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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi! Thanks for picking up the  boxed set of the Captive Writings series. Be prepared for what seemingly begins a normal bully romance but, by book 3, takes you deep into a psychopath’s place of torture.

      

      Please visit this link for the list of triggers. Feel free to contact me with any questions.
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        Listen here

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

          ELENA

        

      

    

    
      He ensured I would always be his. Bound to him by two different letters on two different occasions, for reasons I hadn’t known at either of the times.

      It started in high school when Ryker Ames was simply my bully. The boy who teased me relentlessly, chased away potential boyfriends, locked me in a classroom for hours on end, changed the code to my locker… Everything and anything he could think of, he did. It never ended. The creativity of his methods worsened over time.

      Why? Because he was bored. Or maybe it was his way of showing me he liked me. In the end, I didn’t ever learn why he did what he did.

      To anyone else, it would have been an awful time, but to me? I loved his attention. Craved it. Maybe it made me sick in the head, but it was an illness I was more than happy to catch. To let it consume me until I was nothing more than a withered corpse left out for him to play with. With every ploy he carried out, every mocking word he spoke, there was something else in his soulless gaze.

      Desire. He wanted me as much as I did him but wouldn’t change face to show it, refusing to admit what his heart and body clearly knew.

      We remained in the game for four years. He, the cat, who teased the girl and I, the mouse, scared for her life while secretly revelling in the thrill of it all.

      Until the night it all changed. He went away, leaving me with only the memory of him and the letter he left behind.
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            ELENA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Brent.” My playful whine fills the room and I shove my hand against his bicep. “You know I’m trying to study. Finals are a couple months away.”

      “And?” He nuzzles my neck, his tongue darting out to lick the patch of my skin under my earlobe, casting shivers down my spine. He’s fully aware my neck is my weak spot. “I’m bored, Elena. Play with me.”

      Laughter bubbles up and I glance away from my textbook to regard Brent’s easy-on-the-eyes appearance. Imagine the cliché blond-haired, blue-eyed boy next door, and that’s Brent. A spatter of light freckles lay over his nose and cheeks. He often comments about how much he despises them, but I think they’re adorable. He’s the exact opposite of what I used to go for, and after high school, he became exactly what I needed to move on.

      But his cuteness has no place here, so I discipline my features and flatten my tone. “Brent, I’m serious. Maybe you should, too, to ensure you’re prepared.”

      Although, he is one of those lucky bastards who just “knows” things. Sits through one lecture and has it all memorized while hardly needing to crack open his textbook. Fucker.

      Brent’s arm snakes around my waist and he slides the book off my lap. “Maybe,” his warm breath blows over my cheek, “you need a study break first.” A flirtatious grin lines his mouth and his thumb strokes a small path up the curve of my neck, where his mouth recently vacated.

      Criminal law is no small degree and if I wish to get into law school after this year, I need to guarantee finals go off without a hitch. So, instead, I grant him a small peck on the lips and lean away, shaking my head.

      “Not now. Rain check?”

      On no occasion does his crystal eyes lose their shine beneath those thick eyelashes. Brent’s pretty good at understanding and supporting my goals, and he knows how much work is required to stay afloat in my degree program. Any of his comments suggesting an alternative activity is mostly play, since he has his own ambitions to get into business school and is aware how much effort it takes. Even if he doesn’t need to study nearly as much as I do.

      “Sounds good, Elena.” Brent lifts himself off my bed and smooths the wrinkles in his shirt. His eyes briefly go to his phone sitting on the foot of the bed. “The guys invited me to catch the game with them, so I’ll do that.”

      “Go, go.” I wave him off. “Be free. Simply because I suck at school, doesn’t mean those who don’t should be punished.”

      “Thanks, babe.” He leans down and pecks my cheek. “I’ll message later?”

      “I’m planning on studying till late tonight, so… I don’t know—no earlier than eleven?” Knowing my ability to be highly distracted by the little things, I keep my phone off and tucked away to avoid the dangerous temptation of the dark hole social media drags me down into.

      “You got it. Good luck, Elena.” With that, he walks off, out of my bedroom and down the hall. I wait for his footsteps to disappear from my house before returning my attention to my laptop, the endless notes scattered on my blanket, and the many textbooks that could form a mountain when stacked on one another.

      A relieved sigh breaks from my lips. I should want him around more, but I can’t afford the distraction. Not at this point. I’m so close to finishing this damn degree, which, up to now, feels like it’s taking forever, so I can’t fuck this up.

      For longer than I mean to, I zone out, staring at the doorway, recalling when Brent came into my life. It was my sophomore year of university, and I was aiming to make the rest of my time here that experience people are constantly talking about—fun, life-changing, and memory-making. After the first year breezed by in a monotone colour of apprehension, where I remained quiet and filled with the unease I would stumble upon someone who would make my time in university like that of my high school days, I decided I couldn’t be scared any longer and had to put forth an effort.

      But when Brent and I took the same philosophy class, my life changed. Brent chose the class as an “easy A” elective, but for me, it was a mandatory course for my program. One conversation on the first day shifted into a coffee date, and before I realized it, we were full-blown dating. Now he’s trying to convince me to move into his apartment with him. It’s step one in Brent’s long-term, post-grad plan for us, but I don’t want to move in together. Living together means when I need to study, he’ll still be here and that’s way too distracting.

      I haven’t admitted to him that he’s my first boyfriend, and as first boyfriends go, he’s pretty damn good. He’s kind, sweet, and knows how to pick me up—all qualities that make it possible to ignore the glaring one. That no matter how many times Brent reminds me he loves me, there’s still a small fragment of my heart owned by someone else.

      Selfish, I know. And stupid, considering the outcome of that pointless crush.

      I shake my head, clearing my mind of any such musings. Brent left so I can focus, so concentrating is what I need to be doing right now. Ensuring a strong GPA to combine with the exceptionally high LSAT score I plan on achieving will guarantee me getting into law school.

      Nothing can disrupt this plan. I won’t allow anything to get in my way.
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        * * *

      

      The chilly March morning breeze slashes at my face as I shut and lock the front door of my townhouse. A house I still personally feel to be a bit too grand for only me, but Mom insisted it would be better than an apartment, so when she offered to pay half my rent, I didn’t want to argue, even if it made my IOU to her even larger. Given her successful career as a lawyer, she didn’t want me to take out student loans and insisted she pay for it all, interest free, and I’d pay her back once I’m eventually settled into a career.

      Due to the wind, I burrow my chin deeper into my scarf. My bag weighs heavily on my shoulder; it’s packed full of the textbooks I’ll need for the day. Thursdays are my busiest day, but also serve as my Friday. After my lineup of classes, I’m free to start my three-day weekend at Brent’s house.

      My phone chimes as I’m shoving my keys into my pocket. It’s Dad and his weekly check-in message. I’ve long lost track of where he is presently; all I know is it’s not here in Canada. As a physician for Doctors Without Borders, he’s doing noble work, but for years, our relationship has been summed up in text messages, the odd phone call, and even rarer visits home.

      It is what it is though, and I’ll respond when I get to class.

      I tuck my phone back in my pocket in time for my shoe to kick at something. I glance down, spotting a rock on my landing. It’s no larger than a fist and wasn’t there yesterday.

      Nor is the white envelope sticking out from beneath it. I glance around, searching for anyone nearby who could have left it. Nothing seems out of place. It’s an average Thursday for this Bridgetown road—people walk by, fixating on their phones or on the path in front of them.

      I bend and lift the envelope, but only after another brief search of the street, do I open it. My pulse increases with the bit of excitement combining with the curiosity. My fingers flex, working heat into their joints before removing the paper from inside and unfolding it.

      It’s a letter.

      My attention falls to the first word, my stomach bottoming out as I read. Impossible. Like, next-level impossible. The name catapults me to another time, and I have to steel my nerves to read past the beautifully dreadful initial word.

      
        
        Dolly,

        Remember me? I know I still haunt your dreams. When you’re with him, you think of me—imagine it’s my hands touching you and not his. Don’t fret, because soon, your pleasure will come only from me. You’ll moan when I allow you to. Come when I allow you to. I’ve lent you out these last few years to be played with, but you’ve always been mine. And now, I’m back and coming for you.

        We will be playing the game again, only this time, I’m playing to win.

        Ready?

        Set…

        Go!

      

      

      The paper slips from my hand, right alongside the shred of safety I’ve been wrapped up in for four years.

      
        
        Ryker Ames.
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            ELENA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four Years Ago

      

      

      Bang, bang!

      Ugh. With my head buried in the fleece blanket I have draped over my form, I glance behind me toward the front door, wishing whoever is knocking and interrupting my one night home alone, to the darkest parts of hell. I’m warm, comfortable, and since Mom and Dad are out for the evening, I’m also enjoying a binge of my favourite show to rid my mind of how disappointing today was.

      Ryker didn’t show up to school at all. Given the hell he brings to my life, if I was another girl, today would have been the best day ever. Instead, it felt empty and wrong. His absence was as noticeable as a kick to the stomach, and dammit, I missed his cocky, snide, handsome face.

      Rumours were he and his friends ditched to help some of the other guys prepare for the huge party Alex Miller is throwing tonight. Given we’re a week out from finals, the party’s supposed to be the final blow-out before graduation and the real world waiting beyond.

      Teagan insisted we attend, and I agreed, but at the last minute, bowed out. I don’t need a final party to celebrate the ending of school. It would only result in having to watch Ryker hang over other girls. While it’s not a sight foreign to me, for some reason, it feels like a larger defeat than usual. School is coming to an end soon, and we’ll both move on—forget about each other and the childish pastime we’ve been consumed in and begin adulting. I’ll be leaving Newton, the only home I’ve ever known, and going a few hours away to university in Bridgetown.

      Whoever is at the door bangs again, informing me they’re not going away and will remain insistent on interrupting my show.

      “This better be good,” I grumble to myself, shoving the blanket aside and standing. The house’s temperature is a bit chilly after being tucked inside the blanket for so long, and it stings my bare legs and arms.

      I open my front door, half-expecting Teagan, who’ll no doubt bitch me out for cancelling on her. Not⁠—

      Ryker. Ryker with bloodied knuckles and a shadow cast across his otherwise handsome face. His unusually straight nose is speckled with red splatter. His dark bangs fall into his disturbed, deep gaze—so deep, normally I’m happy to tumble down their hole, but shock has me studying the rest of him, noting the blood drops on his shirt. My mouth falls open, my hands slack by my side, unable to be useful in any capacity.

      “Dolly,” he greets in his typical way, accompanied by a messy grin. As if showing up, covered in blood, is completely fine and normal even.

      His nickname for me isn’t because I look anything remotely close to the singer. In fact, my small-sized chest and lack of curves are the exact opposite of her. Instead, Ryker views me as his toy, a doll for him to occupy himself with.

      “Ryker?”

      His jade eyes blink in response and before I have a chance to say more, he steps inside my doorway. My feet, still frozen to the floor, don’t move, even as he gets close to me, his delicious scent clouding my senses while his eyes lock on mine. His large frame towers over me, and finally I step back, stupidly allowing my tormentor inside my home—inside my safe haven. After a quick glance out the door, he shuts it before stepping deeper into the house.

      To prevent him coming too close again, I walk backward, keeping to the pace he sets. My heart begins to hammer and my palms go damp as I stop in the middle of the foyer. Under no circumstances has Ryker Ames ever come to my house, let alone inside it.

      “What are you doing here?” I rub at my forehead, wishing my confusion allowed me to say something more creative. He probably thinks I’m a moron.

      “Are your parents home?” he asks instead.

      His question should freak me out. Being alone with Ryker could be dangerous—especially with his appearance right now. But it doesn’t. Instead, I find my protective instincts lowering because his tone is softer than I’ve ever heard before. Anxiety coats it, making the air sticky, and me in a conflicted wonder rather than an uneasy concern.

      “N-no,” I manage to push out. “It’s only me here.” Strands from my messy bun have come undone, and I hook them around my ear, clearing my view, so I can better see when Ryker unleashes whatever he’s come here to do.

      He tracks my movements, his green globes flicking even softer for the faintest second. “I’m not here to hurt you. Don’t be doing that shit.” His hand shoots out and grasps mine, slowly tugging it away from my face.

      Instead of releasing me, his hold remains firm, and my mind stops working in favour of numb confusion. But then my attention falls on his chest again—on the blood and I can’t believe I allowed the staggering surprise of his visit to distract me from that.

      “Ryker, what happened? Who did you kill?” It’s supposed to be sarcasm, but his eyes flash and I still. Oh, God, did he actually kill someone? I sway, dizzy with dread.

      He shifts his feet side to side, while his gaze falls to where he’s still grasping my hand. His breath comes out in short puffs, like he’s attempting to chuckle but is failing. And after the longest moment of my life, Ryker finally meets my eyes again. This time, there’s nothing but the darkening swirls of agony as far as I can see.

      “Tell me you didn’t.” I can’t manage anything more than a whisper and the words push out through a tight throat. I gulp, forcing the movement to allow my demand to reach him.

      He shakes his head once, more of a quick jerk than anything, but it doesn’t rid his desolate expression. “Not for lack of trying. If Tristan hadn’t pulled me off…”

      “Pulled you off of who?”

      Instead of completing his sentence, Ryker stares at me for a long beat before pressing his lips together once and breaking his gaze. “Doesn’t matter. It’s not why I’m here.”

      “Why are you he⁠—”

      He moves closer, invading my space and stealing my question. Two large hands grasp my hips, yanking me against the length of his body and his lips descend on mine. I gasp, frozen, halfway between dreamland and Wonderland. I must be sleeping—had to have passed out during my show because there’s no way Ryker Ames is kissing me in real life.

      But then his hands shift to my back, slipping underneath my tank top. His fingers dance up the length of my spine and I shiver, pressing closer to him and letting instincts and fulfilled dreams surrender myself to him. My lips open under his, and his tongue pushes in, tangling with mine. He takes control of the kiss, of me, dominating my every move.

      Ryker pulls back then, but he doesn’t release me. His eyes—a burning field of grass—remain locked on mine, before flicking to my lips again. His fingers continue their cruel dance up my back and I bite my lip to prevent begging for more.

      Still, my breath is gone. Given to him for his diversion, because I’m sure that’s all this is. A moment in time for him, so he can get his kicks before leaving me and finding a willing girl for the night. He’s playing a game—his meanest one yet, in which he conquers the final piece of me he hasn’t gotten before tonight.

      But the blood…

      Either way, the heat in his gaze proves to me what I’ve forever known. He desires me, but still won’t let himself have me, and that alone is a win for me. A win that has my own teeth clamping down on the inside of my cheek to prevent me from smiling at the victory. Even if this is all I’ll ever get from him, I have confirmation of his attraction, and for now, it’s enough.

      “Ryker—”

      He pulls away entirely, his arms dropping back by his side as steps away from me. My body instantly chills, missing his warmth. Then he turns and heads for the door.

      “I have to go.” But he stops walking after he speaks, his back still facing me.

      “Okay.” After all, what else can I say?

      “Elena.”

      I stop breathing. His use of my real name is few and far between. It means whatever war he’s battling in his head isn’t a pleasant one, and for a small second in time, he’s being real with me.

      Unable to help myself, I step forward, my hand reaching for his arm. He’s been the king of the castle—of my castle—for so long, it’s taking a toll on him, obviously.

      As if he can sense me nearing him, he jerks away, stepping closer to the front door. His voice is cold and detached when he says, “Don’t touch me.”

      And then he’s gone. In a blink, he has the door open and shut behind him while I’m left trying to determine what happened. My hand flies to my lips, still flushed by the feel of him. I’m still not wholly sure that happened. After all, this is a dream.

      I reluctantly go back to the couch and slip underneath the safety of my blanket, something I clearly should not have left in the first place. Instead, I tangled with temptation and, once again, got burned. He’s probably laughing about me to his friends right about now, texting them how his “Dolly” fell for his trick.

      The blood was obviously fake… right?

      Whatever happened, all I know is a part of me will forever hold onto that small piece of him, Ryker finally granted me.
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        * * *

      

      I’m getting dressed the next morning when Mom knocks on the door. She opens it a crack, slipping an envelope inside. “This was on the front step. It’s addressed to you.”

      Dread drops in my stomach because, for some reason, I know. I know it like I know myself. I know, because after Ryker left, I couldn’t push the interaction from my mind. The more I tried to rationalize it, the more I realized the fear in his eyes couldn’t be fake. Nor was the blood, or his comments about it. Something happened to Ryker, and I don’t know what.

      As I grasp the envelope in my hand, waiting for Mom to move past my room, I already know who this is from. Hopefully, it explains last night’s strangeness, but still, the fact that this could have answers doesn’t make me feel remotely okay. After a while of steeling my nerves, I open the envelope and pull out the folded-up piece of paper.

      The black, messy ink is stark against the white paper. His handwriting is jagged, as if he wrote in a rush. I scan the letter, spotting the tell-tale darker spots where his pen dug into the paper.

      
        
        Dolly,

        By the time you read this, I’ll already be gone. The stories will soon make their way to you and I will be depicted as the bad guy in the scenario, simply for who’s at the forefront. Believe the stories, because buried in them, the truth is there. No one knows the complete truth—why I did it—so don’t bother searching.

        I wanted to write to you and tell you this personally. At first, I planned on using this letter to keep my name clean in your heart, but I realize this is better. Do not see me as the hero, because I’m not one. I’ll forever be your villain.

        I came to you tonight because I needed to taste you once before I lost all opportunity to do so. It was a taste I’ll never stop imagining. The flavour of your lips, your small gasp, the feel of you in my arms after all this time… Thank you for allowing me to steal a piece of an angel before I’m put into Hell.

        You were a fun pastime. A toy I spent molding for the last four years for myself, but apparently that can’t happen anymore. You’ll be put on the shelf, ready for the next boy who comes along. But remember, in the end, you’ll always have been mine first. No matter who plays with you, I will be engraved in your soul—exactly as you’re affixed to mine.

        I realize this is vague and regardless of what you hear, do not come looking for me. One day, if I’m able to, I hope to come back to you. Until then, forget about me and forget about these last four years.

        Have a good life, Dolly. Be happy, my beautiful Elena.

        Ryker.
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        * * *

      

      As Ryker’s letter predicted, news spread quickly.

      Arrested.

      For assaulting Alex Miller, the principal’s son. Exactly as Ryker had stated, if Tristan hadn’t stopped him in time, Alex could have easily died from even two more hits. He’s alive but is stuck in the hospital and will be there for a while, according to the news travelling through school today.

      Everything now makes sense. The blood. The obvious fear Ryker was feeling last night. He knew he’d be arrested, but he still ran to come find… me. His letter all but outlined why, and yet, I still don’t fully fathom why he wanted to see me before being taken away. After all, why would he? Four years of hell—a hell I found to be more like heaven, but still—all for him to realize he truly wanted me.

      My tongue wipes at my bottom lip, at the memory of his teeth tugging on it. It was truly his most ruthless manipulation, since now I’ve tasted him, but have no way to get seconds.

      Despite his request not to look for him, I do. I start with Tristan first, but it leads nowhere when he flat-out ignores my multiple inquiries. No one else at school knows why he hit Alex, and the frustration of being left in the dark eats at me for months.

      Suddenly, the end of high school felt bleaker. Like all those moments of him bullying me were supposed to lead to something, but instead, they’re simply… over.
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            RYKER

          

        

      

    

    
      From my hiding spot, a half-block away behind the lone tree, I watch her lift the envelope and can’t help but smile as she scans the immediate area but doesn’t find me.

      A woman walking by with her dog spares me a glance, before doing a double take and quickening her steps. I realize I might seem a bit sketchy, hiding how I am. The black hoodie isn’t doing me any favours either, but I can’t risk Elena accidentally spotting me.

      Not yet. My doll will be seeing me soon, but for this moment, she needs to be alone when she realizes who’s come back into her life.

      Elena stares at the paper for a long second, and then I see it—she’s read to the end. Fear and uncertainty blossom, making her mouth drop open as she wildly scans the area again, this time panic swirling in her gaze.

      Oh, Dolly, if only you knew how close the reaper is to you. How close I am to claiming what’s mine.

      My neck tingles as I stare at her. She’s fucking beautiful. Any photo I’ve gotten of her, over the years, pales in comparison to what’s in front of me. The morning sun pokes through the strands of her blonde hair, creating a halo around her face and highlighting her button nose. I’ve spent years dreaming about her, but it still didn’t prepare me for this moment. Her body has filled out since senior year, and my hands twitch with the need to check if I’m hallucinating and she’s simply a figment of my imagination, similar to how the last four years have gone when it seems that’s all I’ve done.

      Four years of sitting in prison while she’s been played with by someone else. With my permission, of course, and my final letter to her said as much. But fuck, even thinking about his hands on her has murderous rage boiling in my stomach. Being “okay” with it and being okay with it are two totally different things. I’ll happily go back to jail if it means I get to break his hands.

      No, I remind myself. The plan is set. It’s what is important.

      After another scan of the area, Elena stuffs my letter in her bag and fixes her scarf before striding down the road, toward her school. I know, because I know everything about her. Where she goes, what program she’s in, who her friends are… everything. There’s nothing about her life that’s a secret from me—exactly the way I like it.

      I follow her, sticking to the opposite side of the street and keeping a way’s back. While I can’t see her expression anymore, I know she’s terrified. It’s in the way she hikes her bag closer to her side and the way her head moves, as if constantly searching around for me.

      I love it.

      My skin grows hot, shooting lust into every part of my body. I’m making her scared, and it fucking excites me, even more than anything I’ve ever previously done to her. This time, the game is more. She doesn’t realize how long I’ve been waiting for this moment—the moment I steal everything from her.

      My phone buzzes, forcing my attention away from the only person to ever matter to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tristan

      

      
        And?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Game on.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shove the phone away, following her the rest of the way to her school. After a final scan of the street, she slips inside, past the main gates. I could follow her, but I don’t. Not when I have other things to do first.

      Four years is a long time to be constantly fantasizing about a person. Now, to have her here in front of me, so reachable, so attainable, it’s a craving I will soon need satiated.

      But for now, I turn away and continue plotting what we started years ago.
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            ELENA

          

        

      

    

    
      I manage to make it home without further indication of Ryker’s presence, but once I get there, I’m lost. Lost in the past, staring out the window at the cars driving by my townhouse, wondering if Ryker is inside any of them.

      Distantly, I hear the door open and close, but don’t turn for it. It should be Brent, as per our Thursday afternoon pattern in which he comes to my place before we walk to his apartment together. And if it’s not Brent, and it’s Ryker again… Well, fuck.

      “Hey, how was your day?” Brent sidles up beside me, linking his fingers with mine. His touch awakens me from the spell my thoughts are under and I toss him a weak smile in response, hoping he doesn’t notice how unfocused I am.

      “Fine.” If he hears the distraction in my voice, he doesn’t mention it, opting instead to rattle on about… something. I’m not entirely sure what since my mind drifts back to the place it’s been living in all day.

      This whole day has been a muted mess. I should have tucked myself back in bed and let it pass without me, but I knew staying home wouldn’t be the answer. Instead, I pushed through, without hearing a lick of what any professor lectured on, too busy staring at the seat in front of me until it was time for another class. My notebooks remain bare of today’s notes, in favour of my mind being full of Ryker.

      Ryker. He was my sun for nearly four years of my life, orbiting around my very being, and it’s clear he’s returned to continue his trajectory.

      It started on the second day of high school. I didn’t understand him at the time and believed his jokes to be harmless flirting because they started simple before he grew callous and the pranks got crueller.

      Still, as fucked-up as it all had been, it became the highlight of my day. I liked his brand of hate; I fell for it each time, even knowing he strove to make my days worse. Because of Ryker, Teagan remained my only friend since all the other girls were too afraid to hang around me for long. Because of Ryker, I never had a boyfriend. When a guy showed interest in me, by the late afternoon, he wouldn’t even peek in my direction and obviously I understood why.

      I was a silly girl then, and it took me months afterwards to realize it. As unkind as Ryker was to me, I was convinced it was his messed-up way of displaying his true affections. His attention continually kept me returning because I wanted him—anything he’d give me, even if it wasn’t much. Not too long into that first year, I noticed I was the only girl he gave so much of his attention to, and I believed it made me special to him.

      Even to this day, I’m completely unaware as to why he bullied me back then.

      My free hand floats to my mouth. The ghost feeling of his kiss has never left me, even if I managed to finally move on from him. That evening was different than our usual interactions.

      It took a week after graduation for me to realize what I was already aware of. The end of high school would inevitably bring Ryker and my games to a close, though it happened in ways I didn’t imagine. Our playtime was up, and I needed to move on.

      It wasn’t as easy as simply saying I would. It was halfway through the summer when I decided whatever sent him to jail was no issue of mine and I locked the key on any judgement of him and threw it away. Preparing for college became my entire motivation, and once leaving my hometown, the high school drama, and Ryker behind, making new friends and acing my classes became the next goal.

      Now I see how stupid I was in believing Ryker’s attention would lead to something. It was only ever a torturous sport to him, even down to his final letter that served as a way for him to remain inside my brain.

      “Elena, you ready to go?”

      Brent’s voice jerks me back to the present and I nod, striding by him and out the door he’s holding open for me. The chilly air hits my face, but I hardly notice it when my feet falter on the front steps, eyes dropping to where I found the letter this morning.

      “Whoa!” Brent stops short of bumping into me. “You okay, babe?”

      “Uh huh,” I murmur, my eyes scanning the road again. Ryker’s letter implied knowing I’m with someone, so how long has he been watching me? How long has he been out of prison?

      Ryker bullying me is one thing, but now he’s a criminal, which is something else entirely, which I’d much rather avoid. I’m hours away from Newton, but still, he’s managed to somehow get my exact address.

      Brent slides past me, continuing to watch me beneath a furrowed forehead. “Elena, you feeling okay? We could stay here this weekend if you want?”

      I shake my head, first in denial, and then again to rid my mind of Ryker. He took so much of my high school experience away with his taunting and cruelty, so I vow, he won’t be allowed to take me away from the present. He can return to whatever cell he crawled out from and leave me to my life now.

      Even if the tiny fragment of my heart Brent hasn’t ever been able to get beating jump-started back to life with Ryker’s return.

      My hand links with Brent’s and I smile, taking the lead once more. “Sorry. Longer day than I initially believed, I guess.”

      “It’s cool.” Brent swings our clasped hands. “It’s all that studying you force into your brain. How about we chill tonight? Watch a movie and take things easy.”

      I smile, noting Brent’s easy-going demeanor. Nothing is hard with him. We were a meet-cute situation. He’s not a bully. He doesn’t harass me. He cares, and it’s in the little moments, such as now, when he shows it.

      Ryker’s attention may have been everything back then, but it’s Brent’s that truly matters. Brent’s attention is good for me. Healthy. Unlike Ryker’s, which broke my sanity and left me feeling empty.

      Four years, I’ve lived in peace—in mental safety.

      He will not mess up my life.
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      “That was a good movie,” Brent comments as he flicks his TV off from where it hangs on the wall. His room gets dark, but he soon replaces it with light from the bedside lamp.

      “Yeah,” I agree, only half-heartedly. If I’m being truthful, I only recall about fifty percent of the action movie, a genre I hoped would keep my mind busy because it’s been running way too fast since we’ve arrived at his apartment.

      It didn’t work.

      The other fifty percent of the time, my attention continued to drift toward the bag on the floor, where Ryker’s letter is folded up inside. I should have thrown it away this morning and let the breeze take it far away from me. For some reason, though, I didn’t; I tucked it inside my bag, knowing I’ll eventually hide it with the other one from high school, buried deep in the bottom of a box, far away from where my sanity would try to seek comfort in it.

      I shake my head. Concentrate, girl. You’re doing it again.

      Thankfully, Brent’s attention is on his cell phone rather than me. I glance over, noting a flash of red hair, but before I can question anything, he quickly places it on the charger and twists toward me, moving in closer.

      “Are you tired?” His voice drops husky, his gaze peeking out from beneath full eyelashes.

      Brent sometimes aims to be sexy in that alpha way, and while I amuse him, it doesn’t work on him. He’s too sweet, and his boy-next-door vibes don’t line up with what he’s aiming to emit.

      Regardless, I lean in and kiss him, responding to his offer while my hand travels beneath the blanket and over his cotton pants. I find him, rubbing my palm over his length. After a moment, Brent breaks apart from me and shuffles his pants off.

      I do the same, and once he’s bare, I push him down onto the bed, climbing over him and rubbing myself along his length until I’m wet enough that he can slip inside without it burning me. Riding cowgirl is the most exciting position Brent’s interested in, so I take what I can get.

      I frown into the dim lighting. A year ago, I began seeking excitement elsewhere, through pornography, knowing I wanted more, but wasn’t sure what that entails of. Certain scenes have sparked an interest in me, and I hoped he’d be interested in trying more as well. I crave being bound and blindfolded as I’m brought to orgasm or tortured until I’m on the brink before he pulls away. I’ve showed him the videos, asked if we could try to add more excitement to our sex life, but he’s only ever said no quickly and changed the subject.

      Brent’s groan pierces the air. “Fuck, Elena, yes.”

      I continue to rock my hips, chasing the high that only sometimes comes. To be honest, sex with Brent is… boring. As if there’s a lack of spark. I close my eyes, focusing only on the movement of my body, of his hands holding my hips, and of his quickening pace until he orgasms.

      That’s it for me then, I guess. My hips slow, still rolling in hopes something re-ignites my insides, but nothing comes, and by the time Brent has caught his breath, I’m sliding off him.

      My head goes to his shoulder for post-sex snuggles. All it does is make me feel emptier. Sadness weighs heavy on me and my arm slumps over his middle. Brent and I, we’re predictable. Comfortable. But at least Brent and I have love.

      “That felt good, babe.”

      For you, my mind snaps before I clamp down on my own negativity. I may not have orgasmed, but I enjoy being with Brent regardless. A small humming murmur is my response to him, and for the longest second, we remain locked together, blissful in our peace.

      This is who is good for me. Not some old bully who⁠—

      I shut the thought down before it can finish. Don’t even go there, Elena. Not now, of all times.

      Brent’s soft snore starts up and I roll off him, pressing a kiss to his cheek. After quickly visiting the bathroom, I slide back in bed and flick off the bedside light, letting sleep take me quickly.
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      Groaning, I roll over, glancing at the time on my phone. Ugh, why did I drink water throughout the movie? I know my own bladder and yet I still find myself playing with danger. My sigh is heavy as I exit the warm bed. Although Brent keeps his apartment at a cozy temperature, the air is cooler than the bed—especially with my lack of clothing—and I hiss, quickening my steps against the chilled hardwood flooring.

      I’m finishing up in the bathroom when a bang comes from down the hallway. The bathroom is part way between the living room and the bedroom, and I peek inside the room again, finding Brent in bed, lying on his stomach. It’s probably nothing—a bird from outside maybe—so without bothering him, I wander down the hallway, wrapping my arms around my bare form, trying to retain some of my heat.

      The living room at the end of the hall shows nothing out of place, as does the kitchen, reaffirming my guess the bang came from outdoors or perhaps another apartment. Satisfied it’s nothing, I turn back, ready to head back to sleep until my morning alarm.

      My exhausted brain doesn’t register what’s happening until it’s too late. The dark apartment goes blurry, and my body is shoved to the side. My arms flail, like a puppet attached to its master’s strings, catching nothing telling as instinct finally returns in time for me to be pressed up flat against the cool wall, a hand pinning me there.

      I’m being attacked. I screech, hoping it’s loud enough for Brent to hear as I try to push against the wall, fear making the muscles in the back of my neck stiffen. My heart races against my chest, begging me to run away with it.

      The hand on my back holds firm, digging painfully into my spine. It’s warm, large—clearly a man’s. My shriek cuts into a gasp, shortly replaced by a cloth being shoved into my mouth, blocking my speech and sounds entirely. At the same time, another hand wraps the base of my neck, preventing me from twisting my head around.

      “Mm!” My scream into the cloth is nothing more than a muffle, definitely not loud enough to make it through Brent’s sleeping noises.

      Oh, God, I’m going to die.

      “Dolly.”

      Hearing that name takes all the fight out of me, and I still. Every thought I’ve ever had dumps from my brain, leaving only one thing behind: realization.

      Ryker.

      His voice, smooth and velvet, wraps around my bare body and I shiver. My body fights to pick a feeling from the options of fear, panic, and thrill. Ryder is truly back—there’s no doubt now—leaving me with a sick thrill, because for a while, this is all I wanted. But then, it’s accompanied by all my earlier panic from the unknowns of what his return means. Fear, because the way his hands hold me, and the way he is speaking, isn’t friendly. It isn’t how we left things years ago, leaving me to wonder about his next actions.

      Yet, I still find myself wanting to turn around and peek at him. To see the differences in him. Does he appear the same or has he filled out more? Does he have tattoos or scars from his time in prison? Are his eyes as intense now as they were back then or do they hold only contempt?

      “How are you, my toy?” he asks, despite the cloth he shoved in my mouth preventing me from responding. Keeping his one hand on my neck, the other one on my lower back goes away, in favour of his fingertips dragging up and down my spine, leaving a trail of shivers to follow behind.

      Blood rushes to my ears while something heavy drops into my stomach. I’m naked in front of my high school bully, whose plan remains unknown to me. I’m vulnerable. Open for him to do whatever he wants to me. He’s found me for a reason, and I suspect I’m about to learn why.

      “Mm,” I mumble, jerking against his hold again.

      “I know,” he murmurs, his breath hot on my neck. “You’re dying to speak. It’s why you’re not allowed to yet. Your questions will need to remain unanswered for now.” Heat against my back grows and I realize he’s leaning in closer to me. Cloth rubs against my bare skin, making me jump, but I put my attention on what I can feel. Cold leather. A jacket? A different, rougher material rubs at my ass—jeans?

      His body steps closer, lining up with mine until he’s all I feel. His head ducks into the curve of my neck, his nose drifting up and down my nape, while his hands clamp down on my hips and, for a moment, I wish this was what happened four years ago.

      “Fuck, do you even realize how good you smell. I haven’t been with a woman in four years.” He chuckles ominously, his hot breath a warning against my skin. “I wonder how your boyfriend would handle finding me fucking you against this wall. You’d like it better with me, that’s for certain.”

      I know I would.

      His hands rest heavy on my hips, but they’re not heavier than the weight of my heart in my sternum. Brent is only down the hall and yet, my brain is scrambling not to think about how much better Ryker’s form feels against me. Or the way his silky words course down my spine and straight inside me, causing my centre to go damp. Or the way excitement is replacing fear with each passing second, tossing me right back into the person I used to be—who enjoyed this. Years ago, his words would have pleased me in every way possible, but we’re not the same people now. We’re not in the same circumstances.

      “Right now, your skin is flushed a delicious shade of red. Do my words tempt you? You want it as much as you did in high school? Do you know what got me through the past few years? Imagining you, bound and begging for my cock. Of course, I would give you what you’re craving, revelling in how you choke on my length until I come, shooting my cum down your throat, so I can paint your insides the colour of me.”

      His words elicit a whimper. Stop, girl, stop. He’s not the same as he was. If he was intense in high school, he’s precarious at best now.

      “Oh, my toy,” he sighs, “when I said you’d be put back on the shelf, I didn’t think you’d actually move on. You wound me.” He inhales again, this time taking in some of the frosty air between us. “I can smell him on you, and you know what it makes me want to do?” His hand drifts to the curve of my ass, his finger tracing the line it makes where it connects to my thigh. “It makes me want to fuck him out of you. Out of your soul. It’s been a long four years, and here you are, naked and waiting for me. I’d say you’re aiming to greet me properly because I know you missed me.”

      If any breath was escaping my lungs before, there isn’t any now. My nerves are confused, halfway flushed with desire, my body remembering the yearning he once elicited from me, while the other half is scared for my life. He can literally do anything to me and I’m powerless to fight back against his firm grip.

      Still, the tingling inside me tells me how his words affect me. Tells me, as much as he’s a giant unknown right now, a small part of me craves to be his submissive.

      “You stopped breathing for a moment there. Good.” His dark chuckle soothes my skin, but not my stomach, which is still rolling with terror. “I relish stealing everything from you, including your breath. But I’ll allow you to go back to sleep. For now, I simply wish to show you I’ve returned, in case my letter didn’t do the trick.”

      At once, his touch leaves my body, and I spin, spitting out the cloth as I go. My eyes scan the room once, twice, finding I’m alone again. The windows aren’t cracked and the door was locked, so it makes no sense how he got in.

      My skin burns from where his touch was. My heart rumbles with the reality of what happened. And my mind whirls with the unknowns of what this could mean.

      I check everything a few times over before going back to bed. Brent is still sleeping on his stomach, blissfully unaware his girlfriend got emotionally and mentally brutalized only a few feet away. I slip back under the blanket, curling into his side while I try not to think about bright green eyes.

      I don’t sleep another wink that night.
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      In fact, I don’t sleep for the rest of the weekend. Although Ryker hasn’t returned, I’m still teetering on the edge. Sleep is rough each night, as I listen for every little bump or noise, in case it indicates another visit. During the daytime, whenever we leave the house, Brent has to steer me away from walking into people more than once, since I am constantly scanning.

      Thankfully, Brent hasn’t mentioned my jumpiness or anything. Maybe I’m not as obvious as I believe myself to be, or he’s simply oblivious. Either way, I have nothing to answer for, and I’m grateful for it.

      But Ryker’s arrival remains a shadow over my weekend, forcing questions to overtake my mind, distracting me from spending time with Brent. Clearly, Ryker’s been watching me because he knows where I live, but when was he released from prison?

      By the time Monday comes around and I have to return to my house after class, since Brent’s out with friends on Monday evenings, I fear being alone, but thankfully nothing happens.

      A man doesn’t simply show up once after four years and then disappear.  He’s lying-in-wait, but this time, I’ll be prepared when he returns. He isn’t the same guy from high school. He feels more—dangerous, and I suspect I’m about to discover the games we played in high school were purely that—games.

      Ryker’s letter remains in my bag from where I stuffed it the other day, burning a hole through the material. More than once, I’ve debated showing Brent and explaining my past with Ryker, but I’m a coward and at no time retrieve it.

      By the time Tuesday rolls around, and it’s now been a complete four days without any sign of Ryker, I feel a fraction more comfortable with the whole situation. No doubt he’s still around, but until he chooses to make himself known, I need to concentrate on the bigger picture.

      I’m preparing for class and slurping down my morning coffee as I apply makeup, pretending the sky outside isn’t nearly black with the rainstorm about to come down on us. Rain and me… we don’t get along. My lack of a vehicle forces me to walk in the shitty weather.

      I grab comfortable, cute, but also waterproof booties from my closet and slip them on as I chug the rest of my coffee, abandoning the used mug on the countertop. After a quick text to Brent, informing him I’m on my way to campus, I pocket the phone, ensuring it’s safely away from the impending weather.

      On my way out of the bedroom, I flick off the light, despising how it throws my entire room into near darkness. My back prickles because this darkness is unnatural for it being nine in the morning.

      As my hand grasps the front door’s knob, all the lights in my house flickers back on, then off again, until extinguishing entirely, casting the whole place into obscurity. Not nighttime darkness, but dim enough that accompanied by the clouds outdoors, it’d be annoying to stay here.

      Damn power outage. No matter. By the time I’m home tonight, it’ll hopefully be back.

      I wrap my hand around the knob, readying to tug it open, but it doesn’t budge.

      Strange. This townhouse is ancient, as shown in the stylistic builds of the walls and edging, but it certainly hasn’t caused me issues like this before. I yank again, hoping the old wood is merely stuck, and my continuing tugs will loosen it enough the door will give way.

      Still nothing.

      “Fuck off.” I curse out loud this time and drop my bag in favour of a two-handed grip to try again. The tendons in my arms constrict with my attempt, but the door is still not opening, for whatever reason.

      Frustration has my neck tightening. I have no back door, and the windows in this place don’t open past a certain degree. I huff, stomping up and down the hallway as I think about possible solutions. If my house traps me here for too long, I’ll be late for class. There must be something around here to help me. My wise mother constantly tells me I should keep a toolbox handy, but do I listen to her? No. And I’m paying for it because I’m certain a screwdriver or something would come in handy right about now.

      I must have something. I drop my bag to the ground and stalk back to my bedroom. My closet is a deep burrow of junk, so maybe I have something strong enough in there that can be used to propel my door open.

      My bedroom is darker than when I left it, but my attention is locked solely on the skinny closet door across from my bed. I don’t pay attention to how my curtains are shut, blocking out the little bit of daylight from outside. Curtains, I didn’t close, and then I realize I should have probably grabbed my phone because the flashlight on it would be of some use.

      As my hand grasps the knob, I hear another door slam, and my attention is whipped back to my doorway—to the sealed door.

      Fuck.

      My blood chills, and my muscles go limp and lifeless as my arm falls back to my side. The air around me thins with the awareness I’m stuck inside my bedroom. And I feel it down to my soul, the realization none of this—the lights going out, my front door being stuck, my bedroom door closing—is an accident.

      Using the wall at my back as a brace, I gulp through the lump in my throat and wait, listening through the darkened silence. Finally, after what feels like a lifetime, he speaks.

      “Hello, Dolly.”

      From the shadows  by the door, a figure moves slightly—enough to have my shoulders tightening, but not enough I can distinguish any details. Fear has my feet frozen to the floor, unable to move.

      “Ryker.” I swallow, fighting to keep my voice steady. He’s continually fed off my distress, but I won’t allow him to do so now. Still, my fingers curl at my sides, nails digging into my leg. “What do you want? Why are you here?”

      Ryker tsks, but the menace underlying the sound causes it to sound more like a hiss. “Those are fairly basic questions. I recall you being much more exciting. But to answer you, I’m recreating our past. Reminding you of your place. Do you not remember the time I locked you in a classroom?”

      Of course I do. I had been given permission to remain at school after-hours and finish up a project, and I was finally preparing to leave two hours after the final bell. I recall striding quickly down the science hallway, despising how the half-lit space gave off such horrible vibes, when I was shoved into a nearby storage room. By the time I got my footing, the door was slammed and locked behind me. The light was off, leaving me blind for those hours, waiting and screeching, hoping another person was still in the school with me. Finally, a janitor working late showed up and saved me.

      “Your silence says you do,” Ryker continues. “You didn’t know it at the time, but I was in that closet with you. Hiding in the back, revelling in the sound of your panicked, little sobs. Knowing you were afraid and helpless, because of something I did, made me hard.”

      I had suspected it was Ryker who locked me in there. After all, who else would have done something like that? But knowing he was inside the room with me, listening to my cries for help, fearing I’d be stuck in there until morning…

      “How did you lock the door if you were inside with me?”

      “I had help,” is all he says. “Back then, I loved your distress, and now I feel it’s only right to show you the terror I’m still able to entice from you. Coming here the other day, we couldn’t speak, what with your boyfriend down the hall, but now, we’re alone. And you’re all mine.”

      His threat weighs heavy in the air between us. Once, it was all I craved, but now, he’s something else—someone else. I’m someone else. And this isn’t fun for me anymore. I don’t want to be his.

      “I know you’re scared right now. Anxious and curious about what I’ll do next. I can all but hear your speedy little heartbeat from over here. It comforts me, knowing I can still entice the same feelings out of you.”

      I concentrate on breathing through my nose while I listen to his words. Not about the past, but his confirmation he’s still where I last saw him in the shadows. Aiming for soundless movements, one of my feet slides slowly over the carpet, the other joining soon after, as I begin toward the door.

      “Don’t. Move.”

      His command—his domineering tone—halts my steps. It’s the way his darkness reverberates across the room, casting itself into my body and overpowering my sense of self-preservation. A tone tossing me right back to high school, when I would have followed any directive he gave me and did so with a smile on my face.

      “Good girl.”

      I brush aside his smug remark, instead forcing my voice to be strong and steady when I ask, “What do you want, Ryker?”

      “I told you,” his tone is light and amused, “a reunion.”

      “Wasn’t the other day enough?”

      “With you, it’s never enough. Do you need to be reminded of that? Besides, I’m sure you have questions.”

      So many questions. I peer through the darkness, my own eyes skipping over his shadowy form, but all I see is black outlined by more darkness—exactly as his soul is.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Just told you that.”

      “I mean here. In Bridgetown and not Newton. This isn’t where you live.”

      “I’m here for you obviously. Thinking I’ll make this my new home.”

      Fuck. “When did you get free?”

      Silence.

      “Did you… escape?” A chill runs down my back at the question, realizing I could be harbouring a fugitive right now.

      Ryker chuckles, a sound casting its way into my nervous system. “No, but you would think that of me, wouldn’t you?”

      Can he blame me? “Did you get out early, or was four years your original sentence?”

      Silence.

      I huff, crossing my arms over my chest. “How did you know where to find me?”

      More silence.

      My teeth grit, pain shooting up my jaw. “Fine. If you’re not answering any of those, then why did you bully me in high school?”

      “You’ll learn all in due time, Dolly.”

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip in reaction to his old nickname for me. I should flee and get away from this surreal situation. Get back to my life and pretend my past hasn’t, literally, shown up on my doorstep. But curiosity has my feet sticking to the ground. Curiosity, and another unbridled emotion I refuse to admit to yet.

      “Why take the creep route back into my life? The letters, showing up at my boyfriend’s? Maybe if you approached me on the street, I’d be happier to see you free.”

      He scoffs, a rough sound in the air between us. “You think I care about your happiness right now? Hell, do you even think you’d want to be approached by me, after all these years, knowing I’ve been where I’ve been?”

      I picture it. Imagine him approaching me one afternoon—bumping into one another like old friends. I’m unsure what I’d do or how I’d react—if I’d be anxious over his sudden arrival or elated.

      I move on to another question that’s been plaguing me for years. “Why did you write me the letter?”

      “Which one?”

      “The first one,” I whisper, unable to keep a firm voice any longer. Emotion seeps into my tone. “Why did you come to my house that night?”

      Ryker remains silent. The quiet stretches around us and I wait patiently for the answer I’ve been yearning for. When nothing comes, disappointment remains heavy on my shoulders, which I won’t allow him to see.

      “If you won’t tell me anything about that night, will you tell me how you got in here? My door was locked.”

      He ignores the question and instead asks his own. “Worried little Brent will be missing you?”

      My breath stalls in my chest, keeping my lungs at half-capacity. Not only does he know where Brent’s house is—and apparently how to get into it—he knows his name too. How long has he been watching me?

      If I believed I was scared before, it’s nothing like I am now. Because my fingertips are numb, I curl my fingers into fists once, then twice, before pushing out, “Stay away from both of us, Ryker.” For once, I don’t care if there’s fear in my tone. He should realize we’re adults now and, this time, I have someone I care for.

      He chuckles, and it’s a sinful sound that goes straight to my heart. “Why would I do that? If you recall, my letter to you said you’d be put back on the shelf for another boy to play with.”

      Ryker pauses, and I open my mouth to interrupt wherever he’s going with his current point, but then heat slams into my front, and I lean back into the wall behind me. The warmth follows, as does the hardened body brushing my chest.

      How did he get over here soundlessly?

      His sudden approach is a blessing in disguise. Despite the shadows, I can see him now—see every beautiful part of him I can still recall like it was yesterday. His black bangs were longer once and I always wanted to run my hands through them, but they’ve been cut short and now his hair is closer to his skull. He’s larger than the shadows hinted at him being, his large form eclipsing the room around me. His muscles have developed while he’s been locked away. So much has changed, and yet my favourite element of him remains the same. Emerald eyes flash once before his head dips, his breath coasting over my nape.

      “You’ve been on the shelf for a few years now, but I’m back to claim you and won’t be stopping until you’re a dripping, sloppy mess at my feet.”
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      My heart skips a beat with his tempting words. They drag me back to a time where I would have dropped to my knees and volunteered myself to be the mess he wants me to be—and done so happily.

      Except, I’ve changed. My hands come up and shove at his chest, noting the texture of leather beneath my palms. He allows it, falling back a step.

      “Is that what you want, Ryker? Is that what it’ll take to make this all go away? If we fuck, will you be able to move on? One last trick and we can both go our own ways.” I tame the anger from my voice, aiming for rational instead with my next words. “You’re a free man, Ryker. You can start the life you should have had. Do it. Don’t waste more of your time on me. Let’s move on.” I swallow before adding, “High school was fun, but we’re long past that stage in our lives.”

      Silence. Not the he-doesn’t-want-to-say-anything silence. No—the deadly, I’m-ready-to-fuck-you-up silence instead, but I hold firm, biting down on my bottom lip to avoid disclosing how he makes my legs go weak with the desire to respond to his authority.

      Right when I think I’ve won, my head thumps on the wall behind me, and the breath I do have gets trapped in my lungs as his grip clamps down tightly on my throat. White spots decorate my eyes instantly and my hands fly up to his, nails scratching at his skin to get free.

      “Listen to me, doll. You do not make the decisions here. You do not deem when we’re done. You. Are. Mine. You have been since the first day you walked into high school, and you can thank—” He breaks off, continuing to keep his secrets to himself. “We’re not finished until I say we are.”

      My swallow presses against the large hand at my skin. “Which will be when?” With his grip, my words are a mere whisper.

      “When you’re broken with no one and nothing. When you’re alone.”

      My mind’s working to solve the mystery of his words—the meaning behind them, but his loosening grip steals away my attention. His hand lowers back to his side, but his proximity still cages me.

      I track him, scrutinizing through the darkness as his eyes flash before his other hand lands on my hip. My back goes stiff and I hold my breath, waiting for his next move. He’s challenging me; I can read it in his eyes as clear as I’ve been able to in the past.

      His finger slips underneath the edge of my shirt, finding the bare skin of my hip. He brands me there, leaving behind a tingle. I want to shut my eyes, to fall into the past when he tenderly held me to tell me goodbye. But then I remember where he’s been and who he’s been around. Who knows what kinds of criminals he’s associated with—what tricks he’s picked up. This is likely a trap I’m walking into face-first.

      His finger dips lower, finding the edge of my panties. I lock my legs, as I fight my thighs from quivering, like they’re dying to, but I refuse to show him how much his touch affects me.

      “If I let my finger continue exploring, will I find you wet, my sweet toy?”

      If I wasn’t before, I am now. “No,” I bite out, my heartbeat increasing with the lie.

      “No? Shame.” His hand continues, disappearing inside my leggings. The elastic material is keeping his hand tight to my body. “I think you’re lying to me, Dolly, and you know how I feel about liars.”

      His hand dips lower, brushing over my panties, and right atop my heat.

      No one’s touched me other than Brent. He was my first and only. He knows what I like, even if I wish he would be willing to do more.

      But never, never, has such a simple, nearly innocent touch undone me in the way Ryker’s brief, fleeting one does. Never has Brent caused my teeth to sink into my lip, almost causing it to bleed, the way Ryker does. Never has Brent had me practically panting with desire, ready to say fuck it all and let him have his way with me.

      His finger continues to swipe back and forth over the cloth, and with the motion, I grow wetter. And so do my panties, giving away my dishonesty.

      Ryker groans low in my ear. “You’re a damn liar, and I have half a mind to punish you. Clearly, time apart hasn’t made you want me any less. You forget, I’m the man who can have you on your knees in mere seconds, choking on my cock, and you wouldn’t complain one bit.”

      “I don’t want you,” I whisper, but even I hear how pathetically weak my denial is.

      He chuckles. “Tell that to your body because it’s revealing something else.”

      “The female body reacts to any pleasurable sensation, whether we want it or not. It’s all this is—a consequence of your touch. Exactly like how a woman can orgasm during rape without enjoying it.”

      “That is true, but I don’t believe it’s the case with you.” His finger presses into my core, his tip entering me, blocked only by the thin material of my panties. “Because you’re not resisting or pushing me away, or even telling me no.”

      “It’s rape if I’m unwilling.”

      His smooth chuckle doesn’t ease the tightness in my chest. “If being the operative word, Dolly. If. If I move your panties out of the way, would you stop me from sinking my fingers into your heat, from claiming you in all the ways I long for, to finally feel you clench around me? What about if I lower myself and put my mouth on you? Will you push me away then, when my tongue is fucking you, tasting your flavour, and bringing you to the edge of sanity?”

      No. I can’t admit that to him, and he’ll see—feel—through my lie, so I remain silent and let my own body betray me in proving to him what he already knows.

      His light touch continues for a brief moment before pulling away entirely. The bubble of breath in my chest breaks—with pleasure or disappointment, I’m not sure.

      Then he slips underneath the cloth of my panties, and his fingers find purchase over my bare centre. Despite digging my teeth into my lip, a sound breaks from the back of my throat, becoming the only evidence he needs.

      My hands dig into the wall behind me, my nails being pushed painfully into my skin. It’s the pain preventing me from grasping his hand and holding him to me.

      “Told you you’re a liar.” But he sounds breathless, rather than cocky. His finger slides down, parting my lips before finding my core and dipping inside.

      “Oh my God.” My senses have flown right out the window. It’s the only explanation for why my hips jerk, taking more of his fingers inside me.

      “Fuck, Dolly. All it takes is a few pretty words with you. A bit of touching, and you’ve turned into a whore. You want to come. You’re imagining my mouth on you too, I bet.” His finger sinks in another inch and my head falls back onto the wall behind me. “Ride my hand, my sweet girl. Take your orgasm from my fingers. We both want it, after all.”

      This is so fucked up. Yet, after all this time, it’s like I’m… home. It’s all I wanted back then, and my body responds to him as if four years haven’t passed. As if I’m not different from the girl I was back then. He plays me like an instrument, and I’m loving every moment of it.

      “Picture me,” he whispers, his breath filling the fragment of space between our bodies, “lowering myself to my knees, being a slave to your pleasure. I’d part your soft thighs, opening you wide to my mouth. My tongue, I’d flick it over your swollen clit. Maybe bite down, remind you who truly controls your orgasm. Then I’d push it inside your tight cunt, eating you from the inside until you’ve been consumed by my mouth. Until you tighten greedily around my tongue, begging me for more.”

      I imagine it—I do. I lose myself to the visual he paints behind my shut, ashamed eyes. Imagine him crouched, with my leg tossed over his shoulder as he eats me out. My responding groan can’t be held in.

      “Mm,” he hums, his thumb coming up to flick at my clit as his fingers continue to pump me slowly, teasingly. “You tightened around my fingers there. I wonder how you’ll feel when you’re coming on my cock.”

      “Yes,” I murmur, aware the girl who’s saying these things is no longer me. I’m no longer controlling my own body. It’s like Ryker said, some other whore took over my actions.

      “That’s what I thought,” he mumbles. “Beg me for it.”

      “Please.” There’s no debate.

      His hand on my hip travels the length of my body and he captures the strands of my hair in a fist, knotting his fingers between them. I gasp, my head being forced backward, but it doesn’t slow my rocking hips. I need him an inch deeper and I’ll be able to come.

      “Beg me to fuck you senseless, Dolly. To remind you who owns your beautiful pussy.”

      I gasp again, feeling myself clench on his fingers. I won’t beg—won’t let this get any worse than it already has. Won’t allow him to take more of me than he already has. His fingers sink another inch, and I silently cheer. He prods me in a new way—a way that has my motions increasing to chase the tempting high he’s giving me.

      Ryker’s green eyes flash in the darkness, his mouth crooked into a smirk. “Beg me. Now. Beg me to fuck you better and harder than you’ve ever been before. Because you know, it’s only me who can make you come how you truly crave.”

      The words are on the tip of my tongue, the temptation clouding any sense I feel I still retained, but his next words wake me up, becoming the bucket of ice water I needed.

      “I bet Brent can’t make you feel anything like this.”

      Brent. Fucking hell. I have a boyfriend, a guy I genuinely care for and would be interested in sharing my life with, and here I am cheating on him with fucking Ryker Ames, of all people. With my enemy from a previous life.

      “No!” I shove my hands into his chest, effectively breaking the connection between us. The sudden motion has his fingers pulling from me, leaving me wet, empty, and on edge, but it doesn’t matter. It’s what I deserve for participating in his games. “Stop. No. I won’t do this to Brent. This isn’t… no.” I swipe a hand over my face, wishing it would wipe away the hot and heavy shame settling on my shoulders.

      Ryker’s expression flattens. His normal bright eyes darken and I see the version of him that’s been locked up. More dangerous than ever, he grows almost larger, filling the shadows around us.

      Fuck. I realize then how helpless I truly am, being snide with the guy who was released from prison for abuse, of all charges. I press into the wall, wishing this was a fantasy world, and I could escape into it. “I’m sorry. D-don’t hurt me.”

      His eyes grow wide, unexplained pain swirling in their depths. “Hurt you. Fuck, you think I’m going to force you?”

      I shrug because I don’t know what he’ll do. I don’t know him like I used to, and time changes people.

      He curses again and throws himself away from me. “If only you knew the—” He cuts off and takes another step away from me. I follow behind, and despite the shame keeping my muscles heavy, I manage to lift an arm toward him.

      “Ryker, tell me.”

      “No.” His tone turns icy again, and he turns. Back in the shadows, keeping distance between us, I can’t see him anymore. Nothing beyond a vague outline.

      I scoff, shaking my head. Nothing’s changed with him. This whole hot-cold thing is typical of Ryker, then and now.

      Except this time, he gave me a greater taste of himself than he ever has before, and it had me panting like a dog for more. Worse, he put me in a precarious position with Brent.

      “Fuck you to hell, Ryker.”

      “All in due time, Dolly. All in due time.”

      The door to my bedroom opens and closes. From down the hall, I hear the front door also slam shut, and finally, the breath I’m holding escapes. He’s gone.

      For now.

      In the same instance, the lights flicker back on.
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      “You study for the trig test?” Teagan asks, picking a salad from the lunch options.

      I grab a pizza slice, my stomach eagerly grumbling for the taste of it, and slip by her to pay for both our meals, managing to swipe my credit card—thanks, Mom—before Teagan can oppose me doing so. Teagan doesn’t have the best home life, and Mom’s said she doesn’t mind footing the bill for her if it means Teagan’s eating more than a granola bar or whatever she managed to swipe from the kitchen that morning.

      She frowns, but doesn’t argue, knowing it won’t get her anywhere. “Elena…”

      I wave my free hand, brushing aside her complaint. “Of course I’ve studied. I’m so mentally prepared for this test,” I respond to her previous question, as we leave the crowded lunch line and enter the even rowdier cafeteria.

      I keep my eyes pinned on the table Teagan and me usually frequent. It’s in the back, the quietest spot in this place, and the farthest from Ryker and his minions.

      I know where he is, of course. Seated at the table in the centre of the room, right by the aisle where he can watch everyone entering and leaving the cafeteria. I duck my head and lead Teagan to the right, through a throng of bodies to avoid the path that’ll pass by him. Teagan follows behind without question, already aware of why I’m doing this.

      Usually it works, but this time, a booming and cocky, “Dolly,” cuts through the cacophony of conversations and silences everyone. Because for some reason, everyone in the school, even those in the higher grades, have nothing better to do than watch the drama unfold.

      My jaw locks while I push through another wave of frozen bodies. Everyone’s staring, breath bated like I’m a damned celebrity while I continue to ignore the siren call of my bully.

      “Dolly, turn around right now and face me.”

      A challenge. That’s new. Huh, my initial refusal must be doing a number on his ego. Stupidly, I do stop, turning to face him, prepared to continue my defiance. I’m hungry, and before I complete a trig test, I’m determined to ensure I’m at max mental capacity.

      He sits on the bench, one leg thrown on either side. His self-assured smirk is obvious from the short distance. But that’s not the most noticeable thing about him. It’s the girl between his legs that has my stomach curdling with secret desire. I’d love to be her, to be cradled against his chest, rather than being stared at by an entire cafeteria’s worth of students.

      “What?” I growl, forcing menacing defiance in my tone.

      Menace he merely responds to with an easy grin. “Come here.”

      Teagan’s staring at me, slightly shaking her head. I know Ryker though. Cruelty is what makes him tick and the only way for me to finish my lunch in peace is to obey him now. If I turn away, this will only come back on me tenfold worse.

      It was a mistake I’ve only made once before.

      I lay my pizza down on the nearest table and stalk by everyone, including Teagan, ignoring her soft, “Elena, don’t do it,” until making it to the aisle that splits the room in two.

      Forcing self-assuredness over top of my unease, I cross my arms, stopping short of a few feet of him. My eyes flick over the table, spotting a few of the guys Ryker often has lunch with, a few girls as well, who all laugh behind their hands, and of course Tristan Pence, Ryker’s right-hand man, seated across from him. I can’t understand Tristan’s blank expression, leaving me to wonder how much of this is amusing or boring for him.

      “I’m hungry,” Ryker says, scanning me up and down. I’m not much to regard, in my jeans and tee, face heating red with embarrassment and anger.

      “Good thing it’s lunch time.”

      Ryker shakes his head, his smile not lowering a fraction. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a five-dollar bill. “Get me something to eat.”

      “Get it yourself.”

      His eyes narrow. “My toy’s getting feisty. You think you have a choice in the matter?” Without waiting for me to say more, he flicks the bill at me. It falls, floating in the space between us. Which means, he’ll demand I pick it up too.

      I spin on my heel, noticing how everyone’s breaths catch with my defiant action. Again, I’m fucking hungry and waited in that line long enough. I’m eating, and that’s all there is to this.

      “Dolly, you walk another fucking step and I’ll have your ass bruised for a week.”

      He’s threatening me now? But his words elicit a delicious spark inside me, driving me to face him again. Somehow, Ryker’s words and actions have continually spoken to me on a different level.

      The girl between his legs is staring at him now, a pissy expression on her face, but he’s paying her no attention.

      Ryker’s eyes track mine to where I’m staring at her, and after a beat, a spark ignites in his gaze. “Jealous?”

      “Of?” My nose picks up.

      “Is that what’ll sweeten the deal for you? Get me a slice of pizza and you can have her spot here.” The girl in question whips her gaze back and forth. Ryker’s hatred of me is a well-known fact of the entire school, which is why they’re all still watching the show in front of them, so I’m not entirely sure why this girl appears shocked and hurt by this. She’s sitting with Ryker Ames—a heartless asshole—so nothing about him should be surprising.

      “No thanks.”

      “I think you’re lying to yourself, Dolly. Either way, it doesn’t change the fact you will pick up that money,” he nods to the floor where it’s waiting, “and get me lunch. Now.”

      My neck burns red, prickling with the weight of hundreds of gazes watching and waiting to see what I’ll do. Ryker leans back against the table and crosses his arms, a challenge lifting his chin. There is no challenge though because he always wins. If I walk away from him now, he’ll retaliate at some other time.

      “Fuck you.” I crouch and swipe the money before stomping off. A room full of eyes track me, including Teagan’s, who’s is also frowning. She’s never understood why I obey him, and makes it known quite often.

      The quicker I do this, the sooner he’ll leave me alone. I exit the cafeteria and get back in the line, which is thankfully shorter than earlier, seeing as most people have their lunches already. Still a few people, though, and I bounce on the balls of my feet, anxious to get back to my own food, which is hopefully still waiting where I left it. The scents in here assault my stomach, twisting it in ways that tell me I need to eat soon.

      Finally, I have his fucking pizza in hand. I should swap it for my own and keep the hot one; that’ll serve him right, but he’ll notice the change. Instead, I do allow a small piece of defiance, and smile doing it.

      I take a bite, revelling in the taste of the hot, melted cheese, before re-entering the cafeteria’s conversational buzz. The moment I do, the room falls silent, and I grit my teeth, hating Ryker more and more for everything he’s brought on me today.

      His flirting methods suck and for the millionth time this school year—hell, this week—I question why his commands thrill me the way they do, why I don’t stomp away and deal with whatever stupid consequences he’ll dish out, or even better, seek assistance from Mom or the school administration. The moment I do that, this all ends. I deal with his shit because it’s a game we’re both determined to win and winning will mean I’m on my back beneath him. But it’s more than that, I think. Being a virgin gives me nothing to go on, but something about Ryker makes me want to be submissive to him.

      Keeping my eyes pinned on Ryker, I stalk through the cafeteria, noting how the girl is no longer with him. Ryker’s arms are still crossed, and his smirk grows as I approach.

      Without care, I toss the pizza onto the table in front of him, revelling in the way it nearly slides from the paper plate. Of course he spots the bite right away and his brows quirk before he shakes his head, sighing, and his arms drop to his side.

      “Oh, Dolly, you almost followed my instructions so perfectly. But now…”

      “You got your food. Now leave me to mine.” I glance at the giant clock hanging over the entrance, noting there’s only fifteen minutes left of lunch.

      He’s quick though, and his arm snaps out, hand wrapping around my wrist and tugging me to his side before I have a chance to react and escape.

      “I told you, I’m not sitting with you.”

      “You’re right in that.” With a bit of force, he jerks my arm and gestures to the floor. “Kneel.”

      Oh, of all the… “Why?”

      “You ate my food. That’s not being a good girl at all.”

      “You’re keeping me from mine,” I point out, gesturing with my head to where Teagan and my forgotten pizza slice still waits. “Payback.”

      His lips purse, amusement curling the edges. “Payback, hm? Answer me this, did you sleep well last night?”

      Before responding to his sudden and random inquiry, I study his expression, seeking anything that’ll give away what he’s talking about. “Yes. Why?”

      “Because you’ve grown awfully confident.”

      “It’s called being hangry.”

      He chuckles, and I hate myself for how it eases my muscles by a fraction. “I’m not a fan of this version. This attitude thing… No. But back to my main point. Kneel. Now.”

      We end up in a stare down, the entire cafeteria still paying attention. By now, they must realize he’ll win. Hell, I need to realize that soon too, to end this quicker, but sometimes his arrogance pisses me off so much, I feel I can maybe win.

      Still, the words don’t stop. “Fuck you.”

      “You’d love that. Last chance to obey.”

      My eyes narrow, and I’m sure I seem ridiculous in my determination to tell him off, but then my eyes quickly flick to the clock on the wall, noting my time dwindling away.

      I lower myself to my knees, shame heating my entire body, especially when Tristan chuckles, and the other guys follow suit. Not Ryker though. He twists, throwing one leg over the bench, so his entire body faces me, before bending over and putting his head close to mine.

      I still, the muscles beneath my skin practically twitching with anticipation and lust.

      His hand flicks out, and he moves strands of blonde hair away from my eyes as he studies my face, searching for something, but I’m not sure what. His touch makes me want to close my eyes and welcome the feeling of his fingers against my skin, while pretending he’s touching me for all the right reasons. After a long second, he drops his arm back to his side, ending his spell over me.

      “Good girl.” His purr shoots lust to my core and my insides clench. “Thank you for lunch. You’re free now.”

      Before he second-guesses his kindness, I shoot to my feet and stomp back to where I left Teagan and my now-chilled pizza. People’s eyes track me, and I grumble, waiting for them to all return to their own lives. By the time I’m seated at the table, Teagan lowering herself to the bench across from me with a concerned, pitying air in her eyes, people give up.

      “You really need to stop letting him win,” Teagan murmurs.

      I shrug because I’ve stated this time and time again. “I know it’s weird, but, like, I enjoy and hate everything he does at the same time. It’s fucked up, I realize, but…”

      “You might be waiting forever for him.”

      I know. But this time, I don’t say it aloud.

      Instead, I power through my slice of pizza in my final few minutes of lunchtime, all while knowing green eyes remain locked on me.
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      After a shower and a long time of steeling my nerves, I make it to the university’s campus gates with twenty minutes to spare. At the entrance, my phone vibrates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Natalie

      

      
        We still on for lunch?

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck, I completely forgot about Natalie. She’s the only person, outside Brent and my course mates, I speak to. At no time have I been a person to have a lot of friends—partly because Ryker terrified too many of them and no one wanted to get close to me in fear of what he’d do to them. In high school, it was Teagan and me, but like most “lifelong” high school friendships, ours ended sometime before graduation. She moved away before the end of school, without even a final goodbye.

      To this day, the way she left without even a goodbye stings. Like years of friendship meant nothing to her, and whatever she was going through at the time wasn’t my business, even after all the times I helped her.

      Natalie and I met by accident in the library one day, and now meet up for lunch each week, and occasionally after school when we both need to meet our social quota. She too isn’t a people-person, which I’m okay with. After Teagan, I’m not entirely sure I ever want a close female friendship again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Sorry, something came up. Next week?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Natalie

      

      
        Okay. Hope all is well. Maybe I’ll see you in passing then.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shoot her back a smiley face and lock the screen.

      Natale could provide me the company I need, but I’m also not entirely sure I can manage a civilized conversation. Putting aside the fact I don’t want Ryker to learn about Natalie. She’s too good, too nice to be pulled into my fucked-up life. It’s bad enough he knows about Brent.

      Brent…

      For a long while, I stood in my shower and prayed to the water gods to transform me into a waterdrop and take me down the drain with the others, because I’m a horrible person who deserves nothing less. I washed myself quickly, refusing to even allow my own touch to linger where Ryker was.

      More reason to tell Brent about Ryker now before I fall too deeply into the hole he’s striving to propel me back down.

      If only I knew what Ryker wanted—what he’s been cooking up during his years in prison. No doubt he’s had a lot of spare time to plan whatever it is he’ll be sending my way soon.

      Whatever it is shouldn’t be my problem, and I need this dealt with straightaway. Breaking into Brent’s house, and now mine, is too far. After classes later today, I’ll march myself straight down to the police station. I’m sure the criminal record following Ryker won’t enjoy the report I’ll file.

      For the first time all morning, a smile cracks on my face, as I stride across the grass and toward the main building, where my class is.

      “Elena!”

      Brent’s cheery voice halts my feet, and I glance around until I pinpoint him coming from the right. He hikes his bag up on his shoulder in time for him to come to a stop in front of me and give me a quick peck. His lips don’t linger, and I don’t return his kiss. Kissing feels like a betrayal to Brent, even if Ryker’s mouth didn’t touch mine.

      “Hi.” I force my mouth to stretch in the most realistic smile I can manage right now, yet it doesn’t end up becoming much at all. I swear my guilt is written all over my face.

      But he doesn’t notice or care. “Hey. Are you only getting to campus now?” His eyes flick behind me, glancing in the direction I came from.

      “Yeah. As I was leaving, I dropped a glass and stayed behind to clean it up,” I lie, forcing my gaze to remain steady and not take a dive to the grass at our feet.

      “Okay. Well,” he glances at the time on his phone, “I know you have class in a few, so I won’t keep you. Call you at four?”

      “Could you make it a bit later? I have something to do afterwards.”

      His head tilts. “What’s that?”

      I huff through my nose and weave a lie that’s closest to the truth, despite realizing if I add one more to my pile, guilt will topple me by the end of this conversation. “I’ve been having an issue with a neighbour, so I’m going to run down to the police station and report a complaint.”

      He nods his head slowly. “Oh… okay. That’s not good. Did you want me to come with you?”

      This time, my smile is much more natural, though it still pinches my cheeks. “It’s fine. Thanks though.”

      He nods again. “Okay, let me know how it goes. Hopefully, it’ll be fixed soon.” He leans forward, pressing another quick kiss to my mouth. “I’ll message later. Have a good day.”

      He turns away and I continue toward the building my class is held in, noting I now only have a few minutes until the lecture begins. I walk with a renewed energy, smiling at nothing. After class, this will all be dealt with, and Ryker can go back to being my secret high school crush-slash-bully.

      My stomach twists at the simple thought. For a long time, all I wanted was to have him back in my life, and now that he’s here, it hasn’t brought me the same joy I dreamed it would.

      I enter the double doors to the large lecture hall, scanning the partially filled room. The professor, Dr. Roberts, at the front of the room is setting up, his balding head bent over his laptop. Students scatter around the lecture hall, only filling a small fraction of it.

      I walk down the couple of stairs before reaching the aisle I typically occupy. Not too close to the front, but also not too far in the back, providing me with the perfect view of the projection screen and a good distance to hear the professor. I’m so lost in my thoughts, I don’t notice the figure in my usually bare aisle.

      Not until the hand clamps my elbow and yanks me to a stop, a few seats away from where I normally sit. A small yelp bursts from my lips; a nearby girl glances over at us passively, before returning to whatever is on her phone.

      Ryker’s smug face comes into my vision, stealing away all the air from the room and leaving me gasping for breath. How… how… Even my brain can’t function, staring at the person I was with less than an hour ago.

      This morning I was able to see Ryker’s features due to his proximity, but even the shadowy appearance of him doesn’t hold a torch to the real thing. And damn, if my thighs don’t clench as the very sight of him takes my mind to earlier and my heart to high school.

      The darkness hid his true size from me, but he’s huge. He consumes the lecture-hall seat, his arms straddling both armrests. Biceps the size of my head; a shoulder’s span stretching past the small chair he’s squished himself in.

      His hair, as noticed this morning, is cut close to his head, much shorter than it’d been in high school. While the high school version of him is what continually made an appearance in my head, I can’t deny liking the grown-up version of him.

      Beside him, I’m a tiny Barbie. And I’m not even that small; he’s simply that large.

      My eyes drop to his hands, folded nicely on his lap, as if he’s enjoying being here—which maybe he is. I can’t understand a psycho’s brain. I note his long fingers, recalling the feel of them inside me only hours ago.

      His green orbs follow my line of sight, and he smirks, sending a flush to my cheeks because he knows where I allowed my mind to go.

      “Hi, Dolly.”

      Despite the pleasant greeting, his tone is anything but polite. Within it, there’s a warning. I glance around, noticing more students arriving, and Dr. Roberts is studying his notes in front of him, almost ready to begin class.

      “Sit.”

      Instead, I sneer down at him, ensuring to lift my nose for the added effect. “What, you’re adding stalking to your list of crimes now? Why are you in my class?”

      The better questions would be, how did you know which classroom is mine? And, how did you know where I sit? But this is Ryker Ames, and I’ve learned early on, he, somehow, knows entirely too much about me. He knows where I live, where Brent lives, so why shouldn’t he know where my class is or even where I sit inside it?

      His lips fold together once and he sits straighter, pinning me with his gaze. “Maybe I’m protecting you.”

      But who will protect me from you?

      My unspoken question hovers between us, and again, I glance around. More students have settled in and Dr. Roberts is completing his inventory scan of the room, checking to see how many of us decided to show up, which means he’s about to begin speaking.

      “Sit,” he demands again. “Don’t make me chase you.”

      No doubt he will if I take off. I eye my usual seat down the aisle, then the professor, and then Ryker again, huffing as I lower myself into the chair. Sitting next to a demon for this one class is better than missing it entirely. I think.

      “Good girl,” he purrs, his lips pulling into a satisfied smirk.

      “You have an obsession with calling me that,” I whisper, as the professor greets the class. “Along with all the others.”

      “Which others?” Light amusement tinges his tone.

      I bite the inside of my cheek. He’s trying to get me worked up because he definitely knows which names I’m talking about. I won’t fall for his ploy, so I twist my body away from him, as much as I can in the small bucket seat.

      After a beat, his hand lands on my thigh, searing my skin through the spandex leggings. It weighs me down, pushing my leg into the chair beneath me.

      “Which. Names.”

      I scowl, glancing at his darkened expression. “Dolly. My pet. Toy. Good girl. Am I missing any?” I ask sarcastically, before shoving his hand off my leg. “Now, leave me be. I need to focus.” I open my notebook, readying to take notes, and pretend Ryker isn’t beside me while I listen to yet another valuable and important lecture, which will, no doubt, be part of the upcoming exams.

      But Ryker isn’t deterred by my snub. Keeping his eyes pinned on the front of the room, appearing like an attentive student, he murmurs scarcely loud enough for me to hear, “I have an obsession, as you say, with calling you those names because I know you enjoy them. If I reach into your pants, I’ll find you wet again. You’ve always been fond of the names, even back in high school.”

      My breath hikes, and my pen scratches anxiously along the paper, though no notes appear.

      “You think I don’t know why you allowed me to do all that shit to you back then? You were a dog, begging for my scraps. You liked it then, and you like it now.”

      “I don’t,” I bite, my voice no higher than a whisper.

      “You do.”

      Through my peripheral vision, I spot his cocky grin and he slouches down, appearing like a disinterested student. Unfortunately for him, he stands out amongst the group of concentrated pre-law undergraduates.

      His hand comes up to his face, and though he rests his chin on it, his fingers land beneath his nose. “I can still smell you on my fingers. It’s proof against your claims.”

      “Whatever.”

      He can think what he wants, but I know the truth. The truth I’m denying even to myself. That he’s right, and I liked the names back then. They made me feel wanted by him, but it doesn’t matter anymore.

      “Back then,” he continues, “I was playing the long game before our progress was interrupted. But now we’re starting round two.”

      My blood heats and boils with his words until my fingers can do nothing but clench around the plastic armrests. My teeth slam together, the skin of my jaw stretching taut over my face. My skin grows flush and my breathing increases as I force air through my lungs, working on calming myself.

      But his ongoing words add heat to the already-stoking flames within me. “I have something big planned for you, and at the end of it, it’ll be you and me at the finish line. I’m picturing you in your rightful place, on your knees.”

      My lips press together and my eyes slam shut. If I can’t see him, maybe I can’t hear him either. He’s so damn annoying, and I can’t believe I once enjoyed this.

      “How’s that sound, my toy? It’s what you wanted, right?”

      Anger and annoyance land heavy inside me, causing me to quiver. My hand clamps down on my breakable pen and I continue to breathe deep. But then I picture myself on my knees in front of him, exactly how he wants me and⁠—

      “Fuck off!”

      Every single eye in the lecture hall turns toward us. Ryker leans away from me, ever-acting like the innocent one. Professor Roberts stops speaking, his attention also diverted to the middle of the lecture hall—to us.

      “Miss Sparks, could you please take your commotion outside? Some students are trying to learn and I’m trying to teach those who are interested.”

      I’ve never ever been reprimanded in my life by a teacher. Shame burns deep, red, and hot, and I slam my notebook shut, shoving it forcefully into the bag at my feet. I toss a dark glare over my shoulder at an amused Ryker, hating every inch of his smug expression. The bastard got me kicked out of class. I stand, looping my bag over my shoulder and locking my gaze on my escape route.

      “Oh, Miss Sparks, please do take your new friend with you.”

      I close my eyes, my jaw locking in response. I don’t peek, but I hear Ryker’s footsteps following behind me. Without any dignity, I slam the door, swinging it wide open. Let it slam in his face; it’ll serve him right.

      Without stopping, I stalk away from the lecture hall and back outside. With an hour remaining until my next class, I have nothing to do since I was supposed to be in that one. Now because of Ryker, I’m missing out on the notes I’ll need.

      The knowledge has me growling. To his footsteps still echoing behind me, I grumble, “When I fail, I’m so fucking coming after you, you bastard.”

      Despite the chilly winds, he hears me and chuckles.

      Whatever.

      If he’s planning on stalking me, then there’s no point in waiting till the end of the day. No doubt he’ll follow me to my other classes, and he’s insane if he thinks I’ll sit by while he gets me kicked out of those as well.

      With my new goal in mind, I quicken my feet against the wind, heading out of campus. A stalking charge on top of his already tarnished record will pair nicely, and then we’ll see how cocky he is. Maybe it’s time for me to be the bully.

      As expected, Ryker follows me off university grounds and down the sidewalk toward downtown. He remains a couple feet back, but his echoing footsteps are an ever-present shadow behind me.

      After a few more blocks, the station comes into view. In the same instance, the sun breaks from the clouds above and the chorus of hallelujah plays in my head. My steps hasten, an eager energy driving me forward. The light at the end of the tunnel is nearly shining on me and I can’t wait.

      Ryker follows me across the street, and I laugh under my breath. Clearly prison made him dumb, because he’s all but walking back into a cell in a matter of minutes.

      The energy propelling my feet turns into a lightness, the feeling of being able to float away. I all but skip right up to the double glass doors in time for one to fly open, an officer stepping out.

      “Oh perfect,” I start, shifting to place myself directly in his path to ensure he’ll pay attention to me. “Officer⁠—”

      “Hey, Ryker!”

      Every realization hits me in the same instant.

      First, he knows Ryker. Is friendly with him, since the officer bounds straight to him and they embrace in that man-hug thing all guys do.

      Second, his voice launches me straight back to high school, when he was a skinny kid by Ryker’s side, constantly smirking at the hell Ryker made my life.

      Third, he’s bulked up since I last saw him. His dirty blond hair is shorter, making him appear meaner, but as he turns, I’m met with the same face. The same knowing smirk. The same amused dark eyes.

      Tristan Pence.

      Fuck no.

      My heart pounds rapidly, my gaze bouncing between the two guys then toward the station behind me. Tristan Pence, his best friend, and the one who remained by his side while he wreaked havoc on my life, without lifting a finger to ever help me is here. In Bridgetown. Working as a damn cop.

      What. The. Fuck?

      Ryker’s cocky smirk stretches his face, making his green eyes practically glow. It’s why he didn’t stop me; he wanted me to see this. See his connection with the police.

      But not all of them. I spin on my heel, heading inside regardless, but Tristan’s words stop me.

      “Don’t do it, Elena. You go in there and make a report, and I’ll ensure no one believes you. All claims will be wiped from his record before you finish speaking. You have no idea how far my reach truly goes.”

      He’s bluffing. He’s my age. He can’t be too far up on the totem pole. Besides, Ryker has an existing record and even Tristan can’t change that. The people in there will believe me.

      “I’ll charge you with slander, Elena.”

      I turn to face them, jaw ticking. “Even you can’t modify the entire system.”

      Tristan bares his teeth, all while not lowering his grin. “Try me. Test me. I beg you to.”

      My eyes bounce back to the doors, to the place I hoped would fix all this. Movies and shows depict this all the time; crooked cops who hide the truth, but I didn’t think they were real.

      “Do not think about coming back later either. Don’t call it in, even anonymously. The second I hear a claim against my boy here, we’re coming for you.”

      My gaze flicks to Ryker, who, based on his grin, knows he’s won this round.

      Dejected, I stumble back, stepping away from the station. I continue until pushing past the reunited couple. Tears sting my eyes, but I won’t allow them to fall until I’m far enough away.

      Ryker stacked the deck. He knew who was here. Knew I couldn’t get him in the kind of trouble I’m aiming for.

      Even if I do call it in, Tristan and Ryker are a formidable pair. I’ve seen it in high school, and no doubt it’s strengthened since then. If I call it in, and Tristan finds out, Ryker will come for me even harder than he already is. If I leave it be, I may be able to ride out the wave and perhaps survive Ryker and whatever hell he’s insisting on unleashing on me.

      And maybe through all this, I’ll even learn why he’s doing it.

      As I stomp away, Ryker calls out, “Remember, Dolly. This is round two.”
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      My feet eat up the cement floor as I pace back and forth, my mind stuck on her.

      Touching her was not part of the plan. I was only supposed to remain across the room and scare her with my presence. But then my girl had to open her snarky mouth, and well… I needed to show her who’s boss. She thinks we’re done, and I can—what’d she say— “move on.” Her and I, we’re far from done.

      Once I had my hand around her neck, I couldn’t stop myself from touching the rest of her. I wholly expected her to fight me. Had she, I would have released her. It would have cost me every ounce of strength to do it, but regardless how the newspapers portrayed me years ago, I’m not interested in assaulting everyone I come across. By no means would I ever force myself on a woman, especially her.

      My eyes settle on the images pinned to the wall in front of me, and I glance away, scowling at the very scum who do force themselves.

      Exactly as I hoped and forever knew, my toy likes what I do to her. She likes me touching her nearly as much as I enjoy petting her. She proved it to me before I even went near her pussy. Her throat bobbing against my hand, the jump of her pulse in her neck, her parted lips and lust-crazed eyes said it all. She’s affected by me.

      And I her.

      My comment about filling her dreams over the past few years might be true, but, in actuality, our roles are reversed. She might have truly stopped thinking about me at some point, a fact that has my own throat tightening, because I never stopped dreaming of her. I hate how shook up I am by her, but then, I suppose, even demons have their own sins to atone for.

      I’m still uncertain if my touching was for her or me, but God, she was wet and wanting, and I craved to give it to her. If she didn’t stop me, I would have fucked her right then and there—plan aside.

      Why? Because simply breathing in her essence brought me straight back to four years ago when all I wanted to do was to have her in my arms.

      I bring my hand up to my nose, inhaling her heady scent still lingering, despite the fact it’s been half a day since they’ve been inside her. The only thing preventing me from going back to her house and trying for another round is the plan I’ve so meticulously created. It’s already going to shit, and before I fuck it up worse, I need to throw the brakes on.

      “Tell me you’re not picking your nose or anything like that.

      I scowl, lowering my hand back to my side, embarrassment wiping Elena from my mind as Tristan stomps into the basement.

      “Funny.” I drop into the nearest chair, legs spreading. “What’d you find out?”

      “Later,” he says, taking the chair across from me. “They texted. Said they’d be here soon. How’d this morning go? The afternoon seemingly went well.” He smirks.

      It went too well. And once I figured out her destination, it was only too easy to send him a quick text as a head’s up. The timing couldn’t have worked better. My little doll now knows a fraction of what I have lined up for us.

      “Yeah,” I respond, propping my elbow up on the table. My chin falls to my waiting hand, my fingers at a position that allows me to still take in her scent without being obvious. “Scared her.”

      Tristan chuckles. “You touched her, didn’t you?” His eyes fall to my hand. “You’re not as good at hiding the truth as you think you are.”

      “As if it’s any of your business,” I growl.

      Tristan shrugs. “And the classroom?”

      My lips twitch. “Felt like old times. She was riled up.” It’s that kind of shit I’d do to her in high school, and today was an ode to it, while also informing her there’s nowhere she’s safe from me. Even inside her school. Plus, I needed to get its layout for the coming weeks.

      “I can tell.” At my questioning look, he adds, “You seem like you again. The old you.”

      “You mean not the one locked up behind bars?” I shake my head, leaning back in the chair. It truly does feel good being out. It’s only been a month, but damn, people take freedom for granted. Eating fast food again and drinking alcohol has been one of the best things. The second being able to sleep alone, without a hall of other men snoring in their own cells.

      “Yeah,” Tristan responds. “It’s still surreal to have you back, man. After all this time.”

      I nod, silently agreeing.

      “Do you think…” He frowns, dropping his eyes to the table momentarily as he collects his thoughts. “Man, do you think this is all going too far? Maybe she didn’t know.”

      All ease in my muscles evaporates, being replaced with hardened ice in my veins. My hands make tight fists on my lap and I bite down on my tongue to resist using them. I did well in keeping my anger in check inside prison, needing to remain a good inmate and have a better chance of getting out sooner, and it’s those same relaxing techniques I use now to avoid swinging at my friend.

      I don’t keep the bite—the annoyance—from my tone. “She knew. I know her as well as I know myself. If she didn’t, she would have continued to fight, but she gave up after a short time. Enough to put on a show before moving on.”

      Tristan gives me an expression of doubt, but thankfully, the telltale stomps of two others fly down the stairs and they take seats across from me, their eyes glinting with evil eagerness.

      Time to finish this.
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      An entire week passes.

      And there’s nothing more from Ryker. He doesn’t randomly appear inside my house again, in any of my classes, or even on campus—that I know of anyway. He hasn’t been by Brent’s house during the nighttime when I’m there.

      But I know he’s still around. It’s not Ryker’s M.O. to disappear. After showing me he has friends in high places, there’s only one direction for us now.

      Down. Down to the depths of whatever hell he’s designing for me.

      He’s biding his time, similar to how I’m lying-in wait for something to happen. I’d be so lucky to learn he went back home, being he’s a free man now, but again, Ryker won’t forfeit the game he’s already deemed himself the victor of.

      With each passing day, a new trickle of nerves adds to the ones already there. Soon, rather than a stream, it’ll be a river, because ever since seeing Tristan Pence outside the police station, I had the stark realization there’s more happening here than I know of, which is fucking frightening.

      Of all people to end up in Bridgetown, it’s Tristan. His best friend. Most of the people we graduated with after high school left the area and ventured farther out in the country, opting not to remain near their families. My gut tells me that Tristan’s presence here isn’t unplanned or accidental.

      Is Tristan at fault for Ryker’s knowledge of Brent and where I live? If Tristan has been working here, it’d be easy enough for him to learn this information, especially with his chosen career.

      This game involves more levels than I originally believed.

      I scan my room, noting my opened laptop and textbooks awaiting me to return. My eyes land on the window across from me, and then the space beside it, where Ryker had me pinned against the wall, his fingers exploring the inside of me.

      The flush consuming my body over our encounter is unmistakably real. I lower my eyes, unable to stare at the reminder of my betrayal. Worse though, I’m still betraying Brent by not admitting it to him. And by continuing to think about the feeling of Ryker inside me. Recounting the way Ryker played my body, bringing me to the edge. How my body responded to him, hips moving without any care other than what he can do for me.

      But if I admit everything to Brent, where would I even begin?

      Hey, Brent. So back in high school, I had a bully. But it’s fine because I loved his torment. He kissed me one night before being carted off to prison. Now he’s back and up to his old habits. He has it out for me, though I don’t know why. He left me a letter I still haven’t lit on fire. He showed up at your house one night and pinned me to the wall. Then he trapped me in my own house and fingered me and I didn’t push him away until it was almost too late and I’d have let him fuck me. Then he got me kicked out of class, and despite everything, I still can’t get him off my mind. Oh, and for shits and giggles, his best friend is also hanging around, but I don’t know his purpose in this yet.

      Yea. That’ll go over peachy.

      The telltale ping of an incoming text distracts me long enough for me to read it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Natalie

      

      
        Hey, I wanted to see if all was well.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile at her sweet disposition, and just when I’m about to reply with a thank you, I last-minute swap my plans.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Meet up for coffee soon?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Natalie

      

      
        Sure. I’m free now if you want.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Ditto. Meet you downtown in 20?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Natalie

      

      
        Perfect.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Every student in Bridgetown knows Donuts on First has the best coffee in the world. It’s there, in the back corner, I find Natalie already waiting with two mugs.

      “You got here fast,” I comment, dropping down into the free chair across from her.

      She slides a mug over to me, along with the basket of creams and sugars. “I wasn’t doing anything and was quick to leave the house. Besides, I’m closer to downtown than you are. So, what’s up? I was a bit surprised by your offer.”

      Which likely means I’m a jerk since we don’t do this more often. After all this time, our friendship remains surface-level. Maybe because Teagan leaving how she did hurt more than I ever admitted, even to myself, and letting myself have another close friend, all for us to separate and never speak again, frightens me. Keeping Natalie at arm’s length is merely a sure way to protect myself.

      I shrug. “Guess I needed a break.”

      From over her mug’s rim, her eyes study me. “Is everything okay? There’s, like, a different energy coming from you.”

      Am I that obvious? It’s odd how Natalie notices it but not Brent. “Guess I’m stressing about finals already.”

      “Tell me about it! I mean, they’re still months away, but I’m freaking out. They’re our last finals, which makes it even worse.”

      I nod, agreeing, and take a tiny sip of my coffee, testing how tongue-burningly hot it is. Still too hot, so I rest the mug down again. “I think that’s it, yeah.”

      “Well, I’m happy we’re doing this. It’s nice to get out of the house and away from school sometimes.”

      “I agree.” I smile.

      She returns my smile but lifts herself off the chair. “Be right back. Washroom.”

      The moment she’s headed toward the short hallway, leading to the public washrooms, the shop’s door opens and closes, and a moment later, I hear, “Elena? Elena Sparks?”

      It’s not one I recognize, but I can’t handle any more people from my past. My eyes close briefly in preparation, before turning around and finding the last person I ever thought I would see again.

      “Alex Miller?”

      What is happening in my life? It’s as if a reunion is occurring that I simply wasn’t made aware of.

      He strides across the small shop and approaches me at a speed that allows me to examine him. Alex Miller was the It Boy of Newton High School. Handsome, rich, and popular. His father was some corporate businessman that settled down after an extended leave and he became a principal of the school… somehow. There’s no proof Mr. Miller had a teaching degree of any kind, but I never investigated it. Alex and I were on opposite ends of the popularity scale, and unlike Ryker, who was popular for being feared, Alex was popular for merely being a Miller and having money.

      He stops in front of my table, before granting me an easy smile. It matches his perfectly respectable suit. His brown hair isn’t messy, like it was back then, but rather styled in a way that says he’s ready for his next meeting. It’s easy to see why Teagan had such a large crush on him back then. There’s no sign of the old injuries Ryker had given him.

      “Wow, long time no see, Sparks.”

      “Yeah.” I smile hesitantly, still waiting for Ryker to appear out of thin air and announce this is another event he’s been planning. “Back at you.”

      Alex and me, we spoke maybe ten words in total, in the four years I knew him, and that’s being generous, so it’s no wonder I hadn’t kept up with him. The one major interaction I had with him wasn’t a positive one.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks, his eyes scanning the small area.

      “I live here. Well, not here,” I gesture to the shop, “but you know what I mean. This town. I go to school here. I hadn’t realized you live here too.”

      “I don’t. I operate Dad’s old company from its Cortville office.” He glances down at his shiny, polished shoes, a flash of pain skirting his expression. “I’ve come for a brief visit to his grave.”

      Right. A year or so back, Mr. Miller passed away. I hadn’t attended the funeral, though many of the multitude of students who attended the school when he ran it, did.

      “I’m sorry,” I say simply.

      He shrugs, but the pain is still evident in the way his energy is slightly less than when he approached. “It is what it is. We all can’t live forever, right?”

      “True.”

      It dawns on me then what the universe granted me. Alex Miller, the very guy who’s the reason for Ryker’s imprisonment is in front of me with answers I don’t have presently. Answers such as why he even hit Alex in the first place, and how it was bad enough to get Ryker into prison.

      “Alex—”

      “Sorry,” he glances at his phone, “I forgot I have a conference call soon. I need to get back to the hotel. Good catching up.” Alex spins on his heels and takes a step, but stops again, peering back at me. “By any chance, Elena, would you happen to be interested in a career as my secretary?”

      His secretary? That’s random. I shake my head. “Sorry, no. Not my field.”

      Alex tips his head in acknowledgment. “That’s too bad. I’ll be needing a new one soon.”

      Soon? As in he’s firing his current one, or someone is leaving? Before I can ask those questions, he’s rushing from the shop and me, gaping in surprise as yet another ghost of my past rises.

      The door closes behind him, just in time for Natalie to rejoin me. Her eyes narrow. “Well, you’re holding out on me. Sorry I missed out on whoever that lovely specimen of a man is.”

      “Someone I went to high school with.”

      “Old crush?”

      “What? Oh, no, I never thought of him like that. Pretty to look at, sure, but not my type. Plus, we didn’t really have a great history.”

      “Really?” Her brows lift. “Isn’t that exactly your type? It’s what Brent is after all.”

      I suppose Alex does share the same pretty boy, boy-next-door guise as him. I say nothing more because adding to her comment may open the door into admitting Alex, despite having Brent-like vibes, isn’t my type because Brent isn’t either.

      Dark hair, bold green eyes, and a soul made for sin is.
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      It’s after I’m home from my coffee date with Natalie, the email comes. I open it right away, catching who it’s from.

      Professor Roberts. A sour taste fills my mouth because there’s no reason a professor should be contacting me right now.

      My fingers, going numb with nerves, slide over the trackpad and I click it, my eyes immediately reading the short paragraph.

      Miss Sparks,

      I regret to inform you, your recent essay assignment has been graded and is receiving a failing mark due to plagiarism. There will be further steps taken by the disciplinary board. If you wish to discuss this with me, feel free to stop by during my office hours. 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. every day.

      Dr. Roberts

      Professor of Criminal Law

      University of Bridgetown

      For the longest second, my mind blanks and I sit there, gaping and rereading his email over and over. Once, twice… four times until words formulate in my mind. An… F. That doesn’t—it doesn’t… even make sense. I am very careful with my research, ensuring to properly cite every fact and quote I use, and wary of copying more than two words at a time. My future will be deemed by this undergrad degree. Dr. Roberts has another thing coming if he thinks I’ve stolen my research. No grad school will want me with a plagiarism charge on my record. It’s the most taboo act a student can perform.

      My lungs are working overtime, my hand pinning down my chest as I force oxygen through my body, trying my best not to let shock drag me down into the darkness.

      No, I didn’t do this. I didn’t. Impossible. I know what I wrote. I know I spent easily over an hour triple-checking my reference list.

      I immediately find the document in question in my laptop’s files, eyes scrolling over the pages. The citations are there, and the reference page is at the end. This must be a mistake on the professor’s part. On no occasion have I gotten less than a B on anything, and no doubt, he’s simply mixed me up with someone else.

      The time on my phone reads 3 p.m., leaving an hour until Dr. Roberts’s office hours are over. With the speed of a student losing her future, I abandon my other work, slipping on a sweater as I rush through my house and out the front door, barely remembering to lock it as I go.

      I make it to the university in record time and I’m a blur through campus grounds until making it to the professor’s office. I stop short, brushing off whatever dirt I may have picked up on my rush to get here and smooth my hair before knocking. Appearing presentable will at least give me points on professionalism. If that counts for anything.

      When his, “Come in!” echoes through the door, I steel my nerves and open it, holding onto the bit of breath inside me for what’s to come next.

      Dr. Roberts glances up from his computer, his eyes shooting to the clock on the wall. “I sent the email thirty minutes ago. Impressive timing, Miss Sparks. I assume you’re here to discuss your essay.”

      I lower myself gently into the seat across from his desk, fisting my hands on my lap and crossing my legs in an attempt to hold in the explosion waiting to burst from me.

      “Yes. I’m confused over the grade because I am very careful in my citations. Before coming here, I scanned the essay, and the reference page was there and everything.” I swallow, and add, “Sir,” for and added measure.

      He peers at me above spectacles and swipes a hand over his bald head before sighing and rooting through a stack of papers beside him. When he has the one he wants, he slides it across the desk and toward me.

      I lift it, purposely ignoring the giant red horrible letter beside my name as my eyes scan the front page.

      “I’ll admit, I was a bit confused too, Miss Sparks,” Dr. Roberts begins. “You’ve continuously shown great promise in my class, but I’ve been teaching for over twenty years and unfortunately you fall into the pattern so many other driven students do as well. In my experience, it’s the best students who put themselves under so much stress and seek shortcuts.”

      I stare, my mouth sliding open in shock. Is he… is he accusing me of being too good of a student and that’s why I cheated?

      “Sir, I don’t know…”

      He gestures to the paper in my tight grip. “Miss Sparks.” He stops, his wary eyes flickering softer. “Elena, again, you’re a good student. The commotion you and your friend caused the other day surprised me. I understand you must have something going on in your personal life because this essay seems to follow your outburst.”

      I flip to the next page of the document, and then the last page, my eyes scanning the words as I go, my mind becoming more frazzled with each rushed page flip I take. These are my words, but there are no bracketed references anywhere. And the last sheet of my essay isn’t a reference sheet.

      My gaze whips up. “This isn’t my essay.”

      The skin between his eyes crinkles. “It’s what you handed in.”

      “No, I handed in one with references.” The essay crumples between my clenched hands as I welcome a mix of annoyance and fury into me. “This isn’t mine, sir. This has to have been swapped or something.”

      The words leave my mouth at the same time realization sets in. Swapped. That fucker… Even in high school, he didn’t go as far to ruin my school work. When he said we’re onto round two, I hadn’t imagined this.

      “Well,” his lips press together and he leans back, hands folding over his stomach, “I’m sorry, Elena, but it’s what was given to me. Your name and student number are on the title page; therefore, it is counted for this assignment. It is what I graded. I’m sorry if you believe this is some conspiracy against you.”

      Oh, it’s more than a damn conspiracy. It’s war.

      But for now, I need to accept the fact he won this round. The essay falls from my grip, and I ask in a monotone voice, “What happens now?”

      Dr. Roberts eyes the door and then back, seemingly seeking an escape. I stare into his dark eyes, noting the slight discomfort there. “Because your failing grade was due to plagiarism, I will report you to the interdisciplinary board.” He sighs, straightening in his chair again. “I’m sorry, Miss Sparks, but I need to follow protocol and do my job.”

      I get it, even if I don’t want to.

      Wordlessly, I stand and turn away from him, not stopping until I’m back outside. The cool air hits me instantly, but I don’t feel it. Not when I’m numb inside and, apparently, out.

      I walk across the grounds, at a pace a snail would beat me. My muscles feel weak, like walking takes too much strength. When the professor reports me, it’s over. Law school is competitive, and despite my great grades, they’ll take someone without a plagiarism charge on their file over me any day.

      I pull my cell from my purse and click the name of the only voice I want to hear right now.

      “Elena?” Brent’s voice, like warm butter, eases the numbness inside me by a little.

      Maybe it’s the complete comprehension of my issue, or maybe it’s the comfort of his voice, but a sob breaks from my mouth at the same time tears begin streaming.

      “Elena,” he repeats, firmer this time. “What is wrong? Do you need me to come over? I can be there soon.” There’s shuffling in the background.

      “No, I just… I was found guilty of plagiarism. The prof is reporting me.” Admittance makes my voice rough, and I swallow, needing water to drench away this new incident in my life.

      Brent’s curse comes through the phone harshly. “Did you do it?”

      My feet slow as I swallow his question. Did I do it? I come to a complete stop, not caring if I’ve interrupted the flow of people and they need to now step around me. Shock weaves its way into me, shattering my senses—and my heart. The one person I thought would have my back in this is asking me if I did it. If I cheated. Brent knows me better than this—knows how hard I work.

      “What?” I whisper, unwilling to let my shocked tone go any louder in fear I’ll snap at him. “Are you actually asking what I think you are?” Unbridled attitude tinges my tone, unwilling to be held back any longer.

      “Well… Yeah. I mean, you’ve seemed kinda off lately, so I almost wouldn’t blame you if you did.”

      My teeth smash together, sending pain up the side of my mouth. But as much as I want to screech at him, I won’t, because he’s not wrong about the being off thing. I know I have been and there’s a particular person to blame for it.

      “I didn’t cheat,” I grit, leaving my words simple and not entering the explosive stage like my insides are dying for.

      “Have you spoken to the prof about it?”

      I roll my eyes and pick up my pace again. “Of course. It went swimmingly. I—” I break off, debating whether to mention how my essay isn’t the one I handed in.

      Why am I finding myself still unwilling to tell him anything?

      “I’m sorry to hear that then,” he says, voice resigned. “You wanna come over?”

      I nod into the phone, all while knowing he can’t see me. “Yeah. Honestly, I think I need it today. To step away from anything school-related.” My fingers wrap around the phone tighter, suddenly finding it my only lifeline between the hell life is becoming and the comfort of Brent. “We can watch tv or something?”

      “Sounds like heaven.”

      “I’ll run home and get some things.”

      “See you soon.”

      He hangs up, and while I don’t feel good, talking with Brent does make me feel semi-better. I leave the campus, but before breaking past the front gates, my eyes take a sweep of the area around me. The heavy, dark cloud of gloom still hangs above my head.

      With Ryker involved, when it rains, it pours.
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      Teagan tugs on my arm, yanking me through the groups of students loitering in the front lawn. To me, it seems amazing how no neighbour has called the cops on this party yet. And too bad they didn’t, ‘cause then I can avoid the shitshow about to happen.

      “C’mon, El. You never come to these things. Have some fun.”

      She hauls me through the open doorway to the packed hallway, where people have left only a slim path to get through, heading toward the host’s kitchen. My eyes barely have a second to take in the chaos around me. What seems to be a normal-size house gives the impression of being small on the inside with having half the senior class jammed into it. If there’s a piece of furniture, someone is on it. Or multiple someones, as people are sitting on top of each other.

      Maybe this is the norm. Having only been to one party before, and it was half the size as this one, my knowledge on these things isn’t exactly at a professional level.

      We reach the packed kitchen in time for me to lose my hearing. Not really, but you’d think I do, considering the way people screech at one another overtop the lyrics of whatever mixed party music playlist is being played from the speakers.

      Teagan leads me to a cooler by the far wall, plucking two beer cans from the ice and handing one to me. She pops hers. “Drinking is half the fun.”

      I make a face. Drinking is fine, but beer is plain disgusting.

      “How is this even allowed?” I ask her. “Underage drinking, partying, loud music playing. Someone is bound to shut this down.”

      Teagan’s brows furrow. “Chill, El. Your mom is rubbing off on you. The idea is to have fun until then. Besides, the bust is part of the thrill.” She shrugs. “Who knows. Maybe the neighbours are away.”

      “All of them?”

      Teagan shrugs again, obviously not caring as much as I do. “Let’s go find people.” She begins toward the kitchen doorway.

      What a strange saying, considering this whole house is packed with them. I follow her back to the main living area where she immediately makes her mark and continues to the other side of the room.

      Teagan strikes up a conversation with the three people she’s led me to, while I stand there, aware of how awkward I’m being right now. My hands clench around the frosty can and I rock back onto my heels as I take quick note of how they’re all dressed. Black. Like, all black. Head to toe, matched only by the thick coal lines around their eyes, spiked hair, and more metal jewellery than I ever thought possible. Guy, girl—doesn’t matter. They dress the same.

      The room changes then. I may have my back to the rest of the party, may be unable to see who steps in the room behind me, but the prickling on my neck, the way the hairs stand on edge, casting a shiver that wracks my entire body—I know.

      Without having to peek, I know I’ll find Ryker. It makes sense he’s here, as he attends every party thrown. The school days following are usually abuzz about them, until someone else throws another one to occupy people’s minds. Which means, for days after each one, I get to hear how Ryker and whatever girl he’s plucked for the night were wrapped around one another.

      This time I can’t stop myself from glancing over my shoulder, my stomach pointlessly dropping at what I find.

      As suspected, a girl is poised on his lap. She’s sitting sideways but has her face tilted toward him. Judging by the way she moves and how her hands fly around, she’s telling him something animatedly, but he isn’t listening. His arm may be wrapped around her waist, putting bitter jealousy into my mouth, but it’s me he’s staring at.

      His eyes narrow and for a whole second, I feel like a winner. She may be on his lap, but I have his attention. But then he smiles and my stomach drops.

      In no way is it a gentle, easing smile. No, it’s cold, calculating—a smirk complete with pursed lips and the knowledge of how his next actions will affect me. And then his smirk lessens, lowering into an easy grin as he leans back into the couch and directs his attention to the girl. He nods, as if listening, and then grasps her shirt and tugs her into his chest before capturing her mouth in a kiss.

      Tears prick my eyes, yet I don’t know why. This shouldn’t surprise me and other than his ongoing hatred of me, he’s never shown me anything that should make me feel otherwise, but emotions suck and I can’t stop them in the same way a train can’t instantly stop.

      From behind their kiss, his eyes flash to me, a cruel taunting coating every inch of his gaze.

      For a second, I wonder what it’d be like to be that girl. To be the one kissing Ryker and having his hands touching my body.

      Maybe when Hell freezes over.

      Someone brushes my hand walking by, but when the touch lingers, I turn back and find Eric, a guy in my grade. Shaggy dark hair drops over his eyes and he flicks his head to the side, removing his bangs from his sight. Accompanied by a large grin, he yells, “Hey,” over the pounding music.

      “Hey.” In my years here, I’ve hardly spoken to Eric, only having shared the odd class with him. He’s polite, plays sports, and while we haven’t interacted for long, he doesn’t seem like a bad guy.

      He smiles easily, reminding me of the one Ryker gifted to the girl. “Haven’t ever seen you at a party before.”

      I shrug, shifting my feet, unsure how to act around him—flirty because he expects it, polite because that’s my personality, or indifferent to show a lack of interest. “I don’t usually come. Teagan,” I hike my thumb behind me, “encouraged me to.”

      His bright grin widens and he holds his hand out toward me. “Lucky me then. Wanna go outside? It’s a bit quieter there.” His head tilts to the side, in the direction of the kitchen, and likely toward the back door.

      I swallow around the nervous lump in my throat again. “Um⁠—”

      The rest of my sentence is cut off when a hulking figure pushes in between the small space still existing between Eric and me. Ryker’s shirt brushes my arm as he forces himself into the mix, the scent of musk and leather hitting my senses.

      His arm drops onto my shoulders and he tugs me to his side, gaining the interested glances of Teagan and her goth friends. The lump in my throat expands. His arm weighs heavy on my shoulders, pressing down on my spine as if he’s doing it on purpose to keep me glued to the spot. At the same time, I hate how much I love it. He makes me feel wanted, even though his desires only exist in darkness.

      “H-hey, R-Ryker,” Eric stutters, his throat visibly moving with his hard swallow. He takes a large step back, putting as much space between Ryker and him as possible.

      Of course. Because this is the fear Ryker bullies into everyone. He’s doing it again, forcing his way into my life at the most unwanted times.

      “Hey, Eric,” Ryker replies casually. Fingers dig into my shoulder blade, so I know his words aren’t as gentle as he makes them out to be. “Hanging around my girl, are you?”

      “Y-your girl?”  His eyes flit between Ryker and me before taking another step back. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t realize.”

      His girl? Ryker had a girl, one who was all over him moments ago. “No,” I raise my voice, “Eric, I’m not his—” Ryker’s grip tightens on my shoulder, the pressure cutting off my words and replacing them with an, “Ow!”

      His dark gaze follows shortly after. “Baby, don’t be playing with me again.” He glances up in time to watch Eric disappear into the crowd, slipping in between onlookers and away from us in a blink. The same onlookers nearby suddenly find their drinks interesting and glance away too.

      I huff, glaring at Ryker. “You’re an asshole. Why did you do that?”

      His heavy arm lifts from my shoulder before he bends, putting his face in line with mine.  “You seem to be forgetting who owns you, Dolly. We can’t have other people thinking you’re free game.”

      My nose lifts, trying to force any dignity possible into my stance. “You had someone else, so what’s it matter?”

      He smirks, shaking his head. “Jealous? It’s cute you think you can come here and have a good time. No other guy will ever be seeing your body. Not without my explicit permission. Remember that the next time you try to compete with me.”

      He straightens and disappears in the same direction Eric went moments ago. With his departure, air returns to my lungs and suddenly, I feel tired. Continuing to ignore Teagan, I step by her and head in the opposite direction Ryker went—toward the front door. Teagan calls my name, but I let it get lost in the music as I push my way to the front of the house and finally break out onto the front step, sucking in the evening air and welcoming the feeling it has on my sticky skin.

      Ryker won today. This is why I don’t come to parties.
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      They say bad things come in threes. Well, I learned early on with Ryker, they come in fours. Apparently, time apart hasn’t changed anything because I receive the welcome-home gift from hell.

      The paper taped to my door makes me pause on my front step, examining the large, red, typed letters. They don’t seem real, but no matter how many times I reread the word EVICTED, it doesn’t stick. Eviction means two weeks to find a new place.

      There’s no note attached. Nothing. Thanks to Mom’s generosity, I pay my rent. I haven’t ruined the house. Why could they possibly be evicting me?

      Two emotions mix and mingle inside me. The first being the sharp pains of anger, and the second being hopelessness. Mom has forked over a lot of money to ensure I’d live in this townhouse, and I sure as hell can’t let her know about needing a new one. I’ve essentially thrown away her money and kindness, so I have to find a place I can pay for using my own money.

      Two weeks to pack, move out, and find a new home in the middle of the school year. The latter being the most stressful.

      The notice falls from my hand and I watch it lower in short waves to the cement step. It can stay there—a shadow on the doorway while I pretend it’s not happening. For now, it’ll be another thing I shove into being tomorrow’s problem while my entire focus is on my night with Brent.

      But as I enter my foyer, the nagging question of why won’t go away, and I yank my cell from my purse and dial my landlord’s number.

      He answers right away, with a sigh. Seems to be the main reaction I’m getting from everyone today.

      “Hello, Elena.” There’s no surprise at all in his tone.

      “I pay my rent. I’m a good tenant. What possible reason do you have for evicting me?”

      “I’m sorry. I was offered a lot of money to sell the building and I took the deal. The owners wanted the property soon, so I’m only able to offer you the minimum amount of notice.”

      Fucking Christ. It may be far-fetched, but something deep inside my gut tells me Ryker has something to do with this. Yet, he’s a criminal recently released from prison, and unless he has a vault of money somewhere, I highly doubt he’s buying my house.

      Still, I can’t deny the feeling he’s somehow behind this.

      My shoulders lower with dejection, and I tell him, “I understand. Thanks,” and hang up, continuing through the house, scanning my items as I go. Everything has new meaning now, knowing I’ll soon be packing up and carrying them to a new location.

      I make it to my bedroom, eager to grab the items I’ll need for tonight and get out of here before I end up six feet under whatever else Ryker wants to shove at me.

      The first thing I see upon entering my room is the white envelope placed on top of the laptop I earlier abandoned. I’m not even surprised any longer, or angry, that he’s been inside here. Again.

      For fuck’s sake. I drop my purse and snatch it up, immediately ripping open the envelope and yanking out the paper, finding the same scribbled writing as last time.

      
        
        Dolly,

        Having fun yet? I know I am. If you think this is the worst I can do to you, I can’t wait for you to experience the ending I have planned for us. Remember, don’t go near the police station or I’ll know. Since you’ve been such a good girl so far, to cheer you up, I’ll begin spoon-feeding you the truth, one maddening bite at a time. Your appetizer is on your dresser.

        See you soon.

        Ryker.

      

      

      Dropping his letter, I spin, spotting an orange envelope. How had I not seen it when I first entered? It’s like a giant, bright sign waiting for me to examine it. Curiosity has me unfolding the flap quickly.

      My eyes skip around the paper eagerly, settling on the various terms identifying it.

      It’s a copy of a birth certificate.

      Ryker Collins.

      Mother: Susanna Collins.

      Father: Unknown.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe, lifting my gaze to stare at the wall behind me. Ryker Collins… His real name?

      So it’s true.

      Not once have I put much stock into what people said back in high school, because it didn’t make a difference. Rumours claimed Ryker was a foster kid. After he went to jail, people blamed him fighting on his mental instability from his shitty life. Again, foster kid or not, it didn’t change what Ryker was to me.

      Why does he want me to know this, and why now? He referred to his birth certificate as being a “maddening bite,” and it’s true. This is cruel. Worse, because I know Ryker doesn’t do anything accidental.

      There’s a reason he gave me this. I simply need to determine why.

      For now, I stuff it in the safety of my dresser drawers, not wanting to take it with me and spark questions I have no answers to from Brent. I bury it beneath a shirt, letting it become yet another thing on my list not to think about tonight.
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        * * *

      

      When I fall into Brent’s arms, everything feels okay for a moment. Ryker fizzles away, back to being only a memory and my high school bully. My eviction is another day’s problem. Even if the plagiarism thing is the most worrisome right now, I shove it aside too.

      Except Brent doesn’t fully get what I’m attempting. “God, Elena, plagiarism charges? Those are impossible to fight.”

      Don’t I know it. Yet, why I’m trying not to think about it.

      I glance away from his horror-filled gaze and to my feet. “Well, I’m hoping the committee doesn’t choose to take action.”

      His grim expression indicates my hopes are useless.

      I burrow into his arms, seeking his comfortable warmth before I speak the next part. “Well, my day got better. I went home to find an eviction notice taped to my door.”

      “Oh, fuck,” he whispers, his arms falling away from my shoulders. “Why?”

      I lift one shoulder into a half-hearted shrug. “My landlord said he sold the building. So now, I need to find a new place. One I can afford and is half-decent.”

      “Your mother,” he offers, knowing the arrangement I have with her.

      But I’m already shaking my head. “I don’t want her to know.”

      Brent’s blue eyes brighten, almost glowing, and he smiles. “I’ve mentioned it before, but now it seems even the world wants us to live together. Move in here.” His arm sweeps the area. “You know I want it, and it’ll be easier than the back-and-forth thing we’re currently doing.”

      My teeth nibble on my bottom lip. I’ve continued to say no to him, to ensure we still have our independence, but that was also when I had my quiet townhouse. Who knows what apartments are available right now, and who my neighbours would be?

      I glance around Brent’s living room, to the far wall, as if I can see through it. Overall, his neighbours are quiet. Plus, he’s right. It’ll happen eventually… even if I wanted us to be further along in our relationship. Right now, pickiness is a luxury.

      “Sure.”

      Brent blinks rapidly, his hand going to his face before composing himself and saying, “Awesome. Well, we can get you moved in over the next week. There’s no point in waiting. Maybe this weekend?”

      There’s Brent for you. His mind runs at a mile-a-minute, but it’s cute. A welcome change from the other darkness in my life.

      I nod and give him a gentle smile. Even if Brent isn’t the one who sets my heart aflame, he’s good for me. He cares, and I’m an idiot for wanting our relationship to be as slow as it’s been, while he’s been patient the entire time.

      My nails scrape lightly up and down his shirt and I regard him from beneath my lashes, allowing a flirty smile. “You’ve had this thought out for a while.”

      “Yes, Elena. I want you with me.” His voice lowers, going husky, and his sapphire eyes darken with lust before he leans forward and kisses me. His hands wrap around my back, and I’m held tightly to his chest.

      My fingers curl in his shirt, enticing him further. His hands move everywhere, roving over my back and thighs, branding me with his warmth. He’s so gentle, so different than Ryker⁠—

      Stop. My mouth opens underneath Brent’s, seeking his power to keep me in the moment and away from contemplations about Ryker.

      Brent grins wickedly as I strip my clothes quickly, and he follows suit. When we’re both naked, I crawl on top of his lap, placing myself right above his partially erect cock. I roll my hips over his hardness, using the sensation against my clit to spark something.

      “We gotta get you wet,” he murmurs against my lips. His fingers replace his cock and he strokes me a few times, kissing me harder than before.

      I allow a fake moan to break from my lips, aiming to trick my body into pleasure, but all it does is make Brent’s hand stroke me faster, having the opposite effect on my insides. I huff into his mouth.

      We’ve never had this issue. Brent can get me wet, even if I don’t always get off. He’s touching me, for fuck’s sake! All Ryker did was speak and I got wet.

      Ryker.

      His name sends a shiver down my spine, but it’s a pleasant feeling this time. As if his fingers were stroking my spine directly, enticing me to open up.

      “There you go,” Brent whispers, his fingers starting to slide through the little bit of slickness my body is finally producing.

      Maybe it’s another form of betrayal, but for now, I’ll roll with it.

      So when Brent’s hands stroke up my spine, it’s Ryker’s hand on my throat I’m remembering. When Brent’s fingers flick at my clit, it’s Ryker’s I’m imagining inside me. When Brent moans in response, it’s Ryker I’m hearing tell me what a good little toy I am, and how I belong on my knees.

      When Brent positions my body and I slide down on his cock, finally wet enough to take him, it’s Ryker I’m picturing beneath me. Ryker gripping my hair so tightly, he’ll be able to rip it from my head. Ryker controlling my body, my movements, my orgasm. Ryker whispering filthy words while inside me. Ryker who comes inside me, filling me to the brim with his cum.

      And when Brent finishes and lifts me off him, telling me he’ll be back with a towel, it’s Ryker I imagine bending me over the back of the couch for another round, before shoving me to my knees and making me take his cock in my mouth.

      Then it’s the image of Ryker that controls my hand as it slides through my folds, quickly getting myself off before Brent returns.

      As much as I deny it to even myself—as much as I hate the new form of hell he’s shoving me into—as much as I care more for Brent… Ryker’s inside me now as much as he was four years ago.

      I simply can’t allow Ryker to know it.

      Before Brent returns, which should be any second now, I reach over to the side table and pick up my phone. Into Google, I type, Ryker Collins.

      Nothing.

      I try the next name I recall. His mother’s.

      A single article pops up and I click it, reading the headline: YOUNG WOMAN FOUND OVERDOSED. SON ABANDONED.

      Oh fuck. The picture topping the page is one of a woman, not much older than I am, based on appearance. Her dark hair frames her welcoming expression, her smile large and wide—normal and alive.

      I read on.

      At approximately 7 a.m., Susanna Collins was found dead in her apartment. Her son, 8, was found sleeping beside her body in their home in downtown Newton. After not seeing the duo for a couple of days, a neighbour phoned the police early that morning. Reports have uncovered evidence of substances in the victim’s bloodstream. The son’s name is kept confidential for now. Unless the family steps forward, he will be under the care of the Provincial Children Services and placed with a family shortly. More details to be released soon.

      The rumours were correct then. Ryker Ames is a foster kid—who was born with a different last name.

      It still begs the question… Why does he want me to know?
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      Brent’s alarm jolts us both awake in time for our morning classes. As he’s quieting his cell phone, I’m picking mine up to check for any notifications that were delivered overnight.

      An email tops my notifications and its subject line has me scrambling up in bed, blinking rapidly to ensure what I read is truly written there.

      “Elena?” Brent sits up too, his brows dipped between his eyes, but I can’t pay him any attention. Not when terms like hearing are gracing my screen.

      I click on the email, capturing any hopes I have inside my single short breath.

      Good day, Miss Sparks,

      This email is to invite you to your hearing today at 10 a.m. The decision on the plagiarism charge in question will be made then by the Board of Disciplinary Actions.

      Signed,

      Anne Moore

      Secretary to the Board of Disciplinary Actions

      University of Bridgetown

      “Is it…?”

      I nod, my throat suddenly thick. A hearing means they’ve already made their decision and my future is fucked. The F will remain there, a stark contrast to my As and Bs.

      “This might not be bad,” Brent offers, cutting into my vision. He slides the phone from my slack hand and moves it aside, making room for him to slip in, in front of me. “Maybe they merely want to hear more of the situation.”

      My gut says otherwise, but I appreciate him trying to make me feel better. My lips twitch into the closest I can get to a smile at the moment.

      “Maybe.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      My arms cross over my centre, using them to hold myself together. “Thanks for the offer, but this is something I should do alone.”

      “Okay,” he murmurs. His hand comes up to cup my cheek and I shut my eyes to enjoy his obvious care for me.

      When I finally make it out of bed, I’m more careful with my clothing choices this time. Rather than jeans or leggings, I pick out black dress pants and a blouse, thankful I’ve left enough clothing at Brent’s over the years that I have a variety to choose from. I’m not entirely sure my outfit will change anything, but at least I’ll go in there and make a good impression, appear as a serious student and someone who regards their education as a fundamental step in their future.

      At this point, anything to make them take pity on me.

      I look good, even if I don’t feel it. As much as I want to crawl back into bed and let the world pass me by today, I won’t allow the meeting to crush me until it happens. For now, I’ll smile and hold my head up high. They won’t break me. They won’t steal my future from me.
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        * * *

      

      Brent and I get to campus, but separate quickly, given his first class begins soon. I watch him walk away, smiling, grateful I have someone like him. Kind and caring, who brings light to my life, unlike Ryker who only wants to bring darkness and pain.

      “Hey!” Natalie pops into my vision, overtaking the place Brent recently vacated. “How was the rest of your day yesterday?”

      I jolt, fixing my facial expression into something resembling normal again and not the stress ball of anxiety I actually am.

      “Hey,” I reply. “Yeah, um, it was…” Appalling. Horrific. Life-changing. “Busy.”

      She nods. “I get it. Where are you headed? I arrived on campus for class but learned it’s cancelled, and I have a couple hours until my next one, so I’ll be in the library most likely.”

      “Wish I could join you,” I say truthfully, “but I have a meeting.” I gesture to the large building down the cement path.

      She follows my finger, squinting through the bright, late-morning sun. “The admin building. Meeting with a prof?”

      “Yeah,” I lie. I don’t wish to burden her with my shit right now.

      “I’ll walk with you then.” She takes a step in that direction and I follow right away. “Since I have nothing but time apparently.”

      We fall into silence for the short walk, and I’m grateful. With every step I come closer to the building, more of my body gets heavier. As if getting to it will take more energy—energy I don’t even want to have. The simple gray stone and black door is about to decide the fate of a phony plagiarism charge.

      Natalie, the brainiac she is, notices right away. “Elena, are you sure you’re okay?” she asks as we come to a stop in front of the admin building. “If you need to talk, I’m here. Just know that.”

      I glance away from my impending doom to say, “Thanks, I appreciate—” My words cut off at the sight of a cop car parked against the curb, on the street scarcely a few feet from where we stand. I know who I’ll see even before I peek, but still, I take inventory of his evil knowing smile. What could Ryker possibly have him doing now?

      Natalie, unfortunately, follows my line of sight and spots him. “Wow, yummy much. Do you know him?”

      I hesitate, debating how much to tell her. “Um, yeah, but he’s not a good person, Natalie. We went to high school together, and while he may be a police officer now, he’s into bad things.”

      She tilts her head, her brunette hair falling to the side. “Another high school friend? What do you mean by ‘bad things?’”

      “I mean…” What do I mean? What can I say to her that doesn’t sound like I’m insane? “He’s friends with a guy who is ruthless, so if he’s here, it’s likely not for a good reason.” I bore my gaze into her, hoping to force understanding to pass through me and into her. “You understand?”

      A frown coats her lips. “Yeah, yeah. The best-looking ones are always the crazy ones.” Her shoulders lift and drop into a quick shrug. “Well, good luck in your meeting. See you around.”

      For her own sake, I hope she doesn’t go near his car.

      But right now, I have other more important things to concern myself with. Before I second-guess myself and run away, I slip inside the admin building and follow the signs to the offices of the Board of Disciplinary Actions, giving my name to the secretary—Anne Moore, the woman who sent the email.

      “Very good. I’ll let them know you’re here, Miss Sparks.”

      By the time the door to my future opens, I’m a shaking, shivering mess. Even waiting these few minutes has my body deciding sweating is in order. It coats my back, making me pleased with my choice of a dark sweater. My hands remain fists at my side, my nails pressing painfully into my skin. If I tighten my grip anymore, I’ll break through the skin there. I concentrate on breathing through my nose and keeping my racing heart at a minimum, in fear the committee will notice me hyperventilating right in front of them.

      Maybe I should. Then they’ll feel guilty.

      I shift my weight from my left to right hip, hoping to appear calm, regardless of the tornado of emotions coursing through me. Unease of what’s about to happen. Fear of the worst case possible. Nerves about appearing proper in front of the disciplinary committee, and not like I’m about to puke.

      Said committee is made up of three people. Three individuals are about to decide my academic career. Best case scenario, they let this go with a warning. Most likely scenario, they put a mark on my record, which could affect my law school applications, but at least it still leaves a chance that some grad school will eventually take me.

      “Miss Sparks, thank you for coming so last minute. We prefer not to drag these events out,” the middle person says. The only woman, framed by two men, and she’s middle-aged. Her lifeless, empty eyes peer at me through spectacles.

      I swallow, hating how blank-faced they all appear. I can’t get a read on whether there’s any sympathy for me in this group.

      “Thank you for having me,” I say, aiming to be as polite as I can manage.

      Her head inclines and she glances down at the documents on the desk in front of her. Briefly—quick enough they won’t notice—my eyes flutter shut. Let this go okay. When I open my eyes, I’ll be forced to face whatever they deem is proper for my punishment.

      “Miss Sparks, this university doesn’t take kindly to plagiarism. You have an otherwise perfect record, and we were inclined to take this into consideration. But your essay,” her finger jabs into the desk in front of her, assumingly on said essay, “isn’t only missing one or two citations. From our perspective, this entire thing could have been copied from somewhere.”

      My teeth sink into my tongue to resist refuting her claim. For now, I will remain the perfectly polite student they need me to be.

      “It’s missing the entire reference page,” she continues, “and this is a hard fact for us to ignore. Therefore, the committee has examined your case in depth⁠—”

      Fuck, this is it.

      “—And we have decided we have no choice but to expel you.”

      Expel you.

      Expel you.

      Expel you.

      I’m expelled.

      No matter how many times I repeat the words, they’re not real. Muted. Any ounce of breath I kept sucked inside me is now gone, washed away by the woman’s seemingly simple sentence. Seemingly simple, because to anyone else, it’s a mere sentence. To me, it’s the sentence that ends all sentences. The end of my academic career.

      They could have fined me. Or placed me on academic probation and ensured I don’t graduate this year. Or make me redo the essay, or restart the course. Anything but this. Anything but watching my entire future get stolen from me.

      No longer worried about appearing professional—because clearly, it doesn’t matter anymore since I’m not a student—my breaths release in a whoosh, making them come out in short, filtered pants. My arms fall slack, the muscles unable to remain stiff against the verbal death this random stranger granted me.

      Three people—three strangers, with the mouthpiece of one lady—delivered the biggest blow to my future. Law school is gone. Four years of hard work and a four-point GPA will be washed away. Mom, a lawyer herself, will be embarrassed to have me as her daughter, to know I won’t ever be in the courtroom beside her. Dad, when he does eventually check in with Mom, will be furious over the reason that got me kicked out. Brent will be… I’m not sure what Brent will be. He’s working on getting into business school, while I work on my law degree, but will he still want me when I’ve been expelled and am now forced onto a new path?

      The lady’s words do more than wipe away my degree. They wipe away the possibility of a future. What do I do with my life now? What will my career be? I can attempt a criminal law undergrad degree elsewhere, but when my record follows me and they learn the reason for my expulsion, no other school will want me either.

      “Miss Sparks?”

      I jolt, waking up from my daydream of misery, hoping it’s all merely that—a dream.

      “Yeah?” My words are nothing louder than a whisper, and I’m surprised they can hear me at all.

      “We need you to vacate the premises. Empty whatever you need off campus by the end of day please.”

      Precisely like that. A simple business transaction and nothing more.

      “C-can I dispute this?”

      Her mouth turns down into a frown, mirrored by the two silent men on each side of her. “I am sorry, but no. Any action taken by this committee is found to be final.”

      Of course. I shut my eyes against the final blow and don’t say what I want to. Dejected, I turn and walk away into the unknown future of my life.
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      The sun that felt warm but twenty minutes ago is now harsh, cool, and dim. Like nothing matters anymore. It’s an annoying bright light threatening the shadow this university has officially placed on my soul.

      I push past a crowd of students rushing to their next class. Jerks, I think, all while knowing it’s simply jealousy eating at me. I stop, observing the crowd break apart and rush to various parts of the campus. Beyond them, students walk every which way across the main yard. Some heading for the dining hall, others toward the giant library building overshadowing most of the campus.

      My steps slow. I don’t live on campus, so I have nothing to retrieve, but it doesn’t mean I can’t take my sweet time leaving. Four years of this… all gone in a single moment.

      A moment I’m not even at fault for.

      I watch everyone around me, my eyes not seeing though. Shock remains a heavy ball in my heart, and I can’t let myself focus on any one thing. Focusing on something means I’ll think about it.

      There’s nothing to do but return to Brent’s and figure out how I’ll break it to him. And then use our discussion as practice for how I’ll tell my extremely successful parents their only child was expelled from university. No doubt in their minds, it’ll be the equivalent of failing out.

      Too soon, the edge of the campus grounds appears, the large wrought iron gate waiting for me. Once I pass it, it’ll be locked shut to me.

      I hesitate, pausing my steps, and not at all caring if I’m in someone’s way. Those someones will be returning here after today, able to stride through the lovely metal of their future, while I’ll be stuck… somewhere. Not here. Missing my opportunity at the future I’ve wanted.

      Tears prick my eyes for the first time since the committee gave me the blow. Considering the crushing despair threatening to wipe me out, I’m surprised at how I’ve been managing to hold it together. I know once I walk past these gates, it’ll be it for me. My emotions will overpower my strength.

      What I need to do is take the heartbreak and channel it into anger. It’s not my essay that got me kicked out of my program; it’s his doing. Ryker somehow swapped essays, making it the ultimate blow to today’s outcome. For all I know, the committee made their decision based on what he wanted—because somehow—some-fucking-how—he has the magical ability to twist everything good in my life.

      I fucking hate him.

      Things with Ryker come in fours. He’s taken my home from me, and now my education. That leaves two more things. What they could be, I’m unsure. I do know my sanity won’t be surviving.

      But for now, he gifts me with bad thing number two-point-five as he steps into view and leans his body against one of the gates.

      “Hey.” Ryker grins, flirty, and I know it’s for the benefit of everyone around us.

      Unfortunately for him, I don’t care. Everything I ever felt for him—attraction, desire—is gone, replaced by disdain in its ugliest form and I don’t care who hears me.

      “You fucker!” I fly at him, slamming both fists into his hard chest. He steps back, straightening from the metal gate, but I hit him again and again, my attention locked on his broad chest—a chest I can’t believe I once admired. “Why did you do it, huh? Why?” The pressure of my hits shoot sharp pricks of discomfort up my arms. I’m likely doing more damage to myself than him. “Why?”

      Nearby, someone whistles. “Boy, what did you do wrong?”

      I snarl, whipping my gaze to the stupid guy walking by. Attention elsewhere, Ryker takes the chance to push me back, his hands curling around my biceps.

      I fight against his hold, jerking my entire body in an attempt to hit him with any part of me I can. “You fucking bastard! My home. My school. What’s next?” With his hands stopping my movements, adrenaline begins to fade from my body, and I sag, weakening.

      Feeling that, he releases me, but even with my new freedom, I don’t strike him again. Instead, I back away, shaking my head in disbelief at how quickly he fucked up my life. Tears swell in my eyes and I try to blink them away, to not give him dominance over my emotions.

      His eyes bore into me, blank and emotionless. He’s not revealing if he’s angry at me for hitting him, amused at his own antics, or at all empathetic or apologetic for what he’s done—whatever he’s feeling, I wish he showed it to me, so I can get some sort of read on him.

      “Just… go away, Ryker.”

      Finally, he speaks, and what he says shows he’s still halfway human. “Elena.”

      My name. There are very few times he used my name.

      It doesn’t change anything though. Not this time.

      “You’ve gone too far this time. The shit in high school was amusing. Getting me evicted—how’d you do that, by the way?” I ask the question rushed, not giving him a chance to respond before I move on. “But my school, Ryker? My school. My degree. My future. You took it all in whatever fucked-up, cruel competition this is to you. For me, this isn’t high school anymore. This was the beginning of my life and now it’s all gone.”

      He blinks, glancing away for barely a millisecond, but it’s in that millisecond I see a flicker of something else. Something new, dangerous, and scarce.

      Compassion.

      “What did I do to deserve this?” My plea finally drags his attention back to me. “You’ve had your fun. Stop… please.” I step around him, suddenly urged to get away from campus and the dozens of curious eyes remaining on us. The last thing I need is for campus security to escort me off the premise. I plan on leaving this university with my head up and the final scrap of my dignity in place.

      “Dolly.” At this word, I stop, turning back to face him. His expression is still flat, but his tone is familiar. It’s one I’ve heard countless times—one covered with a mocking threat.

      Too bad for him, I have nothing left. He’s drained me dry, so what’s the worst he can do right now?

      “What?”

      “I’m not finished playing yet, so no, I will not stop.” His jaw tightens, teeth pressing together. I hope he breaks one of them.

      Annoyance pricks my spine and I’m about to curse him out when an entirely different question pops into my head instead. “Why did you send me your birth certificate? What does your birth name have anything to do with what’s happening now?” I pause, lowering my voice for only him to hear me. “The rumours were true back then, weren’t they? You were put into foster care after your mother died?”

      His jaw ticks, confirming my question.

      “If you didn’t have a great childhood, maybe it’s worth seeing a therapist rather than bullying an innocent girl. I don’t get what your childhood has to do with me.”

      The shadows in his eyes finally break, and he blinks. When he speaks, they’re words I don’t expect him to say.

      “Ask your mother.”

      “My mother?”

      “We’re still playing this game, Dolly, don’t forget. I’m not done, because contrary to what you believe, you do have more I can and will take.” His cheeks stretch as his mouth lifts into a malicious grin. “You’re not completely at my mercy yet.”

      And instead of me being able to leave first, he turns and strolls away, causing me to be a melting pot of bewilderment, fury, and satisfaction.

      Satisfaction because I found the man inside the monster. Because regardless of what he may have executed today, his expression earlier—the compassion—means I sparked something inside of him.

      There’s only ever been one other time I’ve seen that expression directed at me.
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      The first bell chimes, signalling only five more minutes to get to my next class. I grasp my binder from the ground where I’m waiting out the last bits of lunch outside. Teagan has already gone in, having gym class next, so she needed to change her clothes. I wanted to soak up as much of the sun as I could and waited until the last moment.

      Which is unfortunately now.

      I sigh, feet quickening across the grass until I make it back through the double doors of suffocation. My classroom is directly at the top of the stairs, closest to the front entrance, making it an easy place to get to.

      I’m three steps up the staircase when a body bumps hard into me, causing my binder and textbook to go flying. Papers scatter all over the steps and down to the ground floor, thanks to the design of the open riser stairs.

      My hands dart out, catching myself before I can land on the ceramic-tiled staircase. My right knee hits the edge of the step below me, shooting a spark of pain through my leg. It’ll result in a bruise later, I’m sure.

      Fuck. My hands fist on the step. Now I’ll be late for class after I clean all this up.

      A hand appears in front of my face and I follow it to see a girl, one I don’t know, but her compassionate smile has me grasping her hand, thankful for the help. She assists me to stand, tapping my hand once as she goes. “I’m sorry, I’d help, but I have a test I need to get to and can’t be late.”

      “It’s fine,” I tell her, because it is. I tripped. There’s no point in other people missing class because I struggle to walk up the stairs without bumping into anyone.

      Although most people are in class already, some, like me, linger until the last moment. They skirt around my mess to get by, while a few stop and blatantly watch the scene of my disaster. My skin heats as I pick up the nearest sheet of paper. Tripping and losing my items are one thing, being stared at during it is a whole other.

      A nearby thump steals my attention, and then I realize everyone standing around isn’t here for me. They’re observing the nearby scene.

      Ryker, my villainous bully, transforms into my white knight. His hand grips a guy’s shirt, hoisting him up on the wall and lining his own face up with his. The guy, Alex Miller, Principal Miller’s son, is pushing at Ryker’s unforgiving hold.

      “Why the fuck did you do it?” Ryker growls, shoving his face into Alex’s.

      Alex’s eyes dart over to me, and his face flashes white. “I-I⁠—”

      Through his stutter, Ryker yanks him from the wall and slams him back into it, enticing a gasp from me. He could injure Alex, for what I’m sure was merely an accident.

      “Stop,” I call out. “It was an accident.”

      Ryker ignores me and aims his attention solely on Alex, who now visibly quivers in Ryker’s grip. “It wasn’t a fucking accident, Miller. Wanna know how I know? Because I was watching her. You purposely walked into her and gave her items a swat, so they’d go flying.”

      My heart flutters at the scene, regardless of the shocking words I’m hearing. Alex may have pushed me on purpose, but it’s nothing compared to the way Ryker is acting right now. As if he likes me. As if he hasn’t been my number one tormentor.

      “I… well, you do it—” Alex’s words are cut off by a guttural sound I’ve only ever heard mentioned in books and movies. Ryker shoves his face closer to Alex’s, and while I can’t see his expression, the tendons on the back of his neck, the flush of red on his skin, and his corded arm muscles tell me he’s likely incredibly intimidating right now.

      “I do it. Is that what you were going to say? I do it because she is mine.” He slams Alex back against the white-painted cement wall. “How many of these will it take for you to get that through your damn head? Your grimy, little hands dare go near her again and I’ll⁠—”

      “All right, break it up!” The distinct voice of a teacher—my teacher, in fact—scatters the nearby observers. Suddenly, everyone rushes around me in a hurry to get to their own classes, heads ducked down as if they weren’t watching the scene a second ago.

      “Mr. Ames, let him go.”

      From my angle, I see how the veins in Ryker’s hands pop with his tightened grip around Alex’s shirt, unwilling to release him. After a long, bated breath, he does, shoving Alex into the wall for a final time.

      “Mr. Miller,” the teacher continues, “get out of here before I ask what all this is about and feel inclined to discuss it with your father.”

      Alex takes no time to leave. From the tight space between the wall and Ryker’s body, he manages to slide away and quickly scurries off.

      My teacher gives Ryker a long scrutinize before shifting her gaze to me. “Miss Sparks, get yourself oriented and come to class. I’ll mark you as present on the attendance.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, unsure if she can hear my soft tone. Regardless, she grants me a gentle smile and walks away, her high heels echoing against the tiled flooring.

      Without glancing at Ryker, I bend, picking up the few pages that managed to remain on the stair with me, then sighing, because now I must go get the rest.

      “Dolly.”

      Ryker’s voice halts my movements and I peek over at him, inhaling sharply at finding him so close to me. His steps were silent against the floor, allowing him to appear right by my side.

      His hand darts out, his finger stroking my cheek briefly before retreating back to his side. His gentle touch sparks a sigh bubbling in my throat, but I’m careful not to let it out. I won’t allow him to know how much he affects me—more than he already realizes.

      “You okay?”

      His soft tone—unusual from his regular taunting, cruel one—encourages me to open my eyes, gasping at what I see shining back at me.

      A soft green gaze, which is not at all harsh. It’s foreign to me. It’s…

      Compassion, I realize. Ryker can feel compassion? I assumed only heartless, hateful emotions graced his heart, but here he is, spread wide open for me and showing true care.

      “Yeah,” I respond in a whisper. With my answer, my knee throbs lightly, as if reminding me what had occurred here. I nearly admit the pain to him, if only to see how he’d react, but I think I broke him enough today. “Thanks,” I add.

      The compassion in his gaze remains but hardens into cold single-mindedness. “He’ll get what’s coming to him soon enough, Dolly. He’s a dick who shouldn’t have pushed you.”

      “Don’t hurt him,” I insist. My compassion won’t handle it if he goes around hurting others in my name. “I’m serious, Ryker. You’ll get in trouble.” Given who Alex’s father is, I can’t even think about what could happen to Ryker.

      His mouth folds into a mocking grin, bringing regular Ryker back to me. “Toys don’t make decisions. I do. And I’ll do what I please.” His hand darts out, fingers grasping the strands of my hair. They twist, locking me into his possessive grip, making me flinch from the sharp pain in my scalp. “Someone tried to fuck with you, and for that, punishment needs to happen.”

      “I think you made your point already.”

      “Have I?” His eyes blaze, and I want to cry as the Ryker I know comes back in full force. I love his darkness, but as it turns out, I also enjoy his light.

      I don’t have time to answer as we’re interrupted by two figures who come up beside us. Tristan has my binder and papers clutched in one hand, holding them out to me. By his side, a short stubby guy waits, my textbook in his grip. I know Tristan well, seeing as he goes everywhere Ryker does, but the other one is around less often.

      Ryker releases his grip on my hair, allowing me to step away.

      “Thanks,” I murmur, taking the stack of stuff from each of his friends. They remain stoic and emotionless on the outside, but the fact they picked up all my things truly means the world to me, so I smile, grateful.

      Seems like all the villains have hero complexes today.

      “I’m going now.” I glance at Ryker to gauge his expression, essentially seeking his permission. I realize it seems silly, but for the small price to pay, I’d rather not piss him off right now. Not when he’s still worked up.

      Ryker nods once, stepping out of my way so I can move by him.

      “Dolly,” he calls when I’m halfway up the stairs. I stop, glancing over my shoulder. His bright eyes soften again, smoldering when he says, “Have a good class.”

      I respond with nothing and continue my journey upwards. With my back turned, I allow myself to feel a tiny shred of happiness this whole event brought to me.

      Because the entire time, even as he was gripping my hair and speaking to me like he owns me, his compassion never wavered.
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      Brent finds me lying face down on his bed, breathing in the comforter.

      “Elena?’

      “What?” I mumble, not lifting my head. I can’t. Not with the weight of this entire day boring down upon me. If I’m lucky, it’ll crush me.

      The bed dips as he climbs on and a second later, his warm hand rests on my lower back, stroking up and down in comforting circles. “How did the meeting go?”

      Admitting is the first step to moving on, right? At least it’s what people say. “I got kicked out of school.” Finally, I roll onto my back, so I can keep him in my sights and sure enough, spotting his caring expression opens the floodgates and tears create a river down my cheeks. “T-t-they… they found me guilty. They’re not playing around.” I sob, my hands coming up to cover my face. “F-f-f-four years of school… an almost perfect GPA…” I choke on a bubble in my throat. “It’s all gone. Just like that.”

      Brent lays down beside me, wrapping his arm around my waist and bringing me to his chest. “Shh, you’ll be okay.”

      “Will I? I’ll forever be known for being kicked out on a plagiarism case. No university will want me, and certainly no grad school. I won’t be a lawyer.”

      My eyes burn with dried tears from earlier and my form slumps into Brent, now drained of energy. Everything feels hopeless. Like life is stalled for me while everyone else around me, including Brent, will move on without me.

      We lie there for a long time, and I’m not entirely sure when I pass out, but I do. When I wake the next morning, Brent is gone, already off to class, and I’m left behind to do… nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Rather than mope around Brent’s apartment like I’m dying to do, I go back to my townhouse and begin packing. Because despite the crushing nothingness of my life now, the eviction notice is still a stain—which means I need to move out.

      For nearly four years, this has been home. As I stand in the middle of my kitchen, staring beyond into my living room, where I’ve spent hours curled up studying and watching tv, it feels like I’ll be leaving a part of me behind soon.

      First, I need boxes and someone with a vehicle who can help me move everything over. Despite Brent’s claim to help me this weekend, I truly don’t want him doing everything. Even though he’s a whiz at school and will likely not study, I’d rather not take him away from his chances to better himself or drag him down into my helpless life right now.

      For now, I can use suitcases and duffel bags from my closet and walk them over. It’s a start and every moment counts. I grab handfuls of clothing at a time before messily stuffing them into a bag.

      The sight of the orange envelope makes me pause.

      Ask your mother.

      They’re strange words because not once has Mom ever mentioned Ryker’s name. Even when he went to prison, and I asked for details, she claimed to know nothing about him and that another lawyer took his case.

      So, what does she have to do with his past—with his birth name?

      I find my phone and click her name in the video-chatting app. It’s been a few weeks since we’ve talked, and I know she’ll appreciate seeing me, even if I need to bite my tongue against admitting to her how my life is imploding, one horrible moment at a time.

      She answers right away, her face, a mirror image of mine, filling the screen.

      “Honey! How are you?”

      “Hey,” I respond, voice suddenly rough. I swallow, coughing to clear my throat before trying again. “Do you have a few moments to chat?”

      She glances away from the screen and shuffles paperwork nearby. “I’m building a case. You can talk though.”

      I hesitate, my questions resting on my tongue, unsure how to even bring this up to her.

      With a deep breath, I jump into it. “Um… do you remember a guy in my high school? His name is Ryker Ames.”

      Something happens, and it’s something I can’t quite pinpoint. Through the screen, any evidence of pleasure slides from her expression replaced only by a stiffening jaw and flat eyes. Through bared teeth, she manages a response.

      “Yes.”

      I blink, waiting. Nothing more? Okay… “Well, he went to jail before graduation, but I guess you know that?” Of course she does.

      “Yes,” is all she supplies once more, her tone still chilly.

      “Well, something came up about him the other day online. About how his birth mother died.”

      Her eyes narrow, lashing into me, making me feel like I’m a kid again. Like I’m asking about something I shouldn’t be, but I say nothing, remaining firm in waiting for an answer.

      “I was wondering if you knew anything about it. What happened after his mother died?”

      Though I don’t see them, I hear her fingers drumming on her desk and she huffs, annoyance heavy in her tone. “You called me to ask about some teenage delinquent? Elena, I have better things to do. And so do you. How are your studies going?”

      “Good,” I respond, ignoring the tingles burning in my neck from my blatant lie.

      “Good. Love you.” And without saying anything more, my screen flashes black, her face disappearing.

      What the fuck was that? I lower my phone back to the bed. Mom gave me nothing. She acted like she was scared to respond to me.

      Luckily, I have two parents, even if one is hardly around.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Hey, what do you know about Mom’s client cases?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dad responds right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad

      

      
        Nothing. Client confidentiality so we don’t discuss anything from either of our jobs. Is everything okay?
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      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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