "Tempting... but no. Let’s go before I change my mind."

She laughed, her breath puffing out in quick clouds. "Atta girl."

We slammed the trunk shut, and I climbed into the passenger seat. The inside smelled like cheap vanilla air freshener and Brandi’s coconut lotion.

As she started the engine, I pressed my forehead to the cold window, watching my childhood home fade.

"I really hope you’re right," I whispered, barely loud enough for her to hear.

She reached over and squeezed my knee. "I am," she said, her voice certain. "I promise."

And with that, we rolled down the long gravel drive, each bump and rattle carrying me further away from the timber, and closer to a place I wasn’t sure I was ready to call home.

Mom and Bella talked the entire drive. Thirty minutes of it – constant, overlapping, like a never-ending song on repeat.

They kept debating how they were going to make Bella’s schooling work. Bella didn’t want to transfer to Sedalia. She wanted to stay at Otterville, clinging to the tiny familiarity that felt safe to her.

Mom kept repeating her plan: she would drive her old, beaten-down van from Sedalia to Otterville every single day and sit there, waiting, until Bella got out of school.

“I don’t want to go to Sedalia, Mom!” Bella said, her voice sharp and tight with frustration.

Mom sighed for the hundredth time, gripping the wheel harder. “I know, honey. That’s why I’m going to be there. You won’t be alone. I’ll be waiting right outside the whole day, okay?”

Bella huffed. “That’s weird, Mom. You don’t have to sit there all day.”

“I’m not leaving you,” Mom snapped, her voice cracking a little. “I’m not leaving you alone out there with those people.”

In the front seat, I pressed my forehead to the window. My breath fogged the glass, and I drew little circles with my finger just to have something to do. My curls drooped forward, damp from the cold and the tension weighing down the car.

Brandi kept glancing over at me, catching my eye now and then, offering small, crooked smiles. She could tell I was checked out – gone somewhere in my head.

“You good back there?” she asked softly when there was a pause in the arguing.

I shrugged without turning, my voice muffled against the glass. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” she teased gently, trying to draw me out. “You look like a ghost in there. You want me to stop for a soda or something?”

I shook my head, a tiny smile twitching at the edge of my lips.

She just chuckled and muttered, “Stubborn, just like me.”

When we finally got into town, it felt like a sudden jolt – like the car had finally snapped back into reality after floating through a dream.

We started hauling our bags into Brandi and Dustin’s apartment. Bella and Mom kept arguing even as they carried boxes.

“I can’t believe I have to leave all my friends,” Bella complained, dropping a bag by the door.

Mom snapped, “We’ve been over this! You’re not leaving them, you’re just... traveling more. And I’m making this work for you!”

Brandi turned to me, rolling her eyes so hard I thought they might get stuck. “Damn,” she whispered. “That girl’s got some lungs on her.”

I snorted, finally cracking a real laugh.

Brandi and Dustin started showing us around. “Living room’s yours – PlayStation, computer, TV. Don’t be shy,” Dustin said, gesturing wide like a proud tour guide.

“You can talk to us about anything,” Brandi added, her eyes settling on me. “We mean it. Any time.”

I nodded, listening carefully, letting each word sink into that soft, hidden part of me that was still scared to hope.

After Mom and Bella were settled, Brandi nudged me toward the garage.

“C’mon,” she said, tossing me a mischievous grin. “I got something for you.”

The cold hit me as soon as we stepped inside – the sharp smell of concrete and old gasoline rushing up.

She led me to the black trash bags stacked in the corner. “You’re about my size when I was your age,” she said, already bending down to start untying them.

I watched her fingers work quickly, like she couldn’t wait to show me.

“You can take whatever you want,” she said, her voice bright and excited. “Make yourself shine, girl. You deserve to feel good when you walk into that new school.”

My eyes widened as she pulled open the first bag and a flood of brand-name clothes spilled out – Hot Topic, Ed Hardy, Abercrombie, Aeropostale.

“Holy shit,” I whispered without thinking, my voice small but shaking with surprise.

Brandi laughed and looked up at me. “Right? Look at all this good shit. Half of it I only wore once before I outgrew it or changed my style.”

I bent down, fingers hovering over a black hoodie with red skull designs.

“You sure?” I asked, my voice cracking. “I mean... these are nice. Really nice.”

Brandi stood up, hands on her hips, and gave me that look – the one that said don’t even start.

“You think I dragged your ass all the way in here just to watch you stare at them? Yes, I’m sure,” she said, smirking. “Pick some out. Hell, pick them all if you want. We’ll have a fashion show later.”

I snorted, a surprised laugh bubbling out of me. “A fashion show? You trying to turn me into one of those preppy girls from Otterville?”

Brandi rolled her eyes and flung a pair of ripped jeans at me. “Bitch, please. You’re way cooler than those cows. You can wear black and still look like you own the whole damn room.”

I caught the jeans against my chest, a crooked smile spreading across my face despite myself.

Back in Otterville, designer clothes were for the preppy girls – the ones who sat in the front row and sneered at me for keeping my hood up and scribbling in my notebook.

But here?

Here, it felt different. Like maybe these clothes weren’t about blending in at all. Maybe they were about finally standing out.

Brandi watched me quietly, her expression softening. “You get to start over now,” she said gently. “New town, new clothes, new story. I know you’re scared... but you’re gonna kill it.”

I swallowed hard, blinking fast. I pressed the jeans to my chest like armor.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

She grinned wide, grabbing another bag. “You’re welcome. Now hurry up – I wanna see you slay in that Ed Hardy top before dinner.”

We spent hours in the garage that first day.

Brandi sat on an old metal stool, tossing shirts and jeans at me like she was hosting her own private runway show. The concrete floor was cold enough to sting through my socks, but I barely noticed.

"Try this one!" she called, throwing me a black Hot Topic tank top with safety pin accents.

"Umm, this is... kinda bad ass," I said, turning it over in my hands, the fabric soft and worn in a way that felt like home already.

"Exactly," Brandi laughed. "Bad ass fits you better than 'farm girl' ever did."

I smirked, pulling it over my head, pairing it with a pair of ripped Abercrombie jeans. I stood in front of the dusty garage mirror, tugging at the hem and twisting side to side.

"Look at you!" Brandi whooped, clapping her hands. "You look like you're about to headline Warped Tour."

I laughed – a real, deep laugh that shook something loose inside me.

"God, you're going to knock those country bumpkins dead at Smith-Cotton," she teased, wiping her eyes.

"Shut up," I said, trying to hide my smile behind my hair. But it wouldn’t stay hidden.

That night, I folded my new wardrobe into neat piles on the edge of my mattress. The small bedroom smelled like vanilla air freshener and Brandi’s coconut lotion drifting in from the hallway.

Mom and Bella were still arguing in the living room, voices rising and falling like waves against a dock. I tuned them out, focusing on the softness of each new piece of clothing, the little flashes of color that felt like tiny promises.

The next morning, Brandi knocked softly on my door.

"You up?" she asked, peeking in.

I rubbed my eyes and nodded, sitting up against the wall.

"Come on, paperwork day," she said with mock excitement, waving a stack of folders in the air.

"Ugh, seriously?" I groaned.

She laughed. "Yeah, yeah. You think you can waltz into Smith-Cotton without the school knowing who you are? Get your butt up."

We sat at the kitchen table together. The cheap plastic tablecloth stuck to my elbows every time I leaned forward. Brandi helped me fill out transfer forms, emergency contacts, free lunch paperwork – all of it.

"What's your favorite subject?" she asked as she wrote.

I shrugged. "Art, I guess."

She glanced up and grinned. "Art kid, huh? Makes sense. You always look like you're about to disappear into your own world."

I smirked. "Better than disappearing into some cow pasture."

She snorted so loud she almost knocked her pen off the table.

That whole week felt like one long, slow exhale.

We went out for groceries together, loading the cart with cheap frozen pizzas and off-brand cereal. Dustin teased me about cereal choices.

"Cap'n Crunch or nothing," he declared, holding a box high over his head when I tried to grab the cheaper kind.

"Fine," I huffed, crossing my arms. "I’ll just starve then."

"Drama queen," he shot back, laughing.

At night, I’d sit on the living room floor with Brandi and Dustin, playing old PlayStation games. I sucked at them, but they cheered me on anyway.

"Girl, you just ran your character straight into a wall for two minutes," Dustin howled one night, tears running down his face.

"Shut up! I don’t know these controls yet!" I cried, flinging a throw pillow at him.

We made popcorn, stayed up too late, and joked about me starting school.

"You gonna sit in the back and brood all mysterious-like?" Brandi teased.

"Obviously," I said, tossing popcorn at her. "Gotta keep my rep consistent."

By the end of that first week, I almost started to believe it.

That maybe Sedalia really was a fresh start.

That maybe I didn’t have to keep my hood up every day, or hide behind my notebook forever.

That maybe, just maybe, I could be someone different – or maybe finally just be myself.

One night, while I was brushing my hair out in the tiny bathroom, Brandi knocked and leaned against the door frame.

"Hey," she said softly.

I looked up, our eyes meeting in the mirror.

"You look... lighter," she said, a small smile tugging at her lips. "Like you're finally breathing again."

I swallowed hard, blinking quickly.

"Yeah," I said, my voice cracking just a little. "I think... I think I am."

She stepped forward, wrapping her arms around my shoulders from behind.

"You're gonna be okay, kid," she whispered against my hair.

I closed my eyes and let out a shaky breath.

"Yeah," I whispered back. "I think so too."

The morning of my first day at Smith-Cotton felt like waking up before a funeral – tense, heavy, the air thick enough to choke on.

I stood in front of the mirror, fingers trembling as I pulled on my black skinny jeans. They hugged my legs tight, sharper than the baggy old jeans I used to hide behind.

Next came the ruby red tank top – a bright, defiant slash of color against the black. It clung to me, making my heart hammer faster.

My hair flowed down my back in soft, dark waves. It felt like armor, like a curtain I could duck behind if the stares got too much.

I pulled on the black velaro denim jacket, its seams slightly faded, but it fit like it was made for me. Finally, I laced up my black Converse high-tops, double knotting them like I was getting ready for battle.

Brandi hovered in the doorway, holding a mug of coffee.

"Girl, you look like you're about to drop an emo album," she teased, smirking over the rim of her mug.

I shot her a glare. "Shut up," I said, but the corner of my mouth twitched up.

She laughed. "Seriously though. You look amazing. You’re gonna turn heads today, you know that?"

"Yeah, probably for the wrong reasons," I mumbled, tugging at the hem of my tank top.

She shook her head, stepping forward to fix my jacket collar. "Trust me, that’s the best way. Let 'em stare. You walk in there like you own that damn hallway."

I swallowed hard, my stomach twisting into tight knots.

The drive to school felt too fast, the streets of Sedalia whipping past in a blur of gray and muted winter colors.

When we pulled into the Smith-Cotton parking lot, my heart practically climbed into my throat. The lot was packed – kids leaning against cars, shoving each other playfully, blasting music from open windows.

I’d never seen so many people in one place who didn’t know me.

Brandi squeezed my shoulder before I got out. "You got this," she said, her voice warm but firm. "Text me if you need anything, okay?"

I nodded, grabbing my worn-out backpack and stepping into the icy air.

The second I pushed open the double doors, I felt it – a tidal wave of noise and movement crashing over me.

People pushed past each other, laughter echoing off the walls. Sneakers squeaked on the polished floors. Someone dropped a water bottle that rolled across the hall, smacking into a locker with a hollow clang.

The air smelled like cheap body spray, cafeteria grease, and that strange, sterile tang of cleaning products.

My breath hitched as I took it all in – the bright yellow-and-black school colors, the banners hanging everywhere, the endless flow of heads bobbing in every direction.

I started walking, my steps small at first. I clutched my schedule like a lifeline, my eyes darting from face to face.

I felt the stares immediately.

People turned, some whispering to each other, eyes flicking from my red tank top to my jacket to the heavy fall of my hair.

A girl with a high ponytail and glossy lips glanced at me, her eyebrows arching. I caught snippets as I passed.

"Who is that?"

"New girl?"

"She looks... different."

I kept my head high, even though my skin felt like it was on fire. My boots thudded against the floor, echoing louder than they should have.

I finally ducked into the office, my fingers stiff as I handed over my paperwork. The secretary – a thin woman with wiry gray hair and bright red glasses – looked up and gave me a polite, too-sweet smile.

"New transfer? Welcome to Smith-Cotton!" she chirped.

I managed a small nod, my voice stuck somewhere between my ribs and my throat.

She handed me a bright yellow pass and a map that looked more like a maze. "You'll be fine. Just ask if you get lost!" she said, like I hadn’t already disappeared inside my own head.

I stepped back out into the hallway, gripping the paper so tight it crumpled in my fist.

A group of kids pushed past me, laughter spilling over. Someone nearly knocked into my shoulder, and I stumbled against a locker, my hair swinging forward to hide my face.

Breathe. Just breathe.

I took a shaky breath, adjusted my jacket, and forced myself forward.

Each classroom door felt like a mouth, waiting to swallow me.

But underneath the fear, a tiny spark flickered.

I was here. Not in Otterville. Not under the microscope of people who already thought they knew everything about me.

Here, I could be new. Or strange. Or invisible. Or all three.

I straightened up, rolled my shoulders back, and took the next step forward.

The first class I had was Mrs. Blackburn’s history class.

History had always been my quiet escape – stories of old battles and ancient queens felt safer than my own. I slid into a desk near the back, dropping my backpack onto the floor with a soft thud.

Mrs. Blackburn glanced up from her notes and gave me a small, curious smile.

“You must be our new student,” she said, her voice warm and lilting, like she was trying to wrap me in a soft blanket.

I nodded, shifting uncomfortably as every head in the room turned to look at me.

“Why don’t you stand up and introduce yourself?” she suggested gently.

I swallowed hard, standing. My legs felt weirdly disconnected, like they might give out at any second.

“Uh... I’m Aslyn,” I mumbled, eyes darting to the floor. “I’m from Otterville.”

A murmur rippled across the room. I caught a few whispers:

“Otterville?”

“Where’s that?”

“Oh, I think my cousin goes there...”

A boy in the front row raised his hand, eyes wide. “Do you know a Kayla Miller?!”

I nodded quickly, trying to keep my voice steady. “Yeah. Everyone knows everyone in Otterville.”

Another girl leaned forward, ponytail bobbing. “Why’d you transfer? Did something happen?”

I hesitated, forcing a polite smile. “Just... needed a change.”

Mrs. Blackburn clapped her hands lightly, rescuing me. “Alright, let’s give her some space, okay? We’ll get to know her over time. Now, back to the Louisiana Purchase...”

I let out a silent breath, sinking back into my seat.

The rest of the morning blurred together like watercolors running in the rain. Teachers introducing themselves, handing out syllabic. Names I couldn’t remember. Hallway noise that felt like a constant low roar in my head.

By mid-morning, I met a girl named Shelby.

She was sweet – painfully shy at first, but once she got going, she didn’t stop. She told me about her horse, her favorite country songs, her grandma’s fried chicken recipe.

"Most people think I’m too quiet," she said, ducking her head with a small laugh. "But if someone actually listens, I... I kinda ramble."

I smiled, feeling a warmth I didn’t expect. "I don’t mind. You’re easy to talk to."

Her cheeks flushed pink, and she looked down at her boots. "Well, good. You seemed like you needed a friend today."

I didn’t have the heart to tell her how right she was.

When lunch finally came, I stood frozen at the entrance to the cafeteria, staring at the endless lines and choices.

A buffet. An actual buffet.

I wasn't used to this. In Otterville, we had one line, one tray, one grim scoop of whatever they decided to serve. You took it or you went hungry.

Here... I could choose?

Salad. Pizza. Meatloaf with mashed potatoes. My mouth watered as I watched a boy pile a mountain of mashed potatoes next to thick slices of meatloaf dripping with gravy.

My hand hesitated, hovering near the pizza.

No, be small. Quiet. Safe.

I grabbed a Caesar salad instead.

I sat at a table by myself, sliding into the hard plastic seat. My tray clattered softly, echoing in my head like a warning bell.

I started picking at the lettuce, pushing croutons around like they might spell out an answer if I arranged them just right.

I had just taken a small, cautious bite when suddenly -

Warm hands slipped over my eyes.

My fork froze halfway to my mouth, breath caught in my throat. My heart slammed into my ribs so hard I thought it might break free.

Then a low, warm voice whispered right against my ear, making every hair on my neck stand up.

“Peek-a-boo.”
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Chapter 2:Good Girl
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"Peek-a-boo."

The warmth of his breath slid across my ear, making my whole body jolt. That voice... My mind scrambled, spinning through old echoes and distant laughter.

He pulled his hands away from my eyes and immediately threw his arms around my shoulders.

I stiffened for a second, instinct buzzing under my skin – but then I turned, and my face crashed right into a mess of wavy, brownish-black hair.

It smelled like Axe Phoenix – that sharp, fiery teenage boy scent that clung to lockers and football bus rides.

He let me go, stepping back with a grin that split his face wide open. I blinked up at him, slowly taking in the details.

He was tall – taller than I remembered – and broader now, almost 18, his shoulders filling out the black silk button-up shirt he wore. The fabric shimmered under the harsh cafeteria lights. His designer jeans were torn in neat, pre - cut slashes that probably cost more than anything in my old closet.

I stayed silent, eyes trailing over his face, my mind tugging at old, half-forgotten threads.

He tilted his head, smirk curling up one side of his lips. His eyes danced under the flickering fluorescent beams above us.

"Let me guess," he drawled, amusement dripping from every syllable. "You don’t remember me?"

I swallowed, my fingers gripping the edge of my tray.

A memory finally slammed into me like a swing to the chest.

"Jakers?" I breathed, almost a question, almost a prayer.

He scoffed, tossing his head back a little. "Yeah, that would be me," he said, sliding his hand through his hair in one smooth, practiced motion.

Behind him, a group of guys erupted into muffled laughter.

He turned and elbowed one of them hard in the ribs. "Shut up!" he snapped, but there was a playful spark in his eyes.

The friend he elbowed – a lanky guy with a crooked grin – chuckled and shook his head. "Why 'Jakers,' though? That sounds like a cereal mascot."

Jake rolled his eyes, twisting to face him. "Dude, Jakers was my catchphrase back in the day. We used to shorten it from Jakers to Jake," he explained, his tone half-exasperated, half-proud.

The friend – DJ, I heard someone call him – shrugged and moved to sit down beside me. But before he could even plant himself, Jake shoved him hard, sending him stumbling.

"DJ! That is my seat!" He scowled, eyes narrowed with mock menace.

DJ stumbled, brushing dirt off his jeans, muttering something about "stupid dry cleaning" as he dropped into the next seat over, still shaking his head.

The other boys finally dropped into chairs around us, loud and restless, elbows on the table, sneakers squeaking against the floor.

I sat there, salad forgotten, my fork still poised midair. My heart banged against my ribs, and the cafeteria noise seemed to fade into a dull roar behind me.

Jake smirked, turning back to me, one eyebrow cocked like he was waiting for me to break first.

"Well," he drawled, leaning in closer, his breath warm and sharp with faint mint gum, "are you just gonna sit there and stare at me all day, or are you gonna actually say something?"

I nodded slowly, words catching in my throat.

"Sorry," I finally managed, my voice small but steady. "You just... grew up. You look different."

His eyes flickered at that – a quick shadow passing across them, like he wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or offended. Then a slow smile crawled across his lips, brightening the whole room around us.

"But a good kind of different, right?" he asked, his voice dropping low, teasing but hungry for my answer.

I felt my face burn, my fingers tightening on the edge of my tray.

I nodded again, letting out a shaky laugh. "Still sexy as hell," I admitted, my voice trembling just enough that I hoped only he heard it.

My cheeks widened into an awkward, giddy smile, dimples peeking out.

His expression softened for a moment, his eyes locking on mine in that unguarded way that made my stomach twist. Then he reached forward, brushing the pad of his finger lightly over my cheek, right where my dimple showed.

Heat shot through me at the simple touch.

Just then, a teacher strolled by, eyeing us sharply over the rims of his glasses.

"Hands to yourself, Warren," the teacher barked, his voice sharp as a ruler snap.

Jake immediately dropped his hand, eyes wide in an exaggerated, innocent look. He waited until the teacher turned and stomped away, then twisted his face into a mocking imitation, wiggling his fingers dramatically in the air.

"Hands to yourself, Warren," he mimicked in a shrill, nasal tone, making the rest of the boys at the table dissolve into loud laughter.

"Man, you’re gonna get detention one of these days," DJ cackled, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes.

Jake just shrugged, sliding into the seat beside me, close enough that I could feel the warmth of his arm radiating against mine.

He casually rested his hand on my thigh under the table. My entire body went rigid for a second, then flushed hot all over. My heart hammered so loud I was afraid he could hear it.

Jake’s lips curled in that lazy, knowing grin as he leaned back, gesturing around the table with his free hand.

"This," he said, drawing out the word, "is DJ." He pointed at the lanky boy, who gave a half-salute, still smirking.

"Adrian – we call him Andy," he continued. Andy shot me a crooked grin and nodded once.

"Leah," he added, motioning to a girl with short, choppy hair dyed fire-engine red. She raised two fingers in a peace sign, popping her gum loudly.

"Anthony," Jake went on, and Anthony – broad-shouldered with a soft smile – gave a small wave.

"Marcus," he pointed, and Marcus gave a dramatic bow from his seat, making me giggle unexpectedly.

"And Sam," Jake finished, nodding at the last boy, who looked like he’d just come from a skate park, hair flopping over one eye.

My eyes moved from face to face as Jake introduced them, trying to memorize every smirk, every nod, every flicker of curiosity or amusement.

Inside, a quiet voice twisted at the back of my mind.

I hadn’t spoken to Jake in so long... I didn’t know what he was like now. Was he lining me up to be the butt of some inside joke? Or was he really... trying to reconnect?

My breath caught as Jake’s thumb traced a slow circle on my thigh under the table, pulling me firmly into the present.

His eyes met mine again, the light in them playful but hard to read – a flicker of something deeper just beneath the easy grin.

Jake’s thumb kept tracing slow, almost absentminded circles on my thigh. It felt like electricity under my skin – hot, humming, impossible to ignore.

“So,” he said finally, breaking the quiet spell between us. “What’s it been... five years? Six?”

I hesitated, thinking back, fingers fidgeting with the edge of my tray. “Something like that,” I said softly. “I didn’t really think I’d see you again, honestly.”

His eyes narrowed playfully, leaning in closer. “What, you thought I’d just vanish? Forget about you?”

I rolled my eyes, a small laugh bubbling out. “I mean... you kinda did.”

He let out a scoffing breath, leaning back dramatically. “Ouch. Right in the heart.”

DJ snickered beside him. “Bro, she’s got you pegged already.”

Jake shot DJ a glare but then looked back at me, a mischievous spark in his eyes. “Alright, alright. Fair. I guess I did fall off the map. But...” - he tilted his head, smirk curling again - “I’m here now.”

I swallowed, my gaze dropping to my half-picked salad. His words curled around me, warm and dangerous.

Leah chimed in, leaning across the table. “So you two knew each other as kids?”

Jake turned toward her, nodding. “Yeah. We go way back. She was this scrawny little thing with tangled hair and the biggest sketchbook you’ve ever seen.”

I felt my cheeks go red, but I smiled despite it. “Some things don’t change,” I muttered, tugging at a piece of hair.

“Yeah,” Jake said, his voice softening unexpectedly. “But you did. You look... different now.”

My heart stuttered at the sudden seriousness in his tone.

Before I could answer, the lunch bell rang, loud and jarring. The whole cafeteria lurched into motion, chairs scraping, voices rising.

Jake’s hand slipped away from my leg, leaving a ghost of warmth behind.

He stood, swinging his bag over one shoulder, then leaned down closer to me. “Meet me after school?” he asked, his voice low, almost shy beneath the cocky edge.

I hesitated, fingers tightening around my tray.

“I... I don’t know if I can,” I admitted, looking up at him. “I don’t even know if I’m allowed to hang out yet. Everything’s still... new.”

His expression flickered – disappointment, maybe, or frustration, or something softer he didn’t want me to see.

“Right,” he said quickly, straightening up. “Yeah. Makes sense. Next time, then.”

He ruffled my hair, more gentle than I expected, then turned and nudged DJ forward with a shove.

“Come on, dumb ass,” he called over his shoulder, falling back into that loud, joking swagger with his friends.

I watched them go, my chest tight, the echo of his hand still tingling on my skin.

As I gathered my tray, I felt a mix of warmth and uncertainty coiling low in my stomach.

I didn’t know who he was now. I didn’t know what he wanted, or what I wanted.

But for the first time in a long time, I felt something crack open inside me – something that might have been hope... or danger.

I stood slowly, sliding my chair back into place, and took a deep breath.

The rest of the day waited, full of unfamiliar hallways and strangers' eyes. But as I moved forward, I couldn’t shake the feeling of his fingers on my cheek... or the quiet question hiding behind that last look.

Later that afternoon, weaving through the crowded hallway, I spotted someone familiar out of the corner of my eye.

Bre.

A memory flared – sketchbooks in middle school, afternoons hiding in the art room, her laugh echoing down empty halls.

She turned, her eyes lighting up as soon as she saw me. "Oh my god, Aslyn?!" she squealed, launching forward and almost knocking the books out of my hands.

I laughed, the sound spilling out before I could stop it. "Bre! I totally forgot you moved here!"

"Yeah, years ago," she said, grinning ear to ear. "I thought you were stuck forever in Otterville!"

"Almost," I teased. "Barely escaped."

She pulled me by the arm, nearly dragging me into a loose circle of people clustered against the lockers.

"This is Ryan," she said, gesturing to a tall boy with soft brown hair falling into his eyes. He gave me a lazy little wave, a half-smile tugging at his lips.

"Joe," she continued, pointing to a kid with bright blue hair and a chain hanging from his jeans. He raised his chin at me in greeting.

"Sam and Heather," she added, motioning to a couple leaning into each other, fingers intertwined, both of them wearing matching black wristbands.

"And that’s Brenna," she finished, nodding toward a girl with thick eyeliner and a Nirvana hoodie who was standing close to Ryan.

I glanced around, taking in all their mismatched clothes, dyed hair, metal band tees. They all looked like odd puzzle pieces that somehow fit together perfectly.

It felt like stepping into a living sketchbook – messy lines, unexpected colors, raw and real.

I exhaled, shoulders dropping slightly. Home, I thought. Or at least the closest thing to it I'd felt in a long time.

"We all love art," Bre said, bouncing on her heels. "Heather paints. Sam does these weird sculpture things. Ryan thinks he’s a poet, but... well." She snorted.

"Hey!" Ryan protested, a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. "I’m a great poet. I just don’t like... punctuation."

Everyone burst out laughing. I felt warmth bubble up inside me, a lightness I hadn’t carried in years.

When the last bell rang, we drifted outside together, pushing through the crowd toward the bus line. I stuck close to Bre, Ryan, and the others, my fingers gripping my bag strap like an anchor.

We were talking about some local art show coming up, Bre excitedly explaining how she wanted us all to go together, when suddenly -

A strong hand grabbed my arm, spinning me around before I could react.

My breath caught.

"Heya," Jake said, leaning in close.

My smile flickered, nerves crawling up my spine. "What are you doing?" I asked, my voice light but wary.

His head tilted, eyes softening around the edges. "Why don’t you let me give you a ride home?" He gestured toward the front row of the parking lot. "My car’s over there."

I followed his hand, eyes widening when I saw it: a sleek, black 2008 V6 Mustang gleaming under the afternoon sun.

"You own that?" I blurted, eyebrows shooting up.

Jake’s chest puffed out a little, pride swelling across his face. "Father got it for me for my seventeenth birthday."

I let out a short laugh, shaking my head. "How is Luke anyway?" I asked, voice softening around the edges of his father’s name.

Jake scratched the back of his head, his expression shifting, almost shy. "Father is... Father," he said, shrugging. "Come on. He’ll be excited to see you."

I hesitated, taking a small step back, my heart thudding.

"I can’t," I said quickly, a nervous laugh tumbling out. "I have to let my cousin know first if I’m out and about." It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was enough to hide behind.

Jake’s expression fell for a split second, disappointment flashing through his eyes before he covered it up with that playful, crooked grin.

He leaned in closer, his nose almost brushing mine. My breath caught again, my pulse slamming into my throat.

"Fine... be that way," he teased, voice low and heavy with something unspoken.

I managed a small laugh, stepping back fully now. "I’ll let her know. I’ll hang out with you tomorrow, okay?"

His eyes brightened instantly, that glimmer returning. "Alright," he said, grinning wide. "I’ll let Father know to have an extra place set for you."

A ridiculous, goofy smile spread across my face before I could stop it. "Deal."

As Jake turned to leave, a girl near me leaned in, her voice sharp and quiet in my ear.

"You know him? You know he has a bad reputation, right? Like, he gets into fights and everything. It’s better if you avoid him. It’s what the rest of us do."

I paused, feeling my smile flicker and fade.

I turned to her slowly, eyes meeting hers head-on.

"I’ll keep that in mind," I said, my voice calm but edged, before turning away and climbing the steps onto the bus.

As I slid into my seat and looked out the window, I caught one last glimpse of Jake, standing there in the parking lot, his fingers drumming against his car hood, eyes scanning the buses.

A quiet flutter rose in my chest – part warning, part excitement.

The bus ride home felt endless.

I sank into a window seat near the middle, pulling my backpack onto my lap like a shield. The vinyl was cracked and sticky under my arms, smelling faintly of sweat, cheap cologne, and old winter coats.

I pressed my forehead to the cold glass, watching the town blur past in streaks of gray and brown.

My mind spun in a thousand directions at once – Bre’s bright grin, Jake’s thumb tracing circles on my thigh, the girl’s warning whisper echoing at the edge of my thoughts.

He’s got a bad reputation...

I exhaled slowly, my breath fogging up a little patch on the window. I traced shapes absentmindedly with my finger: a tree, a star, a cracked heart.

I thought about Bre and her friends – the way they had welcomed me so easily, no questions, no sideways glances. For the first time in what felt like forever, I didn’t feel like I was holding my breath in a room full of strangers.

Then Jake’s face slid across my mind again. That smirk. Those sharp, searching eyes. The way his voice dipped low when he leaned in.

I felt my cheeks burn just remembering it.

When I finally got off the bus, the evening air hit me in a cold rush. I pulled my jacket tighter, shifting my bag higher on my shoulder as I made my way to Brandi’s apartment.

Inside, the warmth washed over me like a soft blanket. Brandi was in the kitchen, stirring something on the stove, and Dustin was fiddling with the TV remote, cursing under his breath.

"Hey!" Brandi called, turning to smile at me. "How was it? First day of big city high school life?"

I dropped my bag by the door, toeing off my shoes, and flopped into a chair at the kitchen table.

"It was... a lot," I admitted, rubbing my temples.

Brandi raised an eyebrow, handing me a mug of something warm – probably cheap hot cocoa. "A lot good? A lot bad?"

I hesitated, then let out a small laugh. "A lot good, actually. I ran into some old friends, including Bre. She introduced me to her group. They’re all super into art and music and weird stuff... it felt like home, kind of."

Brandi beamed, leaning her hip against the counter. "See? Told you you’d find your people."

I nodded, taking a careful sip of the cocoa. It was too hot, but I didn’t mind the sharp sting on my tongue.

"I was thinking about joining the drama club," I said after a moment, surprising even myself.

Dustin snorted from the couch. "Drama? You? You hate people looking at you."

I rolled my eyes. "Yeah, but... I don’t know. Maybe it’d be different. Maybe I wanna try something new."

Brandi’s smile softened, her eyes crinkling at the corners. "I think it’s a great idea. You should do it."

I nodded again, feeling that tiny spark of excitement flicker to life in my chest.

"I also talked to the counselor about Missouri Options," I continued, shifting the mug between my palms. "To maybe graduate early... but..."

I trailed off, staring into the cocoa like it might give me an answer.

"But what?" Brandi pressed gently.

I sighed, a slow, quiet breath. "I changed my mind. I wanna spend time with my friends. I wanna actually... I don’t know... be a teenager for once. Not just get out as fast as possible."

Brandi’s face lit up, her eyes glassy with pride. "Good," she said simply, voice thick with emotion.

That night, I changed into an oversize tee and old pajama shorts Brandi had given me. The room smelled like warm vanilla and cheap laundry detergent.

I curled up under the mismatched blankets, the weight of the day finally crashing into my bones.

I thought about Bre’s laugh, about the soft hush of the art room we planned to visit tomorrow.

Then, unbidden, Jake’s face drifted into my mind again – the spark in his eyes, the way he had leaned in so close I could count every eyelash.

A nervous flutter twisted in my stomach.

Be careful, a voice at the back of my mind whispered.

But another voice – softer, wilder – said, What if this is the first time you actually feel alive?

I shifted deeper into the blankets, pulling them tight around my shoulders.

I didn’t talk about Jake that night. Not to Brandi, not to Dustin, not to Mom. I didn’t want their eyes on it yet. Didn’t want it dissected or judged or smoothed into something safe.

Tonight, it was mine.

I let my eyes drift shut, my heartbeat finally slowing, and for the first time in what felt like years...

I fell asleep with a small, secret smile on my lips.

The next morning, I was up bright and early – way too early for a normal school day.

I stood in front of the mirror, squinting at my reflection under the dim yellow light. I took extra care curling the ends of my hair, smoothing out each stubborn strand, adjusting and readjusting until it fell just right down my back.

My fingers trembled slightly as I swiped on a bit of eyeliner, my heart thudding so loud it almost echoed in my ears.

Why am I so nervous? I thought, but the answer was already there, tugging at the edges of my chest.

My phone buzzed on the edge of the sink, the screen lighting up.

Jake: Hey, are we supposed to meet up after school?

A smile immediately bloomed across my face before I could stop it. I typed back quickly, thumbs flying.

Me: Yeah. I cleared it with my cousin.

I hit send, but then paused, my eyebrows pulling together.

Wait... how did he even get my number?

I tapped out another message, my pulse skipping.

Me: Hey... how’d you get my number?

A moment later, it buzzed again.

Jake: School roster. You had it set to public. You might want to change that.

I snorted out a surprised laugh, shaking my head. Of course he would find a loophole.

Me: Done.

He replied almost instantly, like he’d been waiting for my answer.

Jake: Good girl.

I froze for a second, staring at the words. My eyebrows shot up, and a small, confused but giddy smile spread across my lips.

What??

I awkwardly giggled, biting my lip, and shook my head to clear it.

Before I could second guess myself, I snapped a quick mirror selfie – black mini skirt, fitted graphic tee, hair perfect – and sent it to him.

A moment later, my phone pinged again.

Jake: 😍💦🥰

I rolled my eyes so hard they almost stuck, but my cheeks burned bright pink.

On the bus, I stared at my phone the whole ride, my leg bouncing uncontrollably.

When I finally stepped off, the cold air hit my knees under the mini skirt, sending goosebumps all the way up my thighs. I scanned the parking lot, and my heart jumped into my throat.

There he was – leaning casually against a lamppost, hands stuffed in his pockets, head tilted slightly like he’d been waiting forever.

As soon as our eyes met, he pushed off the post and strode toward me, his grin sharp and lazy at the same time.

Without a word, he fell into step beside me, matching my pace perfectly as we headed inside.

Inside, he shrugged off his jacket, and that’s when I saw it: the white Ed Hardy tee, almost identical to mine, sleeves ripped clean off, showing off his toned arms.

I blinked, my eyes dragging over his outfit – black skinny jeans, a heavy chain at his hip.

I stopped dead, squinting at him.

"Are you copying me?" I asked, half joking, but a little thrown off by how... in sync it felt.

Jake paused, glancing down at himself, then at me. His mouth twitched into a crooked grin.

"Just in sync, I guess," he said, voice low and smooth.

I snorted, rolling my eyes, but I couldn’t hide the heat crawling up my neck.

He leaned in a little closer, eyes flicking to my lips before meeting my gaze again.

"You look good today," he murmured, his voice dipping just enough to make my stomach flip.

I looked away quickly, pretending to study the posters plastered on the hallway walls, but I couldn’t stop the smile that spread across my face.

We climbed up the bleachers together, slipping between the clusters of kids already shouting and laughing. The air smelled like cheap cologne, hairspray, and the faint tang of floor cleaner.

As we settled into a spot, the seats around us began to fill up fast. Jake’s friends piled in close, loud and restless, jostling each other for space.

Without warning, Jake’s arm snaked around my waist, and he pulled me sharply down onto his lap.

I let out a surprised giggle, my back pressing into his chest. His hand slid up to rest on my lower back, warm and possessive, while his other hand squeezed my thigh just above the knee.

My heart thundered against my ribs so hard I was sure he could feel it.

Leah leaned over from a few seats down, eyebrow arched, smirk curling across her lips.

"You two an item now? Already?" she teased, her voice dripping with amusement.

Jake didn’t even hesitate. He smirked wide, his eyes flashing with something wild.

"You know it," he said, grinning as he nuzzled his face into the crook of my neck, his hair tickling my skin.

I squeaked, trying to wiggle away a little, breath catching in my throat. "Since when?" I managed, my voice cracking with shock and laughter.

His fingers dug gently into my thigh, anchoring me firmly in place.

"Since always," he murmured, his lips brushing my ear. "You’re mine. The whole world’s gonna know it."

My face burned hot, and I couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped, even as I tried to hide it by tucking my chin down.

Leah burst out laughing, throwing her head back.

DJ scoffed from behind us, rolling his eyes dramatically. "You two are already matching," he said, gesturing between us. "Might as well go change your MyYearbook statuses while you’re at it."
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