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Needless to say, Summer Jasmine.

SJ, if you asked her, she had the uneasy sense that Friday was going to be her last uncomplicated day.

Summer Jasmine Smythe was twenty years old, petite, redheaded, and raised carefully. West Virginia, careful. Her parents paid for the best private schools. Her grandfather still grew tobacco. Her father kept the farm solvent by letting other people work it while he practiced criminal law in Richmond, as if distance alone could purify the arrangement.

SJ had learned early how to be good.

She was busty in a way adults noticed and polite enough that they forgave her. Her green eyes were bright, attentive, always performing. She suspected people liked her best when she was achieving. Top grades, clean reputation, pleasant silences. She worked hard to maintain that version of herself.

At night, she stayed in. While her peers disappeared into the city or down roads that didn’t officially exist, SJ read magazines. She cut out pictures and arranged them on her wall with meticulous care. Her more explicit books stayed hidden, tucked behind textbooks and binders with institutional logos stamped neatly on the spine.

Thornspire rewarded order.

SJ understood that instinctively.

Her best friend Melissa told her she was going out with her group this weekend. A proper outing. Bruce Concord would be her date. The way Melissa said it made it sound settled, approved, already entered into some invisible ledger.

SJ felt like a third wheel in her own life more often than she admitted. Mostly because she wasn’t sure where it was supposed to be going.

Bruce Concord was, by all accounts, a fine boy. The kind of boy parents approved of without needing to ask follow-up questions. A girl like SJ would be lucky to date him.

Except she didn’t want to.

That wasn’t quite fair. She didn’t dislike him. He was pleasant to talk to. Agreeable. Predictable. But when she imagined him touching her, nothing stirred. No heat. No pull. No flicker of the darker wants she barely let herself acknowledge.

That absence made her feel worse than outright rejection would have.

Because SJ knew her appetites didn’t run clean or gentle. They were heavier. Stranger. They wanted things Bruce would never think to offer, let alone understand.

She corrected herself again.

Bruce wasn’t a bad choice. He simply wanted to be liked more than he wanted to be interesting. More than he wanted to be dangerous. And even SJ, who rarely went out and rarely broke rules, understood what a date meant in this context.
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