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Create your playlist for this book! Play it in the background like you are watching a film and this is the soundtrack! 

Taylor Swift - Blank Space 

Eminem - White America  

Lana Del Rey - Video Games 

The Neighbourhood - Sweater Weather

Kings of Leon - Use Somebody

Frank Ocean - Rich Kids

The Weeknd - The Hills 

Paramore - Misery Business 

Fiona Apple - Criminal 

Eminem - Godzilla

Nine Inch Nails - Closer

The Weeknd - Earned It (Fifty Shades of Grey OST) 

Billie Eilish - Bury a friend 

Mazzy Star - Fade Into You

Halsey - Without Me  

Taylor Swift - All Too Well (10 Minute Version) 

Aurora - Runaway 

Bon Iver - Holocene

Feelings by Jorja Smith

Taylor Swift - Look What You Made Me Do 

Billie Eilish - When the Party’s Over

Eminem - Godzilla 

Lord Huron - The Night We Met
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“For fractured souls are like magnets. Drawn to collide in an impossible bliss...” Tille Cole 

A goddamn decade.

Chance had searched every corner of the country, his heart a lead weight that never let up. Then, in a heartbeat, everything changed.

She tumbled out of a G-Wagon—eyes wide, wild, chanting under her breath.

Cassie.

It was her.

A ghost. A fever dream.

But something was wrong. So, so wrong.

Her voice—once laced with heat and laughter—was hollow now, vacant. Her movements, once fluid and feline, were jerky, mechanical.

The mantra she whispered was worse than any scream:

"Yes, Master. Yes, Master."

A twisted echo of his old desires.

But the fire was gone.

He was free now. Prison was behind him, just a shadow. And yet here she was, dropped at his feet like some warped offering from the universe.

Cassie—his wife.

She’d booked the room. Flashed a platinum credit card with someone else’s name. Slipped into the role he used to crave.

But was this control?

Or a gilded cage he didn’t remember building?

A million questions clawed at his skull.

Who was she running from? Why now?

Why after eight years of silence?

Panic surged. He had rules. A curfew. Fragile freedom.

But if he left her—she could disappear again?

Kidnapping?

No. This was his wife. She’d come to him.

Paid for the room.

This was... justifiable. Right?

That lie steadied him for now—a rickety dam against a flood of dread.

He sprinted back to the halfway house, heart in free fall.

Eleven years behind bars.

And now this.

An unexpected reunion.

And a future more terrifying than any prison cell.
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CHAPTER ONE  

Cassie 
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“I don’t want to wake it up, the devil in me.” Halsey 

Cassiopeia.

A name whispered only by her mother, like a spell too sacred—or too dangerous—for the world to hear.

She stood at her vanity, meticulously arranging the long, espresso-dark waves of her hair. Each strand framed her face just so, bringing out the warm glow of her olive skin—a gift from generations of Greek goddesses before her.

In the mirror, her eyes met their reflection. Large, almond-shaped, impossibly brown. A storm of emotion brewed behind them, simmering just beneath the surface.

Today was the day.

"Here goes nothing," she muttered, swiping a layer of clear Maybelline gloss over her already bold red lips.

Freedom.

Hard-won and long overdue.

Private school had been a prison disguised in plaid. A world where polish trumped personality, where cattiness wore pearls and gossip was passed with the salad dressing.

The all-girls environment had smothered her—immature, naïve, and obsessed with ribbons, matching purses, and preppy perfection. Cassie had never fit the mold. Never cared if her colors clashed or her eyeliner was too dark.

She wasn’t there to be palatable. She was there to be powerful.

Public school was calling. Messy. Raw. Real. A battlefield. And she was ready to burn the old map and draw her own.

Her mother, on the other hand, was cut from the same fabric as the girls she’d just escaped—obsessed with appearances and addicted to the illusion of the perfect family. A single blemish on their curated life? Instant meltdown.

Denial was her mother’s drug of choice. She’d look the other way as long as no one else noticed the cracks.

That weakness became Cassie’s armor.

Her secret weapon.

Because no matter how rebellious she got, her mother would never call the cops. The idea of a patrol car pulling into their manicured driveway, sirens wailing and neighbors whispering?

Unthinkable.

The perfect family image must be preserved at all costs.

Even if it was rotting from the inside out.

The memory still stung.

Her mother’s voice—sharp, shrill, laced with exasperation—echoed in her ears like an old wound refusing to scab.

The second they slid into the leather seats of Cora’s white Benz, the facade cracked.

“Why are you so hell-bent on ruining my life?”

The words hit harder than a slap.

Cassie blinked. “What? Seriously? Ruin your life? Mom, why are you always so... extra?”

Cora snapped her head toward her. “I’m serious, Cassiopeia. This is out of control! Your father and I spend good money sending you to one of the top private schools in the country, and you never even go! You've got the most expensive wardrobe in your entire class, and yet—what do I get? A call from the mall security saying you’re getting arrested for shoplifting?”

“I didn’t know those earrings were—”

“Shut up. I don’t want to hear it,” she hissed. “You’re never home. And when you are, your face is glued to that damn phone! You fight at school, you ditch classes, you act like—like some wild child I didn’t raise!”

“That’s bullshit!”

“I can’t take this anymore!” Cora slapped the steering wheel, the sound jolting through the car like a gunshot.

Cassie flinched.

That wasn’t normal. Cora never cracked. Never yelled. Never wrinkled her perfect composure. But here she was, unraveling behind the wheel of a Benz like a woman on the edge.

She still looked flawless—short dark hair, smoothed and straightened into glossy perfection, makeup that could sell magazine covers, cheekbones sculpted by yoga and Botox.

But the fury in her face? That was real. That was raw.

This was serious.

“Now tell me,” Cora barked. “What is it going to take for you to straighten up? Huh? What? Because I am at my damn wit’s end!”

“It’s the school, Mom!” Cassie blurted, fists clenched in her lap. “The other girls—they’re not like me!”

Cora scoffed. “You’ve been going to school with those same girls your whole damn life, Cassiopeia.”

“I’m not like them!”

“The world doesn’t revolve around you!”

“I hate it!” Cassie shouted. “I hate everything about that school!”

Her mother grit her teeth, eyes narrowing. “The girls? You don’t even go to school enough to have problems like this.”

“Mom, just let me go to public school,” Cassie said, her voice steadier than she expected.

Cora blinked. “What?”

“I need to be around normal kids. Not the privileged clones I’ve been stuck with my whole life. Let me transfer, and I’ll go every day. No drama. No problems. I swear.”

Cora let out a humorless laugh. “Ha! You’re serious?”

Cassie nodded. “Dead serious.”

Her mother stared for a beat too long, like she was searching for an angle—or maybe just tired of fighting. Then, with a dramatic sigh and a flash of disbelief, she said, “You know what? Fine. I’m going to give you what you want. Let’s see how long that lasts.”

And just like that, it was done.

Cassiopeia was enrolled in public school the very next day.

Now, weeks later, she stood in front of the mirror, lost in the echo of that life-altering conversation.

“Cassie, this is your reminder: You have five minutes until you need to leave.” Alexa’s voice broke through her thoughts like a drill sergeant made of silicone and sass.

Cassie met her own gaze in the mirror—eyes deep brown with just enough eyeliner to look effortless, not desperate. She whispered to herself, “Everything will be okay.”

It wasn’t confidence, not exactly—more like hope masquerading as certainty.

Half an hour later, Cassie rolled into the parking lot of her new school. It was massive. Public school massive. The kind of building that could swallow her old private academy whole and still have room for a football field and marching band.

She stared out through the windshield. Rows of unfamiliar faces blurred together into a sea of potential enemies, friends, and heartbreaks. Her stomach fluttered.

Who are the sharks here?

What are the rules?

How do you survive a school that doesn’t come with a handbook and a trust fund?

Just as the spiral began, salvation arrived.

Michael.

He appeared beside her car like a wish granted by the gods of teenage survival, his arrival punctuated by the buzz of her phone. New Message: “I’m outside. You good?”

Michael had been her steady for two years now. They’d met back in private school, but he’d transferred out after eighth grade—chasing D1 dreams and more athletic opportunities.

Now here he was, her touchstone in a world of unknowns.

He looked annoyingly perfect. Always did. Nearly 6 feet tall, toned from baseball and track, with that naturally side-swept brown hair that just... stayed where it was supposed to.

He wore his usual combo: a polo shirt, well-fitted jeans, and his always-clean Hoka runners. Total jock aesthetic—but somehow, it worked for him. It wasn’t cocky. It was comforting.

He leaned in, flashing her the smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes in that boyish, “I’ve got you” way.

“Ready for the jungle?” he asked.

Cassie forced a smirk. “Only if you’re walking me in.”

As they walked toward the school entrance, Cassie squeezed Michael’s hand—a silent plea laced with nerves. He responded with equal pressure, grounding her. Two more quick squeezes from her followed. I’m nervous, but I’m ready. Their code. No words needed.

The moment she crossed the threshold, it hit her like a wave—the echoing noise of lockers slamming, sneakers squeaking, laughter bouncing off the walls. It was chaos, and she was the new girl trying to look like she belonged.

Michael stopped in front of a classroom door. “This is your first class. I’m just a few doors down. I’ll catch you after second period.”

Cassie smiled with just enough seduction to make it count. Rising on her toes, she kissed him softly.

Of course, the universe couldn’t let her have that moment uninterrupted.

“Damn, get a room,” came the booming voice of T.D., Michael’s best friend and human megaphone. Another baseball player, another teenage dream in cleats—though way more chaos than charm. His jet-black hair looked permanently wind-swept, and his smirk screamed trouble for breakfast.

“Shut up, T.D.,” Cassie shot back, rolling her eyes but not bothering to hide her grin. She kissed Michael one more time—quick, but meaningful.

And then she turned, facing her first real test: the hallway jungle, the door, the unknown.

She paused at the threshold, one last inhale. The hallway still felt too big, like it was stretching just to intimidate her. She shoved the feeling down and pushed the door open.

Homeroom.

Unfamiliar faces. Unreadable expressions. The teacher hadn't arrived yet, and clusters of kids were already buzzing.

Then it happened.

Her eyes landed on him.

The world didn’t stop—but it sure as hell slowed down. Her breath caught mid-inhale, and her heart thudded once, loud enough she swore someone could hear it.

He sat sideways in his chair, relaxed like the room was his throne. His hair was long, dark, effortlessly messy—like he’d just walked off a beach shoot. Smooth caramel skin framed a face too symmetrical to be fair, and the black tribal tattoo curling along his collarbone made her instantly curious. His lips twitched with the hint of dimples and secrets.

Cassie froze. Her brain was screaming: What the actual hell is happening right now?

As if on cue, a flock of girls hovered around him—laughing too loud, leaning in too close, flipping hair and sucking up attention like it was oxygen. It was ridiculous. It was annoying.

It was kind of infuriating.

Ugh. Seriously? Cassie rolled her eyes internally. Their act felt so performative—like they were auditioning for a teen drama that forgot to cast a lead. Still, the possessive twinge in her stomach surprised her.

She’d known Michael for years. She loved Michael. But whatever this feeling was—it was primal. Instant. Uninvited.

And it wasn’t going anywhere.

Hold on a damn minute, Cassie scolded herself. Mean girl thoughts? Already?

The possessive instinct still vibrated in her bones, even though logic told her to calm the hell down. She didn’t know him. And she definitely didn’t know them—the flock of girls she’d mentally written off as thirsty background characters. The realization made her cheeks flush with shame.

And the universe, with its impeccable comedic timing, decided to drive the lesson home.

Cassie tripped.

Her foot caught on a chair leg, and in a full, graceless arc, her backpack launched into the air like a clumsy comet. Time slowed. Her body twisted. Her dignity evaporated.

She hit the floor face-first with a thud that echoed across the classroom like a dropped cymbal.

Dead silence.

Well—except for him.

He was already kneeling beside her, concern etched into every perfect line of his face. That same tribal tattoo she’d noticed earlier wrapped elegantly around his arm, bold against his smooth caramel skin. His features were striking—Polynesian and white ancestry intertwining in a way that made him look otherworldly. His eyes, impossibly blue, sparkled with both amusement and something gentler—empathy, maybe. Dimples teased his cheeks as he reached out a hand.

“You alright?” he asked, voice low and kind.

Cassie’s inner monologue was SHRIEKING. Don’t say something stupid. Don’t say something stupid. Don’t say something—

“Thanks for saving me,” she whispered.

Too late.

He chuckled—warm, not mocking—as he gathered her scattered things. “Ditto.”

He stood up, holding her backpack, and glanced over at the girls he'd been entertaining just minutes before. Then, with zero hesitation, he set her things down on the empty chair beside him.

“My girlfriend will probably thank you too,” he said casually, flashing a grin as he sat down beside her. “You just saved me from a tsunami of flirtation.”

And just like that, the air went out of the room.

Girlfriend.

Of course he had a girlfriend.

A wave of joy had hit her like a rush of adrenaline when he smiled at her—but now it crashed. It shouldn’t have hurt. She had Michael. She was fine.

But damn it... that spark was real.

And it had just been doused in ice water.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞
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CHAPTER TWO 

Chance
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“Be careful who you trust. Salt and sugar look the same.” Unknown 

The red glow of the dashboard clock mocked Chance with each passing second.

2:17 a.m.

School night.

He slumped lower into the cracked leather seat of his classic '79 Cutlass, the vinyl sticking slightly to the back of his neck. The only sounds came from the bass thump leaking out of Diamond Dolls, the strip club’s neon sign bleeding that same sickly pink across the windshield and onto his tired face.

His phone felt heavy and useless in his hand—no messages, no pings. Just silence.

Then, movement.

The back door of the club cracked open, and there she was—Mia. Short black hair, that signature confident sway in her hips, flanked by two other girls whose laughter bounced off the concrete like loose change.

Mia, his girl.

She was twenty-one, Salvadorian, with a few tattoos and nipple piercings that spoke to a quiet defiance she wore like armor. She lived with her mom and two brothers just a few trailers down from where Chance lived with his own mom. Her beat-up Civic was barely surviving, which meant most nights—like this one—he ended up playing chauffeur.

Chance leaned over and pushed the passenger door open.

Mia slid in smoothly, the scent of cheap perfume, cigarettes, and something a little stronger hitting him all at once. She leaned over and kissed him, her lips soft but cool from the night air.

"Hey babe," she murmured. "What's going on?"

"Nothing. Just ready to crash. Got a test in the morning. Haven’t slept a damn minute," he said, his voice low, tired, the edges raw.

She laughed softly, her breath laced with alcohol—familiar, but not quite comforting tonight. It sat heavier than usual. Not judgment, not yet. Just off.

Drinking and smoking—it wasn’t taboo in their world. It was culture. It was coping. But tonight, something about it scraped at him the wrong way. Maybe it was the hour. Maybe it was the fact that he’d worked a seven-hour shift tossing pallets in a warehouse while she laughed under neon lights.

Or maybe it was that gnawing feeling in his gut—the one that never lies.

Eminem’s "White America" blared from the stereo as Chance started the car and pulled out of the lot. Mia cracked the window and blew out a slow plume of smoke like she was exhaling something heavier than nicotine.

"You need to get your diploma, Chance," she said, her voice cutting through the music like a razor.

“I’m trying,” he replied, glancing her way. She was staring out the window, jaw tight, only half-listening to the beat thumping behind her. That meant something was up. It always did.

“I’m serious, Chance. We can’t stay in that damn trailer park forever. At some point, we gotta do better. We’ll never amount to shit if both of us are dropouts.”

He frowned. “Where’s this coming from? We’ve lived there our whole lives. Now you’re trippin’?”

“I’m not trippin’. I’m just... thinking. We need a plan, Chance. We need something that gets us out.”

“I feel you,” he said, eyes on the road but his pulse ticked up a notch. “I’m on it. You don’t gotta worry. I will graduate. I guarantee that.”

“Mmmhmm.” Her response was laced with doubt, more hum than belief.

The rest of the ride was wrapped in tense silence, broken only by Eminem’s biting lyrics and the steady thump of bass. It wasn’t what Mia had said that bothered Chance—it was what she wasn’t saying. The way she was folding into herself, smoking instead of touching him, looking out the window instead of at him.

Something was wrong.

Her creepy-ass manager better not be messing with her, he thought, jaw clenching as he gripped the steering wheel tighter. Because if he is...

Traffic was nonexistent at that hour, and they made it back to the trailer park in fifteen minutes flat. Chance pulled up in front of Mia’s place, the engine idling as the glow of the dashboard bathed them in red.

Mia gathered her purse and phone, pausing with one hand on the door. “You coming in?”

“Nah,” he said, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “I gotta get some sleep. If I go in, your brothers are gonna wanna smoke and play Madden ‘til sunrise.”

She studied him then—like she could sense the half-said thoughts sitting behind his eyes. He wasn’t staying, but he wasn’t leaving easy either.

"You sure?" she asked softly.

Chance nodded, but his stomach twisted like he was walking away from something he might not get back.

Her gaze flickered away for a split second, a barely-there movement, but Chance caught it. He knew all her mannerisms already. "Now, tell me," he said, his voice low, "what's really wrong?"

Mia hesitated, then forced a nonchalant shrug. "Nothing," she mumbled, her eyes darting left. It was a split-second reaction, but a telling one.

"Mia," he said, his gaze holding hers. "We have known each other forever. You can't lie to me."

She took a deep breath, bracing herself. 

Be a big girl, she thought, clenching her jaw. Snatch off the bandaid and get it out.

Finally, she met his gaze directly.

"I'm pregnant," she blurted out.

The words slammed into Chance like a gut punch.

The air in the car thickened, crackling with tension—hotter than the smoke still curling from Mia’s cigarette. He opened his mouth, but the words choked in his throat, stuck like glass shards.

Eighteen. Still in high school.

But in the brutal logic of the trailer park, that didn’t matter. Boyhood expired fast out here. Whether he was ready or not, he was a man now.

“Why you lookin’ like that?” Mia snapped, her eyes narrowing. The stunned silence wasn’t sitting right with her.

“I know you are not about to be on some bullshit, Chance! Don’t even start. You know this baby is yours.”

“No, no, I’m good,” he said quickly, shaking his head like he could dislodge the panic settling behind his eyes. “I just... I don’t even know what to say. I’m Gucci, okay? Don’t get it twisted. I just can’t believe we’re really about to have a baby.”

Her voice softened like a slow sigh. “I know. That’s why I’m saying—we have to get it together. I’ll be damned if we raise this baby in this raggedy-ass trailer park.”

“Come here, baby,” Chance said, pulling her in close. Her body folded against his chest like it was made for it. He leaned into her ear and whispered, “Don’t trip. I got this. It’s gonna be okay.”

His voice trembled, just a little—but Mia felt the truth in it.

Chance had always carried himself older than he was, the weight of the world already mapped across his jawline. Maybe... just maybe, he could handle this.

But deep inside her gut, a darker truth twisted. A secret.

There had been nights—nights she didn’t like to think about. Nights where alcohol blurred decisions and loneliness became a cheap thrill.

A flash of shame pricked her, sharp and unwelcome.

But she shoved it down, hard.

This baby had to be Chance’s.

It had to be.

She forced a smile and nudged him playfully. “Alright then. Get your ass home and study. You better pass that test.”

“I got you,” he said, leaning in to kiss her one more time.

As she stepped out of the car, neither of them said what they were really thinking.

But the storm was coming.

A lingering hug, a silent question hanging in the air—then Mia was gone.

Alone in the car, Chance sat still, swallowed whole by the storm swirling inside him. Fear of fatherhood. A gnawing doubt that clawed at the edges of his mind. Worry for Mia’s well-being. And through it all, a fierce, unshakable protectiveness for a child not even born yet.

He drove a few trailers down, parked, and climbed into bed.

Sleep didn’t come easy, but eventually exhaustion dragged him under. Even in his dreams, the weight of responsibility pressed hard against his chest.

Several weeks later...

Brrrriiiiinnngggg!

The alarm clock shrieked like it had a personal vendetta.

Chance groaned and slammed his palm on it, killing the noise. He sat up slowly, rubbing sleep from his face as the dull morning light seeped through the busted blinds.

It was October.

Graduation felt like climbing a greased wall with no harness. He was behind in credits, hanging on by threads. But now, more than ever, he had to hold it together. Not just for him—but for his unborn child. For his mama.

His mom, who had worked doubles more times than he could count, had barely flinched when he told her about the baby. She just nodded, hugged him, and said, “Then you better man up, baby.”

He could still hear her voice. Steady. Strong.

Like she’d already known it was coming.

With a grunt, Chance rolled out of bed and stumbled to the bathroom. The cold tile slapped him awake as he splashed water on his face. He moved quiet—respectful—tiptoeing so he wouldn’t wake his mom, still sleeping after the night shift.

He dressed quickly, laced up his kicks, grabbed his bag.

His chest tightened. So much to do. So much to prove.

But he was done letting life drag him behind. He was choosing to show up—even if it damn near broke him.

Outside, the chill bit at his skin as he slid into his car and cranked the engine. The roar of it settled something in him. Through the muddy, uneven streets of the trailer park, he drove like a man on a mission.

Walking into homeroom, Chance felt the familiar jolt.

Cassie.

She smiled at him—bright, unapologetic, sunshine in a storm. It caught him off guard every time. Somehow they’d fallen into this quiet rhythm—homeroom chats, chemistry class banter, shared earbuds trading J. Cole verses and Kendrick bars.

Her designer tote looked wildly out of place next to his beat-up backpack. Like she was walking through his life from another universe.

But when she laughed with him, leaned in to talk music, none of that mattered.

Their worlds didn’t match.

But their energy did.

Beyond the startling beauty of her emerald eyes lay a depth—a flicker of mischief—that mirrored his own restless fire.

And even though his heart was still tangled up in Mia, Cassie had become a strange kind of solace. A quiet harbor in the storm of his trailer park life.

When Cassie was around, everything felt... lighter. Easier.

Her laugh, easy and unbothered, cut through the noise in his head. And though she rocked designer labels and moved through school like she had a golden ticket out, Chance knew there was more under the surface. There was something grounded in her—calm, confident. Strong in a way that didn’t scream for attention.

Their friendship had started without fanfare. A seat shared, a joke traded, a beat nodded to in sync. But now, it was something he looked forward to—an unexpected rhythm they’d fallen into that made showing up a little less painful.

A new kind of resolve anchored itself in Chance’s chest.

This year wasn’t just about surviving anymore.

It was about becoming.

Becoming the kind of man his child could be proud of. The kind who didn’t just repeat the cycles he was born into.

And maybe, just maybe, this strange little friendship with Cassie was part of that journey. Maybe she was here to show him that he didn’t have to carry it all alone.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞
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CHAPTER THREE

Cassie
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“Look like the innocent flower, But be the serpent under’t.” Shakespeare

“Cassiopeia, put the phone down and eat your food, honey,” her mother said with that polished tone that made everything sound like a soft command.

“Alright, Mom. Let me just finish this text to Michael,” Cassie mumbled, thumbs flying, eyes locked on the screen from her seat at the far end of the dining room table.

“You texting a boy, princess?” her father teased, his voice playful, full of that classic dad energy.

“Dad! You know about Michael,” she said with a shy smile, trying to hold on to that fragile image of being his little girl.

In the doorway stood Nicholas, the steady opposite of Cora’s manicured perfection. A proud Greek man with olive-toned skin, salt-and-pepper hair, and warm eyes that had seen some shit but still believed in the best of people. His tailored shirt was rolled at the sleeves, casual but intentional. His clean-shaven face made him look younger than he was, but the laugh lines gave him away.

A flicker of amusement danced in his eyes as he caught Cassie’s attempt to downplay her love life—he saw right through her, always had.

“Come on, Nicholas,” Cora said, her tone clipped but light. “You know very well Cassiopeia and Michael have been dating for two years now.”

She turned back to Cassie with the fake-casual air of a woman who schedules intimacy between her own emotions.

“How are you two doing anyway, honey?”

Cassie blinked, mock-shocked. “Wait, what? Mom, you never ask about Michael. I distinctly remember when you lowkey hated him.”

“Hate is a strong word,” Cora replied, delicately dabbing at her lips with a cloth napkin like she was on the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. “I just thought you were a little too wrapped up in him for your age. He seemed... rebellious. But ever since you switched schools, you've completely straightened up your act.”

Nicholas chuckled, fork in hand. “I don’t think it was Michael at all, Cora. I think our daughter’s just a genius and that private school was stifling her potential.”

Cassie grinned, cheeks slightly pink as she twirled her fork in her pasta. Her dad always had her back. 

It wasn’t Michael.

And it wasn’t something she could explain.

Cora’s lips quirked into a wry smile as she glanced at Nicholas. Bless his sweet, naive heart—especially when it came to Cassie. He still saw their daughter as soft and sparkly, untouchable by the messier parts of teenage life. But Cora? Cora had carried the truth like a secret weight. She had cleaned up Cassie’s messes, whispered lies to teachers, and deleted voicemails from the school and police. Still, she’d dared to hope that those days were over—that public school had somehow... reset her.

The transformation had been dramatic.

But better?

Cora’s stomach tightened with doubt. Only time would tell.

“Michael and I are doing great, Mom,” Cassie said, her voice light, practiced. “We hang out at school mostly, so I don’t see him as much after. Honestly, I’m focusing on classes and doing some extra credit.”

“Why extra credit, princess?” Nicholas asked, his eyes crinkling with that fatherly pride she knew how to summon.

“My grades weren’t great the first three years,” Cassie replied. “I want to finish strong—make college easier. I’ve decided I want to own my own business, so I’m going to major in business.”

A proud grin spread across her father’s face, mirrored by the soft approval in her mother’s eyes. Cassie returned their gaze with the serene smile of a well-behaved daughter. But behind that practiced expression, a spark flared—a private defiance only she could feel.

This was the dance.

Keep them happy, and they wouldn’t look too closely.

Excusing herself from the table, Cassie padded upstairs to the sanctuary of her room. The sprawling ranch house felt empty as she closed her door behind her. She brushed her teeth out of habit, peeling off her school clothes like layers of performance. 

A long, oversized T-shirt replaced them. Her armor down.

Finally alone, she reached for her phone, fingers moving without thought, pulling up Facebook like muscle memory. It didn’t take long—she was back on Chance’s page.

Again.

Lately, she couldn’t help herself. It had started as curiosity... but now? Now it was a craving.

Ever since that first day at school, something inside her had shifted.

She still hadn’t gone all the way with Michael. Second base was as far as they’d ever gotten, and that felt... Safe. Predictable.

But Chance?

He scrambled her. When he was near, her thoughts spiraled. Her body responded like it had been waiting its whole life for someone to wake it up. The first time she felt her panties grow damp just from imagining his mouth on hers, she’d stared at the ceiling for hours, stunned and ashamed and aching.

It wasn’t love—it was something darker, something raw and wild. She imagined him pressing her against a wall, his hands under her shirt, the look in his eyes when he finally saw her not as Cassiopeia-the-princess, but as the girl she really was underneath all the silk and expectations.

She didn’t want sweet kisses. Not with him.

She wanted to burn.

And it terrified her just how badly she wanted to let it happen.

Just scrolling through his Facebook photos had her panties damp. Cassie’s thighs began to rock together, slowly, rhythmically, letting the friction of the fabric tease her clit. Before she even realized what she was doing, her hand had slipped between her legs.

Eyes fluttering shut, she imagined Chance standing in her bedroom—pants around his ankles, that cock she’d glimpsed outlined through his sweats finally on display. She didn’t need much visual help, her imagination ran wild all on its own.

She pictured herself sliding off the bed, kneeling in front of him. One hand wrapping around his thickening shaft as she leaned in and brushed her tongue over the head.

A soft moan escaped her lips as her fingers rubbed circles over her clit through her panties. The scent of her own arousal filled the air, hot and familiar.

In her mind, she was giving him the time of his life. Her mouth moved up and down his length, keeping a tight seal, her hand steady at the base. She could practically taste him, feel the way his body would tense under her touch.

That face, those shoulders... God, he was built. Her fantasy blazed as she slipped her hand inside her panties, fingers instantly slick with her own desire.

She needed more. With a frustrated gasp, she peeled off her panties and tossed them to the floor. Legs spread wide, she dove back in, circling her clit with wet fingers.

Eyes closed, she saw him again—Chance crawling on top of her, kissing her mouth, then her neck, lifting her shirt to suck each nipple with aching slowness. He’d spread her thighs apart, kiss her inner skin like it was sacred, then slide inside her with that long, thick cock.

Cassie rubbed harder, faster. Her hips bucked toward her hand. And then—

She came.

The orgasm ripped through her like a wave, sharp and hot. Her back arched, breath caught, body trembling in release. She lay there for a moment, dazed and light-headed.

But the bliss was short-lived.

As the afterglow faded, something else crept in—clarity. Cold, fierce, and terrifyingly focused. A sharp gleam sparked in her eyes.

This wasn’t a crush. This wasn’t lust.

It was obsession.

The news of his pregnant girlfriend? A nuisance. A bump in the road. Cassie didn’t flinch. She calculated.

Her gaze hardened.

Chance was hers. And no one—no one—would get in the way of that.

A slow, dark smile curled on her lips. She wasn’t scared of a challenge. She craved it.

Let the games begin.

∞∞∞∞∞∞∞



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


CHAPTER FOUR 

Them
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“The world is full of monsters with friendly faces and angels full of scars.” Anonymous

Chance trudged into the counselor's office, déjà vu already tightening in his chest. Another meeting. Another problem dumped in his lap.

He dropped into the chair, barely looking up. His mind was already racing — grades, bills, the baby, Cassie.

"Hey, Chance," the counselor said with a warm, practiced smile. "I’ve been looking over your grades. Looks like you’re falling behind in chemistry. I think a tutor could really help."

His stomach sank. Seriously? Another thing?

“But why now?” he shot back, sharper than he meant to. “I’ve made it this far without one. What’s changed?”

The counselor leaned forward, her expression softening. “Look, I get it. It’s not what you want to hear. But graduating high school is huge. And with the baby coming... you need this. One F, Chance, and you’re not walking the stage this year.”

The words landed like bricks. The baby. His baby.

Chance exhaled slowly, staring at the floor as the pressure wrapped around his chest like a vice.

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Yeah, I know. I’ll do what I gotta do.”

As he left the counselor's office, unease clung to Chance like humidity on a hot day. The thought of fatherhood terrified him — but it also lit something inside, something wild and electric.

You better man up, he told himself.

He thought of his mom — the look she gave him last week when she found out about Mia. The fear behind her eyes. The disappointment she was too tired to say out loud.

With a deep sigh, Chance made his way toward the tutoring center, jaw clenched, heart pounding. This wasn’t just about chemistry anymore. This was about redemption. About being the man his mother believed he still could be. The man his kid would one day look up to.

Even if it killed him.

__________________________________________________

Cassie was dead serious about obtaining Chance’s love and devotion. Every step she took was a calculated maneuver in a twisted operation: Operation Heartsnatch.

Her target: Chance.

Her weapon: A carefully constructed facade.

The objective: To infiltrate his world, dismantle his defenses, and claim him as her own. No matter the collateral damage.

Cassie didn’t just crave his affection—she craved control. She needed him.

A plan. She had to have a plan. The thought of stealing Chance away from Mia—a stripper, especially one carrying his child—was a challenge she wasn’t sure she could win. But the very idea, the challenge, ignited something dark and twisted inside her.

Stripping? How utterly degrading, she thought. Selling oneself piece by piece. But, a cynical, dissonant part of her wondered if that raw vulnerability—the kind Mia wore like armor—was what Chance found so irresistible.

Cassie, with her polished nails and polished smile, could never be so raw, could never wear her vulnerability on her skin the way Mia did with her tattoos and piercings. Even those nipple rings felt like a declaration, a rebellious rejection of the clean-cut, perfect life Cassie had always been told to want.

Was that freedom? Was Mia’s rawness something Cassie could never attain? The question rattled her. Her mind clung to the image of Mia’s unapologetic selfies, her life laid out bare with a wild kind of confidence, a freedom Cassie envied even as she hated it.

No, Cassie told herself, she was better. She was better than that. But a part of her wondered—wasn’t it better to just let go?

His exit from the counselor's office was a slow, defeated shuffle, a stark contrast to his usual swagger. A knot of unease tightened in Cassie's stomach. She kept a safe distance, a silent predator stalking its prey. There, by the lockers, Ricky and Tanner, Mia's brothers, intercepted him. Cassie's heart hammered, a frantic pounce against her ribs. This was her chance, a perfect opportunity to ear hustle, to discover the secret that clouded Chance

But then, a voice shattered her focus.

“Cassie! Cassie!” Michael called out as he caught up to her. “Hi babe! What are you up to?”

Michael? Seriously? Not now! A silent scream echoed in Cassie's head. This was her golden opportunity to finally understand the darkness clouding Chance. But of course, the universe had a different idea. Cassie painted a smile on her face, the effort a herculean task considering the turmoil within.

"Hey, Michael! What's up? Where you headed?" Her voice was bright and cheerful, a stark contrast to the storm raging inside her.

Michael leaned in for their customary kiss, but Cassie dodged it and gave him a hug, all the while keeping her eyes on Chance.

“I’ve been looking for you,” Michael said, beginning to sound irritated. “Why didn’t you call me back last night? I thought you were going to come get me so we could hang out.”

“What?” Cassie asked absentmindedly. She took Michael’s hand and slowly led them as close to Chance’s conversation as she could get. “Oh my gosh, last night! I got caught up helping my mom, I am so sorry, I totally forgot.”

“Are you okay, Cassie?” Michael asked, concern lacing his voice. “You’ve been acting weird.”

Cassie did everything in her power to block out Michael’s voice, along with all the other chatter around them, so she could eavesdrop on Chance’s conversation.

“... just need to find a tutor,” Chance was saying, his voice tinged with frustration. “I just can’t keep up with chemistry on my own.”

A tutor? Cassie's lips curled into a sly smile. The counselor's visit, the sudden shift in Chance's mood — it all pointed towards a vulnerability. Academic struggles, perhaps? A perfect opportunity to exploit.

That's it, she thought, her heart pounding with a mixture of excitement and a twisted sense of satisfaction. Becoming Chance's tutor — the ultimate Trojan Horse. It would grant her access, a front-row seat to his life, and a chance to manipulate him from the inside out.

“Cassie!” Michael barked, snatching back her attention.

“What?” she snapped back.

“I’ve been talking to you! Yes or no?”

“About what, Michael? I have to get to my chemistry class.”

"We're all going to the movies on Saturday night," Michael announced, a hopeful glint in his eyes. "After that, there's the river party. You're coming, right?"

"Maybe," Cassie whispered, her gaze lingering on Chance across the courtyard.

"Maybe? What does that even mean?" Michael questioned, a flicker of irritation crossing his face.

He followed her line of sight, landing on Chance chatting with his friends. Jealousy wasn't his primary concern — after all, Cassie and he were practically royalty compared to the trailer park crowd Chance belonged to. "Seriously, Cassie?" he chuckled, a hint of dismissal in his voice.

“I mean, yes, yes, of course, I’ll be there. You know I love a good party.” Cassie gave Michael a kiss on the lips and rushed to her class. He was becoming more annoying by the day. They always went to parties, doing the same things with the same people, but she didn’t have time to think about that; she was on a mission.

Chance shuffled into his next class, his mind still reeling from the conversation with the counselor. Chemistry. Great. As if his day couldn’t get any worse.

He sank into his seat, barely registering the chatter of his classmates as he stared blankly at the front of the classroom. His thoughts were consumed by the looming specter of fatherhood and the daunting task of finding a tutor.

But then, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Cassie, the girl who had stumbled into his life just when he needed her most. She was talking animatedly, her eyes bright with excitement as she gestured wildly with her hands.

For the first time all day, Chance found himself tuning into someone else’s conversation. He leaned closer, straining to catch her words over the murmur of the classroom.

When Cassie entered her chemistry class and took a seat at the table next to Chance, her world seemed to stop as he flashed her a smile and said, “Hi.”

Cassie quickly looked away, her face flushing. “Hi,” she muttered, trying to hide the heat creeping up her cheeks. As they settled into class, she immediately began brainstorming her next move.

Cassie, her voice dripping with forced sweetness, turned to the girl sitting next to her. “Those nails are amazing! Gel, right? Where do you get them done? They look fantastic.” A practiced smile played on her lips as she listened intently to the response, all the while checking to see if Chance was listening.

“I get them done at Royal Nails, near the mall. They’re only $45,” the girl answered.

“That’s not bad,” Cassie said, nodding thoughtfully. “But my parents aren’t paying for anything frivolous anymore. They say I don’t understand the value of a dollar. Their bottom line is that I need to find a part-time job and learn about money. I just have no idea what to do. My biggest talents are getting A’s and shopping. But since when do those things pay?”

Chance’s ears perked up at the mention of a job. He knew all too well the struggles of making ends meet. Maybe this was his chance to kill two birds with one stone.

"Hey," he interjected, turning toward Cassie with newfound determination. "I couldn’t help but overhear. You’re looking for a job, right?"

She nodded, a hopeful glint in her eyes. "Yeah, why? You know of anything?"

Chance hesitated for a moment, weighing his options. Then, with a decisive nod, he made up his mind. "Actually, I might have something for you. How about being my tutor?"

Her eyes widened in surprise. "Really? But why me?"

Chance shrugged, trying to keep his cool despite the butterflies fluttering in his stomach. "I don’t know. Call it a gut feeling. Plus, it pays."

A smile spread across her face, lighting up the room. "I’ll take it," she declared, her voice brimming with excitement. "When do we start?"

"Right now, if you’re up for it," Chance replied, feeling a surge of relief wash over him. Maybe this day wasn’t so bad after all.

As Chance settled into his seat beside his new tutor, a sense of relief settled in. Here was someone he could trust, someone who didn’t come with the baggage of high school drama and expectations.

He stole a glance at her, noting the earnest expression on her face as she unpacked her textbooks and notebooks. She seemed genuinely eager to help, her focus unwavering despite the chaos of the classroom around them.

Wala! Just like that, the seed had sprouted and blossomed into an unexpected opportunity. As they shifted into their lab groups, there he was—Chance, asking her to be his tutor. A thrill shot through Cassie, a mixture of excitement and obsession.

Cassie had become the happiest girl in the world. She settled in next to him, the well-worn textbook their only barrier. This was it. Her plan, audacious and manipulative as it was, was falling into place. Tutoring him granted her access to his life and was the perfect excuse to monopolize his time. A slow, calculated seduction—that was the game she was playing.

For the first time in a long while, Chance felt a flicker of optimism. Maybe this tutoring arrangement wouldn’t be so bad after all. He could already picture the hours spent poring over textbooks and solving equations, the easy camaraderie that came with studying side by side.

With the bell’s ring, school ended and tutoring began. A sense of anticipation built within Chance. Perhaps this was the beginning of something new. For someone who'd drifted for so long, it was enough to kindle a belief in second chances.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Chance
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“Unrequited love differs from mutual love, just like delusion differs from the truth.”  George Sand

“Damn! I hope she’s still here!” Chance told himself as he jogged into the schools’ library, still in his P.E. shorts and shirt. 

“Chance, over here,” Cassie whispered loudly from her table along the far wall of the library. 

Chance couldn’t help but smile. Cassie was a vibe and he loved it. She hadn’t missed one tutoring session since they began a few weeks ago. 

“Hey friend,” she greeted him as he approached the table. “I thought something happened to you.” 

“Coach was trippin’ today. He had us cleaning out our lockers and wouldn’t let us leave until everyone was finished.”

“Oh, It’s okay. Well, I already took some notes on this week’s lessons. We can start...” 

“Is that a tattoo on your arm?” Chance asked as he took Cassie’s arm in his hand. “Are you into the moon?” he asked sincerely. 

“Yeah, I love all that celestial stuff,” Cassie said. “Do you like it?” she asked. 

“Hell yes!” Chance said.

"I got it because it's a reminder: things are phases, and even when it's hard, it will get better."

Chance chuckled. 

“What’s so funny?” she asked, studying his eyes intently. 

“I don’t know. I guess I just can’t imagine you having any hardships in life. You are smart, pretty, and wealthy.” 

Cassie just stared at him. He held her gaze, a million unspoken questions swirling behind his eyes. They had fallen into a rhythm of these silent moments, a strange comfort settling between them despite the lack of words. He didn't understand everything about her - the sudden shift in her focus, the intensity in her gaze. But there was something genuine there too, a vulnerability that tugged at him. Maybe, he thought, there was more to her than the perfect facade she presented. 

“What are you lookin’ at?” he asked with a smirk. 

“Your eye lashes. They are so long.” 

“Ohhhhkaaaay... I never had anyone point out my lashes before, but thanks”. 

“People pay to have lashes like that. But, anyways, I have a question.” 

“Ask away, Cassie. I’ll answer anything you wanna know.” 

“How come you never talk about your dad? Is he alive?” 

“Hmmm,” Chance said as he gave her an inquisitive stare.

“What?” Cassie replied playfully. “Am I being too nosy?” 

“No, I’m just trippin’ cuz people don’t usually ask about fathers. I don’t really know too many people who grew up with their dads, so it never really came up.” 

“Oh damn, sorry—” 

“No, it’s good, I’m just trippin’ off how different our worlds are.” 

“Why do you always say that?” 

“You are from a different world, Cassie. Okay, let me ask you something. How many people do you know who come from a single-parent home?” 

Cassie thought for a moment before speaking. “Now that I think about it, nobody, just you, I guess.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with that. I am just saying, our worlds are different.” Chance paused and then continued. 

“So, my dad, where do I start? When I was little, we all lived in a big house in Miami. Me, my mom, and my dad. We had a few nice cars and a pretty big house. I remember my room was as big as our whole trailer now and I had a lot of toys.” Chance smiled at that memory. “Things were good for the most part unless my dad was drinking. Then he would come home and go off on my mom for no reason. Every now and again she would have a black eye or a busted lip. There were days we had to stay home because my mom didn’t want anyone to see her.” 

“Oh my gosh!” Cassie said with genuine sadness. 

“Yeah, it was really messed up.” Chance said with a somber tone. “I was too young and small to protect her, but then one day I couldn’t take it anymore. I saw my dad choking my mom in the kitchen and I grabbed one of his fishing trophies and hit him with it over and over. I was too small to do any damage but my dad took it away from me, took off his belt and started beating my ass with it. He hurt me pretty bad that day.” Chance paused when he saw tears welling up in Cassie’s eyes. “Cassie, don’t cry. It was a long time ago. My mom left him after that. One morning a few days later, she rushed into my room, told me to get dressed and the next thing I knew we were on a plane to California.”

“Damn...” Cassie whispered. Her phone was vibrating with a call from Michael but she ignored it. “So... Do you have family out here?” 

"Nah," Chance said, shaking his head. "My mom's folks are all the way down in Florida. Tight-knit, super religious bunch. No way they'd accept a broken home." A shadow crossed his features. "Funny thing, though. My dad had family out here in California. Samoan side. One of the only things I remember clear as day about him was this wicked tribal tattoo." Chance lifted his arm, revealing a matching design etched onto his skin. "Got it in case I ever bumped into his family, you know? Figured they'd recognize it and know I was his son. Part of me really wants to know that side of the family, where I come from. My mom, she never brings it up. Doesn't talk bad about him, but doesn't sing his praises either. Still cries for him sometimes, though. She thinks I can't hear her at night."

Chance looked at Cassie and thought, I bet this girl has never met anyone who went through something like this. Crazy!

“I hate being nosy, but I have one more question,” she said. 

“Cassie. I don’t want to scare you away.” 

“What? You could never scare me away. It’s more about me. I shouldn’t really be all up in your business, though.” 

“Go ahead, Cassie.” 

Cassie looked down. She suddenly seemed shy. Chance thought she was so cute when her shy side showed up. He lightly pushed her on the shoulder and said, “Don’t get scared now. What do you wanna know?” 

“Well... You said your girlfriend is pregnant. Which means you guys...” Cassie let her voice trail. Her eyes suddenly cut towards Chance’s crotch then she quickly looked away. 

“Cassie, are you a virgin?” he asked.

“Yes.” 

"Hmm. Well, you don’t have to be embarrassed about wanting to know things. It’s better to ask than to find yourself in something you're not ready for."

“I know. It’s just Michael is always pressuring me to do things with him. But, I am saving myself for marriage.” 

“Good!” Chance replied before averting his eyes. For the first time since meeting Cassie he found himself looking at her sexually. Cassie was cute, mature, and smart. Now as he sat next to her, he felt a different stirring going on below his waist. He was starting to get hard. 

STOP! Not now!, he screamed at himself in his head, willing his penis to calm down. All he had on were his gym shorts and they would not be able to hide his lust. 

“... It’s just you said she was a stripper. She’s so pretty. I love her tattoos and her hair. But, I always thought strippers were...” 

“Hoes?” he asked as he scooted his seat closer to the table so his active member would not expose his inappropriate feelings. 

“Yes, I wasn't going to say that, though.” 

“I get it. It is not like I really love the idea of her dancing. But, she has a mind of her own and she makes decent money. All she really does is dance around in a g-string. On the real, though, I was just telling her she should just sell content online.” 

“What do you mean? Content, online? What is that?” 

God, he thought, She really is a square. I wonder what it would be like to kiss her. 

Shut up, Chance~! Shut up!, his mind screamed.

Outloud he said, “Well, there’s girls on social media who make videos of themselves doing sexual things or very flirtatious things and men will pay for it. It’s an easier way to get money and then she never has to meet anyone in person.”  

“For real?”

“Yeah. Mia said she would look into it, but we haven’t talked about it again.” 

Suddenly, Chance’s phone interrupted them. He glanced at the screen and chose to ignore it—it was Mia calling. Yet, seeing her name displayed managed to calm his throbbing penis down a bit if only slightly. A faint pang of guilt overshadowed the lust he had been experiencing just moments before.

“Was that her?” 

“No, the homey.” 

“Oh, okay. Ready to get started?” 

“Yuppers, let’s do this!” 

Chance studied Cassie as she meticulously laid out the lesson plan. 

Their connection was undeniable, a current running beneath the surface of their interaction. He saw it in her flushed cheeks, the way her focus kept slipping back to him. Maybe, just maybe, there was a spark there for him too. But Mia, he loved her. His loyalty was unwavering. He would always protect Cassie, keep her safe from the harsh realities he knew all too well. Cassie, with her innocent eyes and privileged existence, had no idea what lurked in the real world. He vowed to be there for her, a knight in shining armor against the darkness of the world. But the cost of his protection might be higher than he anticipated, a tangled web of emotions that could threaten to unravel everything.
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CHAPTER SIX  

Cassie 
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"Oh, what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive" Sir Walter Scott

Towel-clad and fresh from the shower, Cassie perched on her bed, her phone illuminating her face as she scrolled through Instagram and Snapchat. The conversation with Chance, two weeks prior, about the earning potential of sexual content on these platforms, had sparked her interest. She'd been diligently researching ever since. This, she knew, would prove valuable.

Cassie grabbed her red toe nail polish but just as she did her phone flashed. Michael texted to ask if she would go with her to Sophie’s birthday party next month. 

“DEFINITELY, LET’S GO!” Cassie texted back. “I’m going to buy a new bikini for it too.” 

“That will be a waste of money if we decide to join everyone skinny dippin!” he replied. 

“SHUT UP! LOL! YOU WISH!”

“LOL. IT’S A DATE THEN.” 

“IT’S A DATE!” Cassie texted back. 

Michael is crazy, she thought to herself. Skinny Dippin! Ha! Now .. if Chance asked... Hmmm, maybe, just maybe! 

A familiar warmth bloomed between her legs as she pictured Chance stripped bare. The memory of the library weeks ago flashed back, the unmistakable bulge straining against his gym shorts. She'd pretended not to notice, sparing him the embarrassment, but the image was burned into her memory. How, she'd wondered, could something so... substantial... fit into those flimsy shorts?  

Fueled by the memory of Chance’s bulge in the library, a new thought ignited in Cassie’s mind: Sophie’s birthday party. A chance to hang out with him outside of school. A thrill of excitement shot through her, quickly tempered by a wave of caution. Was this a good idea? Inviting him into her social circle—so far removed from his own—could backfire spectacularly. But the heat pooling between her legs, a constant reminder of her body’s reaction, urged her forward.

Cassie’s carefully constructed facade was in full swing during their tutoring sessions. She played the damsel in distress, expertly exploiting Chance’s hero complex with every calculated word, every tragic story. His vulnerability, the pain he revealed about his father, became the key she used to unlock his protectiveness. A shiver ran down her spine. Was she playing with fire? The thrill of the forbidden, the intoxicating danger of it all, was addictive. But at what cost?

The next few weeks flew by, and Cassie found herself trapped in a web of her own making. Academic talk morphed into intimate conversations, secrets whispered in hushed tones. She saw it in his eyes—a shift in his demeanor, a growing protectiveness that both fueled her manipulation and ignited a flicker of fear. Was Chance falling for her act, or was he simply drawn to the vulnerability she displayed? A shadow lurked in the corner of her mind—a nagging suspicion that this carefully constructed house of cards might come crashing down at any moment.

Despite their growing intimacy, Cassie knew Chance would never act on his feelings unless pushed. His loyalty to his girlfriend and unborn child were unwavering. She also respected that, but she knew she would have to take matters into her own hands. With that train of thought, Cassie put her AirPods in her ears and dialed Chance’s number. While she waited for him to answer, she finally began to paint her toes. 

“What’s up Cassie?” 

She heard music in the background, it sounded like Paramore - Misery Business was playing and several people were talking at once. “Is it a bad time to talk?” 

“No, I’m just at my girl’s house hanging out with everybody. What’s up, you okay?” 

Yeah, I'm fine,” she replied. His voice drove her crazy. She immediately started rocking her leg back and forth as she spoke to him. “I was just wondering if you had plans for Saturday night?” 

“Not that I can think of, why? What’s up?” 

“Well...” 

“Who is that, Chance?” a girl's voice asked from Chance’s end of the line. 

Cassie heard him reply, “It’s my tutor.” 

“Oh shit! The little girl you have been telling me about?” she asked him before taking the phone from his hand. “Hey Cassie, Is this you?” 

“Yes, yes, it’s me.” Cassie stuttered. 

“I’m Mia, Chance’s baby mama.” 

“I know who you are.” 

“I just wanted to thank you for helping him with his school work. He actually talks about you all the time. He says you are helping him make a real difference with his grades.” 

“Oh, okay, thanks,” Cassie replied awkwardly. 

“Seriously, we appreciate your help. We need Chance to graduate. There’s people depending on him, so thank you.” 

Cassie stared at the phone, her mind a blank canvas. This was Mia, her supposed arch-nemesis, the girl she wouldn't give the time of day even if she was dangling off a cliff. Yet, there was a grudging respect there, a recognition of another player in the game. But Mia intimidated her, her confidence a stark contrast to Cassie's carefully constructed illusion of perfection. 

In that moment of jitters, the words tumbled out before she could stop them. "Actually, Mia," she blurted, "the reason I called is to invite you guys to a kegger birthday party this weekend. It’s at my friend Sophie’s house on the river.”  

“A kegger on the river? Sounds like fun. Shit, why not? I’m in. What night?” 

“Saturday,” Cassie said, barely hiding the disappointment in her voice. Her phone call was not going as planned. 

“We’ll be there,” Mia said before handing the phone back to Chance. 

“Cassie,” Chance said.

“Yes.”

“I gotta go, but we’ll be there. Give me the directions tomorrow at school.” 

“OK, see you tomorrow.” 
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