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Foreword by Khristopher Burton
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I met “Zerynity” 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?"
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