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Prologue
Phoebe
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There are things in this world that are far more sinister than even the darkest minds can comprehend. Edges of the world so black that even the shadows dread them. Those places, in the darkness, are where the secrets are kept. Those things that go bump in the night. The stories mothers tell their babies to keep them tucked into bed. But what nobody ever seems to question is where those stories come from. Who would think up such horrible things? An even better question is why would mothers tell their precious little children about them?

Because, not so long ago, they weren’t just stories to be told.

The media loves to cover dramatic stories about children going missing and homes burning down in the night. When you’re a kid, it seems like a lot of bad luck. When you’re a teenager, you don’t see the horror. And when you’re an adult, you look away in fear. But what about those few who know? Those few who have seen the dark corners of the world, who see what lurks beneath the false security of sunshine and flowers. They watch. They listen. They know.

Things are not the way they seem. Of course, everyone always says that, don’t they? I was one of those who believed the pretty lie.

The world isn’t what we thought.

The world is a much darker place.

And now I belong to that world. There is no going back.
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Chapter One
Phoebe
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“Phoebe, you have to come.” The words were spoken with a whine, coming from my best friend since grade school. “Everyone is going to be there.”

I shot her a dark look and rolled my green eyes. “Angie,” I said. “You know I can’t. I’m busy tonight. I have to work.” I propped my feet up on the beat up coffee table and hoped that she would drop it. But we both knew that she wouldn’t.

She sighed and pushed her fingers through her brown hair. “Call in sick,” she told me. “You never go out anymore.”

I shrugged my shoulders and glanced around the room of our shared apartment, avoiding her eyes. I knew every nook and cranny, from the peach colored walls to the beige carpet. The kitchen sink leaked, the shower never got hot, and the neighbors blasted music all hours of the night, but it was home. “You know why,” I said quietly, refusing to even glance in her direction.

Angie fell silent, and I knew she was cursing herself for saying anything. “Phoebe,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I meant nothing by it, I promise.”

I finally turned to look at her and could see that she really meant it. Her brown eyes were wide, and she looked like she thought I was about to cry. But I wasn’t. I had cried enough in the last few months since the accident. “I’m fine,” I said simply. I didn’t want to get into it, but I figured it was going to happen anyway, regardless of my wishes. Things never really seemed to go my way.

“If you were really fine, you wouldn’t lock yourself up in this place all the time. You only ever go out for school and work, Phoebe. I’m worried about you,” Angie told me, sitting forward slightly. She sighed, and I saw her shoulders slump. “Ever since your parents—"

“Don’t,” I interrupted quickly, my feet finding the floor in case I needed to make an escape from this conversation. “Please.” I didn’t want to talk about it. She knew I didn’t want to talk about it.

She snapped her mouth shut and sighed, standing. “I really wish you would come,” she said softly. “Even if just for a bit, just to get out and get some fresh air.”

I watched her walk toward the door and bit my lower lip. I was never big on parties, but Angie may have been right. For months, I had done nothing but go to school and work. Maybe I just needed one night out to loosen up. A few drinks couldn’t hurt. I stood. “Okay.”

She looked at me, and it broke my heart to see the doubt in her eyes. She wanted to believe me, but she didn’t. Had I really become so unreliable? “Okay, what?” she asked.

“Give me a second to call work and get changed,” I said. “I’ll be right back. Wait for me?” I asked, forcing a smile. I felt a pit in my stomach the size of a baseball. My anxiety threatened to have me take it all back. To laugh it off and say I was only joking. I was too responsible to call out of work for something so trivial as a party. But I knew, in that moment, that Angie needed me more than work ever could. She needed me to be okay, and I guess she was right. I needed to be okay.

Angie grinned. “Of course!” she exclaimed, suddenly bouncing back to her bubbly self now that I had given confirmation of her wishes. I briefly wondered if it was all a ploy to get her way, but shook the thought from my head. Either way, she was right.

I turned and headed to my room, fishing out my cell phone as I went. I dialed the number for my crappy waitressing job and held my breath. It rang four times before someone answered. I managed a weak cough. “It’s Phoebe,” I said, trying to make my voice a little scratchy. “I can’t make it to work... I’m really sick.” I paused a second and waited for the manager to call me on my bluff. But she didn’t. She sighed loudly and told me to feel better. I dropped the phone on my nightstand and shifted through my closet for something appropriate to wear to a party while counting my blessings that she had let me get away with that. There was no way my illness was believable. It had sounded fake to my own ears.

I ended up choosing a pair—my favorite pair—of dark skinny jeans, a black tank top, and the leather jacket Angie had saved her money to buy me for my last birthday. I turned and headed to my makeup station—also known as the top of my dresser. I ran a brush through my wavy blonde hair, swiped on some mascara, ran a tube of red lipstick over my lips, and called it good. I would not go all out. Too much makeup coupled with the amount of black I was wearing wasn’t really my style. I felt bad for ditching work for a party, but as I stepped into a pair of four-inch black stilettos, I actually found myself getting excited. It had been a while. Maybe I was ready to live again.

I gave myself a practice run, walking across my room a few times to make sure I still remembered how to function in high heels, and grabbed my purse off the bed on the way to the door. I went through the checklist as I returned to the living room. Keys? Check. Wallet with a credit card and some cash? Check. Tampons? Check. I looked up at Angie and smiled. “I’m ready.”

She whistled and winked at me, and I just laughed. “Looking foxy,” she commented, making a show of giving me a once over.

I grabbed her sleeve and pulled her toward the door. “Nobody says that. Nobody has said that for a long time.” The two of us took the elevator to the lobby and strode out to our shared car. It was old, it was dented, and it ran—mostly. Angie got behind the wheel with little trouble, but I had to wrestle the passenger door open. She glanced at me when I finally took my seat.

“We need a new car,” she said with a sigh, turning the key in the ignition.

“We can’t afford a new car,” I told her. “Maybe a new used car,” I suggested. “But that’s a pretty big maybe.”

She shrugged her shoulders and pulled out of the lot, turning the car toward the party. “I’ll take what I can get,” she said with a smile. “But I want something cute. Sporty.”

“How about we get what we can afford?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow. The thought of what the insurance would cost for something sporty made my wallet cringe.

Angie gave a long sigh. “Fine,” she said, flicking the radio on without looking and turning it to her favorite station. “Ruin all my fun. Take everything away from me.”

Being a smartass, I turned the station on the radio, and she shot me an outraged look. “Now I’ve taken everything,” I said with a laugh. My laughter died in no time, however. “Eyes on the road,” I blurted. It was a habit. Call it a side effect of being the only one to survive a car accident. If that’s truly what it even was.

Angie’s eyes snapped back to the road, and I witnessed her hands tightening on the wheel. I should have offered to drive. Angie didn’t enjoy driving with me in the car anymore. It made her nervous anytime she was reminded of what had happened to me. I turned my eyes away from her and looked out at the slowly darkening sky. I knew; however, that she never would have let me drive. If one of us hated driving more than the other, it was me. Ever since the accident, I just didn’t like getting behind the wheel.

“I think you should talk about it.”

She had spoken so quietly that I almost wasn’t sure she had said anything at all. I slowly turned to look at her, but her eyes were fixed firmly on the road ahead of her. “What?” I asked, blinking.

“You haven’t talked about the accident since it happened,” Angie said rapidly. “To anyone. I think you need to talk about it. You need to get the guilt off your ch—”

“Guilt?” I interrupted. She had no idea what had actually happened, and yet somehow she hit the nail on the head. I did feel guilty. I barely knew what happened. Or maybe that wasn’t right. Maybe I knew exactly what had happened, and I just didn’t want to admit it. Because it was crazy.

I saw her wince, but I also saw the clench of her jaw. She would not back down. “You were driving.” She said nothing else, and she didn’t have to.

“You don’t know anything,” I mumbled, turning to look out the window again. I didn’t want to have this conversation. She would think I was crazy, just like the police who had arrived at the scene. Maybe I was crazy. It was impossible.

“Because you won’t talk to me,” Angie said in exasperation. She pulled the car up along a sidewalk, wedging herself between a truck and a little Pontiac. I stared at the house we had arrived at instead of looking at her. The lawn was freshly mowed, and the flowerbed was tended to. The windows were clean, and the porch light was already on, even though it wasn’t very dark yet. Chances were high that the house belonged to a nice family, and the parents were away for the weekend. Of course, the responsible kids would never throw a party. I wondered for the first time at the age of our gracious hosts, worried Angie had dragged me to a high school party.

I rocked my foot back and forth on the heel and finally spared her a quick glance. “It’s crazy,” I said with much effort. I didn’t want to talk about it, but maybe she was right. Maybe she would believe me and tell me I wasn’t off my rocker. Maybe she would have a plausible explanation for it all.

She killed the engine and twisted in her seat to look at me more fully. “Phoebe,” she said. “I am your best friend. You can tell me anything. I know you’re not crazy, so you have nothing to worry about. Please, you have to get this off your chest. You can’t keep it bottled up inside forever. Talk to me.”

I heaved a loud sigh and closed my eyes, pressing my fingers to my temples. “There was a man,” I said, my heart beating in my chest so hard I was certain she could hear it. It sounded deafening to my own ears.

Angie frowned. “A police officer?” she asked, tilting her head to the side slightly, trying to piece together the puzzle with too few pieces.

I was already shaking my head by the time she finished her question. “No. There was a man in the road. He just... appeared out of nowhere.” It was like he materialized or moved so fast, none of us had seen him coming.

Angie was silent for a moment. “And you swerved,” she supplied gently. Still not enough pieces to make the picture form. She thought she knew what had happened. Of course, Angie had heard the same story everyone else had. It was easier than the truth. I had been driving the car that night, my parent’s passengers. It didn’t matter where we had been headed because it was all a lie, anyway.

I winced. “No,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around myself. I hadn’t been driving, and I hadn’t known where we were going.

She looked at me, startled. “You hit him?”

I clenched my teeth together so hard it hurt. “No,” I said again, my fingers biting into my arms. “Angie, listen to me. I wasn’t driving the car.” I don’t know why I needed her to believe me so badly. It wasn’t like it made a difference. The police reports would stay the same, regardless of what Angie believed.

She stared at me, confusion etched into every feature. “But the reports—"

“Are wrong,” I interrupted. Now that I was talking about it, I just wanted to get it all out there. I didn’t want to hold it inside of me any longer. I needed someone else to hear the absolute absurdity of it all and tell me I wasn’t crazy. I needed to hear someone tell me I wasn’t insane. At least, I hoped I wasn’t. “The reports are wrong, Angie. I wasn’t driving that night. And I know for a fact that a car accident isn’t what killed my parents.” Saying the words out loud for the first time made my stomach hurt. The anxiety was back in full force, growing in size, gnawing at my insides.

I could feel the air in the car thickening with tension. It was getting hard to breathe and suddenly I didn’t want to do this anymore. I couldn’t. I shook my head and grabbed the handle of the door. “Phoebe,” Angie said quietly.

I started opening the door, and she grabbed my wrist. “What?” I asked through clenched teeth. My parents died in a horrible car crash. That was all there was to it. So why could I taste the lie on my tongue?

“Tell me what happened. Everything, from the beginning.” I looked back at her and saw no judgment in her eyes. I sighed and closed the door, sitting back in my seat again.

“I didn’t understand what was happening,” I said quietly, folding my hands into my lap, my eyes blurring, staring blankly out the windshield. “Mom was acting strange. Dad wasn’t much better. She was packing a bag, and he kept telling her to hurry. They wouldn’t tell me anything. Every time I asked what was happening, they just told me to pack a bag. To hurry up.”

“Phoebe,” Mom said quickly. “Just grab the necessities. Please, sweetheart, hurry.” Her voice was nearly frantic. I had never seen her so scared. But what was she scared of?

Dad grabbed a duffle bag and slung it over his shoulder. “We are running out of time,” he said gruffly. “Whatever you’ve got, grab it and let’s go.”

“Where are we going?” I demanded, grasping my backpack in my hand, filled with a few haphazard outfits. “What is going on? Why won’t you tell me anything?”

“There is no time,” Mom said softly. She took my hand and pulled me toward the door. “We will explain in the car.” She gave my hand a squeeze, leading me swiftly out the door.

The three of us left the house, leaving the door unlocked. Dad got behind the wheel, Mom in the passenger seat, and me in the back. He started the engine and looked at me in the mirror. “No matter what happens,” he said gravely, eyes full of a steel I had never before seen. “We love you.”

Tears pricked my eyes. I didn’t know what was going on and that just made everything worse. Maybe if I knew what was happening, I could understand better. “You’re scaring me,” I whispered. I had never seen either of them like this before. They were scared, too.

Mom sighed sadly, turning in her seat to look at me. “You should be scared.”

Dad pulled out of the driveway and turned onto the road, driving much too fast. “Would Kathleen take her?” he asked, shooting Mom a look.

She was already shaking her head before he had finished his sentence. “No, she wouldn’t. Not after what I’ve—”

“Stop it, Jas,” Dad said, shooting her a stern look. “You haven’t done anything wrong,” he added, voice softening.

“Perhaps,” Mom muttered to herself. “Others might not see it that way.”

I gripped the seats tightly, not sure what they were talking about. Mom was practically a saint and wouldn’t hurt a fly. What could she possibly have done wrong? “Dad, you’re speeding,” I said weakly. He didn’t respond.

He whipped down the road well above the speed limit, taking turns so sharply the tires squealed. Tears leaked down my cheeks and my heart beat painfully against my chest. I wished I knew what was going on. Maybe it would make more sense if they would just talk to me. Why were we leaving so quickly? Why didn’t we say goodbye to anyone? Why were they talking about my Aunt Kathleen? I had only met her once, and she didn’t like me very much.

“We’ll figure it out,” Mom said, rubbing her temples. “It’ll be okay.”

Through my tear-filled eyes, I looked forward and screamed. “Dad!” A man was standing in the middle of the road. Where had he come from? It was like he had just appeared.

“Bradly...?” Mom asked, voice full of resignation.

Dad ignored both wife and child and pushed his foot down on the pedal harder, barreling toward the man. Mom closed her eyes, and I grabbed the back of my dad’s seat, breath caught in my throat. Time seemed to slow.

The impact was harder than I expected. It was more like slamming into a brick wall or a tree. The front fender crumpled. Metal crunched and glass shattered, the airbags deployed, and I was thrown back against my seat; the seatbelt cutting into my flesh. A loud ringing sounded in my ears, and I tasted blood. Black spots danced before my eyes as everything settled. I could hear something that didn’t belong. My mind didn’t comprehend it. Snarling. It sounded as if we had come upon an animal attack, but that didn’t make any sense.

A hand touched my face, and I blinked. “Mom...?” I asked weakly, trying to focus on her blurry figure leaning over me.

“Phoebe,” Mom said rapidly. “Darling, we have to go.” She was checking me over swiftly, making sure I was alright.

“Where’s Dad?” I asked as she unbuckled my seatbelt and helped me out of the car. We had slammed into a tree when we skidded after hitting the man, and the passenger side of the car was destroyed. Mom had blood running down her temple where she must have hit her head on impact. I stumbled out of the car, and she slipped her arm around me. “Mom?” I asked, eyes unfocused. I must have hit my head too; it was really hard to concentrate. “Where’s Dad?” I asked again, looking around.

“Don’t look, baby,” Mom said, reaching to cover my eyes, but I had already seen.

The man that had been standing in the road appeared to be perfectly fine. But that wasn’t what brought the scream to my lips. In the middle of the road, just before the wreckage, my father and the man who had been hit were fighting. Mom pulled me against her and gave a squeeze. I think she knew there was nothing she could say to fix it. I couldn’t unsee the blood. I couldn’t unsee the way those two men went after one another, not with fists, but with teeth.

“Phoebe,” Mom said suddenly. I could hear the urgency in her voice. “Get in the car. In the driver’s seat.” Her urgency unnerved me.

“What?” I asked, uncomprehending, as she shuffled me to the wrecked car and got me into the driver’s seat. She reached over and clipped the seatbelt, grabbing my face in her hands.

“I love you,” she said fervently, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “You were driving, baby. Okay? Say it.”

“I... I was driving?” I asked, shaking my head slowly. What did that have to do with anything? Why did it matter who was driving?

She nodded her head and kissed my forehead. “That’s what you tell them, sweetheart. You were driving.” She left my side and went to the passenger seat. She climbed back into her seat and winced. Before I could say or do anything, she threw a hard punch, her fist slamming into the windshield. The glass cracked even more right in front of her, and her blood smeared across the glass. I yelped, and she looked over at me apologetically. “I love you,” she said. “I promise we will explain everything later. You have to trust me.” She reached over and caressed my cheek. “Do you trust me?”

“What?” I asked. “Mom, what are you saying? Of course, I trust you. What’s going on? What’s happening? D-dad?” She didn’t answer me but pressed her fingers down on my neck and I began to feel dizzy. I slumped forward, my head resting on the steering wheel. Before I passed out completely, I heard her scream. “No, please!”
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Chapter Two
Phoebe
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Angie stared. She shook her head once and stared some more. “Phoebe,” she said after a painfully long moment. I knew it sounded crazy.

I sighed sharply and shoved the car door open. “Forget it,” I said. I knew she wouldn’t believe me. I slammed the car door before she could say anything, but she quickly scrambled out after me. I could hear the furious clicking of her heels as she practically ran after me as I stalked up to the house. I wasn’t mad at Angie, not really. I was more angry at myself for telling her. Nothing about what actually happened that night made any sense to me, so why should anyone else buy it?

“I didn’t say I didn’t believe you!” she exclaimed. “But you did say you hit your head.”

“So, you don’t believe me. Like everyone else I ever told,” I said, slamming my finger down on the doorbell. “So, forget it. You’re right. I was driving. I crashed the car when a wild animal ran into the road and after the crash, the wild animal dragged my parents away but left me untouched.”

Angie didn’t say anything, and I turned away from her. The door opened and a guy a little younger than us looked out. He smiled. “Come on in, ladies.”

Angie and I stepped into the house and thanked him. I headed off in one direction and, after some hesitation, Angie went the other way. She knew I needed my space. I already regretted coming. I should have just gone to work and ignored Angie’s pleading. I could have continued on pretending like everything wasn’t completely insane, but now that I had told her the truth, she would never just let it go. We would have to talk eventually, and I would have to make the choice. I would either dig my heels in and insist on the story I had told her, the truth about what happened. Or I would recant, and claim I was confused, remembering wrong. I wasn’t sure which was the better choice.

I found an unoccupied couch and sat down heavily, folding my arms across my chest, hoping to appear unapproachable. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone after that fiasco. I just needed some time to get out of my own head. I wondered if I could just call a cab and go home. Angie wasn’t going to leave, and I didn’t want to leave her without a car. I wasn’t that mad at her. But at the same time, maybe I would be doing her a favor. What if she drank and then got behind the wheel because I wasn’t there to drive her home? I would never forgive myself if something happened to her.

I was so lost in my own thoughts that I didn’t notice when someone sat down beside me. He cleared his throat, and I lifted my head, startled. I guess I wasn’t doing a very bang-up job looking unapproachable. “What?” I blurted, less than welcoming.

He smiled regardless, and I stared. He was good looking, tall, and I could see a lean and muscled chest beneath his black t-shirt. I had never seen him before, but then again, it wasn’t exactly a small town. His blue eyes seemed guarded, and he ran a hand through his longish black hair, his lips quirking into a half smile. “I said hello.”

“Oh,” I said, my cheeks heating with a blush. “Sorry. I was in my own little world.” Truthfully, as lost as I was in my own thoughts, I wouldn’t have noticed a herd of elephants traipsing past.

“To be truthful, I don’t know why I came over here,” he said. His words sounded planned. Carefully articulated. Had he been nervous about coming over and speaking to me? I couldn’t wrap my head around that and shoved the thought away. Doubt crept in and I felt the cool touch of suspicion dance along my spine.

I instantly went on alert and sat a little straighter. “Well,” I said. “The seat was open. If you’ll excuse me.” I stood and started walking away, half expecting him to grab me or something horrible. I found it hard to trust people after the accident. My parents had kept something from me and look what happened. I trusted them more than anyone. I didn’t know what it was about his eyes, but something had seemed off. He seemed too stiff, like he was putting on an act. And maybe he was a really nice guy, but I wasn’t going to take that chance. He let me go, and I went in search of Angie. It occurred to me that being apart wasn’t a good idea when we didn’t really know anyone. I wasn’t so much worried about leaving Angie alone as I was about being alone myself. It was one thing in the comfort of my own home, but somewhere unfamiliar with a whole bunch of strangers was a different story. It put me on edge. I remembered why I didn’t like parties, even before the accident.

I scanned the room for her familiar brown head but didn’t see her. I sighed and started snaking my way between people, looking more closely for her. There were a lot more people present than I had expected and everywhere I turned, there was someone standing there. I heaved a sigh, beginning to feel trapped. I whirled around, thinking to check upstairs for her, and slammed into someone. My eyes snapped up, and an apology formed on my lips, my cheeks heating. The apology died on my tongue as I looked at him. This man looked to be a little older than most present. He was handsome, for sure, but something about him unnerved me. His eyes were almost unnaturally green, and I wondered if he was wearing contacts for the creepy effect. I swallowed and took a step back, managing a smile. “Sorry,” I said. “There’s so many people here.” I forced a laugh.

He gently grabbed my arm and flashed a smile at me that seemed too predatory for my taste. He pushed his free hand through his short blond hair and gave me an obvious once over that left me feeling as if I was standing naked in the middle of the room. I felt very unnerved and just wanted to find Angie and get the hell out of there.

“No harm, no foul,” he drawled, a hint of a southern accent peeking through, lips curved upwards. “No blood was spilled.” He laughed suddenly, as if he had told a great joke, startling me. I tried to slip free of his grasp, but his hand tightened almost painfully around my arm, and I winced, looking up at him, trying not to let my fear show.

“I’m such a klutz,” I said, forcing a chuckle. “It’s the shoes,” I added. “I haven’t worn heels in a while.” I motioned down to the offending things, taking in slow, deep breaths. I didn’t want to have a panic attack here in a potentially dangerous situation.

His green eyes traveled down to my shoes. “I see,” he said. It sounded like he couldn’t possibly care any less about my shoes.

“Well, it was nice talking to you,” I lied. “But I really should be going. I was just looking for my friend.” At least that wasn’t a lie.

“Richard,” a hard voice said from behind me, causing me to jump noticeably.

The man grasping my arm—who was evidently named Richard—looked over my head and his lips pulled back slightly. “What?” he demanded, as if the interruption annoyed him.

I turned to look over my shoulder and blinked. “Hello again,” I blurted.

His blue eyes flicked to me, and, for a moment, I saw amusement there. “Hello,” he said, tipping his head slightly. His arms were folded across his chest and his eyes were flat as he looked at Richard once more. His lips turned down into a scowl, and I subconsciously found my eyes tracing his lips. He wasn’t what I would classify as my type, but I found myself a little drawn to him, regardless. He seemed strong and sure, but I didn’t know a single thing about him. All I had to base that on was the brief interaction we had and what I could see with my eyes. And what I could see was a straight posture, muscular arms crossed over a strong chest, and an admittedly nice mouth set in a frown.

Richard chuckled and pulled me against his chest, twisting me around so that I was facing the other man and my back was against his chest. “He’s alright,” he drawled, his lips brushing my ear, as if he had read my mind.

I squirmed and tried to break free, but he had a powerful grip. I was almost positive I would find a bruise come morning. “Let me go,” I demanded, deciding that being amicable was getting me nowhere.

“Richard,” the other man said again, taking a step toward us. “No,” he warned. “Not her.” What the fuck did that mean, exactly? Not me? I had to assume the two knew each other, and I took back anything nice I had thought about the blue-eyed stranger. I was scared, and confused, and getting angrier by the second.

Apparently, Richard was in the same boat. I peeked up at him and saw him blink his green eyes slowly before he cast a scowl down at me. “Come on,” he said. I could have been wrong, but it sure sounded like he was goading the other man. “Seems like fun. What’s one time?”

The mystery man’s eyes suddenly became troubled, and he flicked his gaze to my face as if this was completely my fault. His eyes trailed over my every feature, making me blush without my consent, and finally rested on Richard’s arm securely around my waist. “You know why,” he said, clenching his jaw.

“Enlighten me,” Richard said with a smirk, his breath tickling the side of my neck. I felt so very exposed and everything in me screamed to get away from him, away from them. I was prepared to scream and make a scene when there was another interruption to this nightmare.

“Richard!” a female voice snapped. “What do you think you’re doing?” A young woman who couldn’t have been older than early twenties walked toward us, her almond-shaped hazel eyes furious. She had gorgeous, silky, chocolate-colored hair that grazed her shoulders. I would have felt envy for her if I weren’t so scared that this was going to turn into some kind of fight, and I was going to get stuck in the middle of it all. I could only guess that she was Richard’s girlfriend and she would be pissed at me.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Richard asked, resting his chin on top of my head. From where I was standing, it sounded like Richard was all sass and attitude, but I didn’t want to go with the assumption that he was all bark and no bite. I felt his chest rumble, and I figured out that he was laughing, but I didn’t know why.

“You’re scaring her half to death,” the new woman sighed, standing hands on hips. She looked annoyed, but like she was used to this sort of thing. Her hazel eyes turned to me, and she flashed a smile full of sunshine, leaving me even more confused. “Hi,” she said brightly, as if this was a normal situation.

“Kalene,” Richard muttered, sounding more annoyed than angry. “Back off.”

“I have to go,” I said, forcing a smile into my voice. “As much fun as this has been...” My heart was thundering in my chest, and I was almost certain it was going to jump right out and splatter on the floor.

“Go where?” Richard asked, pressing his face close to my neck. I heard two sharp intakes of breath and I cringed away from Richard, twisting my body, trying to put as much space between us as I could.

My mind was running in a million different directions, trying to figure out the best course of action. “My boyfriend,” I blurted.

“Let me guess,” Richard said conversationally. “He’s a football player. No wait, a cop.”

I was growing angry with the whole situation. Was this a game? Did he just like toying with people? “Let go!” I hissed, balling my hands into fists. Not caring about the consequences, I slammed my fist backwards and felt a tiny bit of sick pleasure from the yelp of pain he gave as my hand connected with his crotch. It was just enough for me to slip free of his grasp. I moved back out of his reach and glared. “If this was some kind of game,” I said, glaring at all three of them. “You’re sick.”

“You don’t understand,” Kalene started, but the man who had not given his name lifted a hand to stop her.

“Go,” he said, his voice not unkind. “I’m sorry for your trouble.”

I ignored his apology and turned on my heel, striding away as quickly as I could without appearing to be running. I glanced back over my shoulder and witnessed Kalene smacking her hand against Richard’s head and the other man watching me. He had a troubled expression on his face, and I felt like he was the kind of guy who usually was in control. And that whole thing had been anything but under control.

I found Angie in the kitchen, sitting on the counter with a bag of chips in her hand and a group of boys around her. The second she saw me, she hopped off the counter, the swarm of boys stepping back to allow her room. They shuffled away quickly and left just the two of us and a few stragglers behind. “Phoebe?” she asked, looking me over. Angie had a way of knowing when something was wrong. It was like some kind of freaky intuition, and this time was no different.

“I want to go,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know. I’m going to take a cab and leave you the car, but I need you to promise me you’ll call me to come pick you up if you drink. Even one drink, Angie, you call me, okay? I’ll be here.”

“Okay, fine, but why are you leaving? Last I saw, you were talking to some hot guy,” Angie said with a confused frown. “What happened? Are you alright?”

I nodded quickly, not particularly wanting to get into it. I just wanted to go home and curl up on the couch in front of the television. I knew that if I told Angie what had happened, she would insist we both leave, or go find that Richard guy and give him a piece of her mind. I wasn’t sure why, but something told me that was the last thing that needed to happen. Besides, she was way more into the party scene than I would ever be. “Yeah,” I lied. “Everything is fine. I’m just not really feeling it, that’s all.”

She looked skeptical. “Well,” she mused, glancing me over as if she would find something amiss. “I guess I should be glad you came out at all. You never come out with me anymore. I miss you, you know?” she asked me, tilting her head to the side. She reached out and rubbed her hand down my arm, a bittersweet expression on her face.

I nodded. “I know, Angie,” I said. “I’ll try to hang out more. But you know how busy I am.”

We both knew I wasn’t that busy.

“Yeah,” Angie nodded. “Sure.” She was disappointed. I kicked myself for hurting her feelings again. She was like a sister to me, and that was the absolute last thing I wanted to do. I needed to be a better friend. I promised myself then and there that I would do better and be better for her.

“Excuse me?” Angie and I both jumped at the polite words, turning to look at the intruder. I stared, folding my arms across my chest and Angie flashed a smile, unaware.

“Can I help you?” she asked, just as sweet as can be.

He ignored Angie and looked at me for a long moment. His mouth opened and closed, and he gave me a frustrated look, but never got around to actually speaking. “I’m fine,” I finally said bluntly. I figured it was a good tactic. If he was actually trying to ascertain whether I was alright, then it put him out of his misery. And if he wasn’t, it put him in his place. I didn’t know what the entire ordeal had been about, and I didn’t care. At the end of the day, Richard hadn’t hurt me. He had just scared me a whole lot. I would leave the party and put it out of my mind. I would never see any of them again.

His blue eyes locked onto mine and he smiled, but it seemed as if he were forcing himself to do so, was forcing himself to check on me. “Richard,” he began, taking a pause, rolling his eyes slightly. “He’s...”
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