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One





Wynter














T
 his party is supposed
 to be the party of all parties, and the only way to get into it is to be asked by one of the guys throwing the party. I’ve had my eye on one guy in particular who I’m hoping will 
ask
 me

 .



Travis Marilellie is the star quarterback of the football team at the university I attend in Fairs Hollow and the most desirable bachelor on campus, along with being the university golden boy. He’s admired by most; even the professors seem to love him. Plus, his family is well-respected in town, just like my family. We’d be perfect for each other
 .



I’ve been wanting to go on a date with him since I ran into him at a party a few months ago. But even though I put out the vibes that I’m interested in him, he seems to only want to be friends
 .



Or so I thought
 .



Today, however, as I’m leaving psychology class, he’s waiting for me outside with that dazzling smile that made my heart flutter the first time I 
saw
 it

 .



“Hey, Wynter.” He approaches me, brushing strands of his hair out of his eyes. Almost all the girls around us glance in his direction, and I secretly smile when he remains focused on me. “I’m glad I ran 
into
 you

 .”



“Ran into you?” I tease, tucking a strand of my long blonde hair behind my ear. “It kind of looked like you were waiting 
for
 me

 .”



His grin broadens. “All right, you caught me. I was waiting 
for
 you

 .”



I crook a brow. “Sounds sort of stalker-ish 
to
 me

 .”



He presses his hand to his chest, feigning offense. “I come here to woo you off your feet and you call me a stalker
 ?”



“Woo?” I continue to tease while batting my eyelashes. “I think you might be confused about what era we 
live
 in

 .”



“Hey, don’t mock me for wanting to go old-school and sweep a pretty girl off her feet.” He winks 
at
 me

 .



My heart nearly melts right there. “All right then, woo away. But you’ll have to do it while you walk me to my next class, or else I’m going to 
be
 late

 .”



With a grin and a bow, he gestures for me to go ahead
 .



Chuckling, I start down the hallway with my books hugged to my chest. He walks beside me with his hands stuffed in the pockets of his tan pants, occasionally checking me out from the corner of 
his
 eye

 .



I smile to myself, grateful I wore my pink skirt by my favorite designer, along with a white top and my lucky heels. My long blonde hair is curled at the ends, and I just applied a coat of lip gloss before I exited class, so my lips are all shiny and delicious, and hopefully, looking kissable
 .



I’m not completely clueless when it comes to guys. I know how to flirt. I’ve gone out on more than my fair share of dates. My mom calls me guy crazy, which is fine. I like guys. So what? There’s nothing wrong with that. Although, I’m probably not as experienced as I 
come
 off

 .



While I’ve occasionally fooled around, I’m still a virgin. Not a big deal. I’m only eighteen and just started my second semester of my freshman year. I’m sure there are other girls who haven’t gone all the way yet. Not that I’m saving myself for marriage or anything. I’d just like to be in love before it happens. Is that too much to ask? But, no matter how much I put my heart out there, I’ve never fallen head-over-heels in love with someone. And I want to. Badly
 .



“So, have you heard about the party my frat’s throwing?” Travis asks me as we walk through the corridors
 .



“Yeah, I think almost everyone I’ve crossed paths with has mentioned it,” I say in a light tone. “From what I understand, it’s by 
invite
 only

 .”



“It is.” He comes to a stop in the communal area where several students are eating their lunches, studying, or just chatting. Some people pause to gawk at the football star who is also the son of the mayor. His family has a sort of celebrity status in our town. “I know it makes us seem like snobs, but there’re a lot of guys in my frat who come from important families, and they don’t want everyone blabbing about their business. Or worse, reporting it to the media
 .”



“That makes sense.” Having grown up in a home where appearances are everything, I understand more than I wish I did. I can’t even count how many times my parents have given me lectures on how to behave 
and
 look

 .



Sometimes I wonder if any part of me is actually me, or if I’m just a sculpture they molded. I never think too deeply into it; otherwise, I might open 
Pandora’s
 Box

 .



“That does make me curious about what you guys do at all the infamous parties you throw,” I tease with a smile
 .



His smile mirrors mine. “Well, maybe you should come find out for yourself
 .”



“Why, Travis Marilellie, is that your way of wooing me to go to your party?” I fake a southern accent, which elicits a laugh 
from
 him

 .



I secretly smile that I made Travis Marilellie smile
 .



“Yeah, I guess it is.” He nibbles on his bottom lip. “So, what do you say, Wynter Porterrsen? Would you like to accompany me to a party where I promise to spend all night wooing your heart
 ?”



Wow, I’m pretty sure he just did. “I’d be honored
 .”



“Good.” He leans forward and places a soft kiss on my cheek
 .



My heart dances in my chest, the smell of his cologne and aftershave 
intoxicating
 
and
 —




My eyes pop open as my alarm screeches from my nightstand. I reach to hit the snooze button, but then the urge to vomit is more consuming, so I instead dive out of bed and rush into the bathroom where I spend the next couple minutes dry heaving
 .

Once I’ve pulled my shit together, I splash some water on my face and lift my head to look in the mirror. Those damn dark circles residing underneath my eyes won’t seem to go away. Maybe if I could get a decent night’s rest they would, but for the last couple months, my mind spends most of the night fighting from succumbing to exhaustion. Fighting from succumbing to the nightmares
 .

My thoughts briefly flicker with images of the nightmare I was having only minutes ago; a nightmare that’s been on auto-repeat. Just thinking about it makes the scent of Travis flood my senses, which then makes my stomach clench
 .

If only I knew back then that by the time the party was over, I’d vomit whenever I thought of his scent. Maybe I wouldn’t have been so giddy and easy 
to
 woo

 .

I was naïve back then. I thought falling in love with a wealthy, popular guy who could sweep me off my feet was what life was about. I was so stupid
 .

Not anymore. Now I keep my guard up and make no room for love or relationships. Only school, work, and one final thing
 .


Revenge
 .











Two





Wynter













A
 fter I take a shower,
 I light up and take a few hits to ease my nerves. Before, I rarely did drugs. Now, I can’t get through the day without sucking in a few breaths of my new best friend—
Mary
 Jane

 .

In and out, the smoke saturates my lungs until my body 
feels
 hazy

 .


Numb
 .

Tucking my pipe away into the top drawer of my nightstand, I grab a brush and comb my chin-length blonde hair. It used to be longer, but I hacked it off a few nights after the party to get rid of the stench I swore was embedded into each strand, even after I washed it at least ten times. Afterward, I went to a hairstylist to get it trimmed. I didn’t really care if it looked like shit. In fact, I kind of wanted to look hideous. But I wasn’t interested in drawing attention to myself, which was so 
unlike
 me

 .

For eighteen years, I loved being in the spotlight. I was loud-mouthed; loved to speak my mind; wore unique, designer outfits; danced, sang, tried out for talent shows; stood up against bullies. Now I just want to blend in. I want to sink into the shadows, avoid being seen
 , at least in the way Travis 
saw
 me

 .

I no longer want to be Wynter Porterrsen. I want to be Wynter, the girl with no last name. A nobody. Just your 
average
 girl

 .

If I had been just your average girl without my stupid last name, that night might have never happened. Or maybe it would’ve. Who really knows
 ?

Either way, I want to be the girl with no last 
name
 now

 .

Noting the time, I hurriedly pull on a pair of black fitted jeans, lace-up boots, a grey shirt, and top the look off with a leather jacket. Then I trace my eyes with a bit of kohl eyeliner and dab some lip 
gloss
 on

 .

I stay away from jewelry and my designer clothes. My boots are a little scuffed and chipped, dark blue nail polish covers my short, un-manicured fingernails. Every single part of my getup, from my shoes to my makeup, is the exact opposite of who I used to be. I’ve been sporting the look since a couple weeks after that night
 .

When my friends first saw me, they flipped out, which only made me love the look more. It meant I looked different. That I didn’t look like Wynter Porterrsen. It meant that guys like Travis would have a harder time spotting me, of knowing who 
I
 was

 .

I stare at my reflection in the mirror and through my bloodshot eyes. I think I feel the slightest bit better from when I 
woke
 up

 .

“I’m just an ordinary, college girl,” I whisper to myself
 .

I wait for a smile to touch my lips, because it feels like I should be happy I accomplished what I wanted. Like the last couple of months, though, my lips remain set in a frown. It’s been so long since I’ve seen myself smile—two months, two days, and a handful of hours to be exact. Sometimes, I wonder if I’ll ever see my smile again
 .

Will I ever be happy again
 ?











Three





Wynter













T
 he really crappy
 part about going to college in Fairs Hollow is, while it’s a great college, everyone seems to know everyone. That means I frequently cross paths with people 
I
 know

 .

Following that night at the party Travis had invited me to, I was consumed by fear every time I walked through the campus, fearing everyone I knew—who could see me—saw I wasn’t the same Wynter I used to be. That I was tainted, ruined, broken. That’s how I felt at the time, anyway
 .

Now I feel tainted, ruined, broken, and
 angry. That anger consumes me every damn day, like a rope has been wrapped around my chest several times, making my lungs tight, on the verge of bursting. I want the rope gone. Want the anger gone. Want to be able to breathe without pressure. Want the pressure, the tightness, the feeling as though I’m being crushed to death— just like I felt that night—to vanish
 .

Sometimes, if I take enough hits, the lightness surfaces, yet the tightness always remains underneath the haze that drifts through my veins
 .

As I cross the campus yard, my bloodshot eyes begin to water. With tears, I think. Being high makes it hard to tell sometimes
 .


Air in. Air out. Just breathe, Wynter, just breathe
 .


Once I’ve gotten my breathing under control, I jog to the doors to the building where my class is located. If I don’t hurry my ass up, I’ll be late again, and then everyone will turn to look at me as I enter the classroom. I really hate when people stare at me. I didn’t used to, but that’s another trait that’s changed. All because of that damn night
 .

My fingers curl into fists as I think about everything that was ruined inside and outside of me. I swear to God the veins underneath my skin pulsate 
with
 rage

 .




Rage
 . Rage

 .



Rage. 
Rage
 . Rage

 .



So 
much
 rage

 .


“Wynter!” someone shouts, and for a flickering moment, the drug in my system evaporates, wiped out by fear as I’m taken back to the hazy memories of that night
 .


“Wynter!” someone shouts with a laugh. “Come on, baby; play 
the
 game

 !”


When a hand touches my shoulder, I whirl around, dropping my books, my hands clenching into fists
 .

“Holy shit.” Beck, one of my close friends, raises his hands in front of him, his eyes wide in shock. “Calm down. It’s 
just
 me

 .”


It’s 
just
 me

 .



It’s 
just
 Beck

 .


I let that sink in as I eye 
him
 over

 .

Like me, Beck comes from a wealthy, highly respected family in the community. Neither of our parents have been super great to us, though; just to the people they want to dazzle
 .

While Beck’s parents are straight-up assholes who once tried to control him until he decided to cut ties with them, mine ignore me, just as long as I’m keeping up the appearance that we are one big, happy family
 .

Beck lowers his hands to his sides and studies me worriedly. “Are you okay? You look like you’re freaked out? And”—he squints at my eyes—“have you been crying? Or are you … 
stoned

 ?”

“I’m not high. You know I don’t do that shit. I just have allergies.” Liar, liar, liar. Wynter is a little liar now
 . I steady my breathing as I lower my fists. “Sorry, I freaked out. I didn’t hear you come up 
behind
 me

 .”

He eyes me over warily. He’s been doing that a lot lately. All my friends have. “I shouted your name.” A crease forms between his brows. “Didn’t you 
hear
 me

 ?”


I did,
 I want to say. But the sound dragged me back to 
the
 past

 .


Beck isn’t aware of what happened. No one is, except my parents. At the time, I wanted to tell my friends, but between the fear, shame, and threats, I decided to keep my lips sealed
 .


“Keep your lips fucking shut, or else we’ll 
end
 you

 .”


I force my lips to turn upward. “I thought it was pretty obvious I didn’t,” I attempt to joke. “I was sort of zoned out. I slept like shit last night
 .”

“You say that a lot,” he remarks with a frown. “Did you ever go talk to that sleeping specialist Wills told you about
 ?”

Wills is Beck’s girlfriend and one of my other close friends. Growing up, Beck, Wills, Luna, Ari, and I were close friends. We’re still close and everything—well, up until a couple months ago—but now that Beck is dating Wills, and Luna is practically engaged to Grey, a guy she’s been dating since senior year of high school, we don’t spend every waking hour with each other like we 
used
 to

 .

It used to bother me that we started drifting apart the older we got as relationships, jobs, and school got in the way. Now, they don’t spend enough time with me that they would notice how different I am. They started to notice a bit recently. And sometimes I just want to break down and tell 
them
 why

 .

Tell them everything
 .


“Don’t you dare fucking tell anyone about this,” he whispers in my ear. “You’ll regret it if 
you
 do

 .”


I try to blink away the memory
 .



Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .



I’m always afraid
 .


“I haven’t yet,” I tell him as I collect my books from the ground
 .

I don’t mention I have no plans on going. Not that I don’t appreciate my friends’ concerns and efforts to help me. But what’s ruining my good nights of rest can’t be fixed with different sleeping positions or anything a sleep specialist might suggest. No, the only way I’ll be able to sleep again is if this pressure in my chest goes away, if the fear I carry around all day disappears, and this goddamn need to make them
 pay for what they did to me stops burning inside my chest
 .



Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .


The word pulsates in my veins, an angsty, screaming song; lyrics belted out at the top of my lungs. Yet, somehow my lips remain 
fused
 shut

 .



Obsession
 .




Obsession
 .




Obsession
 .



I want revenge
 .


Beck inches closer to me and lowers his voice. “I don’t want to sound like an asshole, but you and I have always been pretty straight with each other, right
 ?”

I shrug. “I guess that’s one way of looking at our excessive ability to chew each 
other
 out

 .”

His lips quirk. “I like to think of it more as heatedly debating with each other
 .”

“Man, you must be tired or something,” I aim for a teasing tone, but fail epically. “Usually, you just refer to our arguments as me being a bitch
 .”

“Yeah, well…” he scratches the back of his neck, seeming uncomfortable
 .

“All right, Beck, just spill it,” I demand. “Because this whole twitchy, squirrelly thing you’ve got going on right now doesn’t 
suit
 you

 .”

“Doesn’t suit me?” He purposefully eyes my getup. “Have you taken a look in the mirror lately
 ?”

I put a hand on my hip. “Are you saying I can’t pull this 
look
 off

 ?”

He promptly shakes his head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all.” He sighs. “But this whole goth, grunge look you’ve been sporting the last month or so 
isn’t
 you

 .”

“So I decided to change my look.” I shrug. “People change all the time, especially in college
 .”

“Yeah, but …” He struggles for words. Odd. Beck is the most chatty, outgoing person I know. Well, except for the old me. She was practically the female version of Beck. “You changed so suddenly.” He casts a quick glance at my face. “And it’s not just your clothes either. It’s the way you carry yourself.” A puzzled frown forms on his lips. “You barely smile anymore
 .”

It takes every ounce of energy to make my lips spread into a plastic smile. “I’m smiling 
right
 now

 .”

He shakes his head while sighing. “Don’t do that. We’re too good of friends for you to fake anything in front of me. Same goes for Wills, Luna, and Ari. We’re all worried about you.” He gives my shoulder a squeeze
 .

While Beck has never, ever done anything to hurt me, I stupidly flinch from his touch. I’m not even positive why, other than that rope around my chest suddenly tightens
 .

Beck more than notices, too, concern cramming 
his
 eyes

 .

“You’re shaking.” He stares at me with so much worry I feel as though I’m drowning in it. “What the hell is going on?” When my lips remain fused together, he slants closer. “Please just talk 
to
 me

 .”


Talk to him, Wynter
 .



Just open your mouth and utter the words
 .



It’s not 
that
 hard

 .



“Don’t utter a fucking word,” he whispers. “I don’t know how many times I have to stress that. If you do, you know what will happen. You’ve been told enough” His breath is hot against my cheek. I want to throw up. “You can only tell your dad. Pass along the message never to fuck with us again
 .”


My heart quivers in my chest, but I will my voice to come out even. “There’s nothing to tell.” I laugh it off. The sound shrivels my heart. “Quit being such a weirdo.” I step back, shifting my books in my hands. “I have to go to class, okay? I’ll catch up with you later.” I hurriedly turn away to avoid seeing the hurt and worry filling 
his
 eyes

 .

I hate that he worries
 .

I hate that anyone worries 
about
 me

 .

I hate that I make them worry
 .

Even if I told them, they’d worry. And not just about me. No, if I divulge the truth, they’d have a lot more shit to be concerned about—like their own safety. And I can’t do that to them. I can’t make them suffer like I am. And what happens if they don’t believe me? After all, my parents acted like they didn’t. I highly doubt they wouldn’t believe me, though. My friends are much better people than my parents
 .

Still, even if I decide to risk their safety by telling them, I’m not sure if I could handle the looks they’d give me when they found out. Pity. Sadness. The way the pity and sadness would make me feel. And the shame I keep deep down inside me might rush to the surface and tear me apart
 .

No, I can’t do it. Can’t tell them. I decided that after I went to my parents 
for
 help

 .

Sucking back the tears threatening to pour out, I haul ass into the building and toward class, wishing I had smoked a little bit more before I 
came
 here

 .

As I pass the clock in the communal area, I note the time and let out a string of curses. Fuck, I’m going to be late again. And everyone is going to look at me. 
Again

 .


No, I can still make it
 , I attempt to convince myself
 .

I quicken my pace, weaving around people. Then, as I near the edge of the hallway that leads to my English class, I slow to a halt as two guys appear in my path. Not just any two guys either, but Travis Marilellie and one of his frat buddies whose name I can’t remember but will figure out even if it 
kills
 me

 .


I will remember
 everything. No matter what it takes
 .


My legs tremble as sharp, bright, bleeding images flash through my mind in blurry, incomprehensible fragments
 .

While I can recall the general gist of what happened that night, not every detail is bright and clear, like the faces and names of those who took part in breaking me. I remember Travis’s voice, his scent, and at least a dozen other voices. Laughter. Screaming. Although, I think that might have been my screams. As for faces, that part is a blur. I’m not sure why. Whether the trauma caused me to forget or if I was drugged up when the incident happened. The reason doesn’t matter. Remembering is more important. And to remember, I must face my fear head-on, something that dawned on me about a month after the incident
 .

I’d been so afraid back then, running away every time I saw Travis or any of his frat buddies. I hated myself so much for being so scared. Hated that fear owned me. Then, one day Travis had smiled at me, that stupid fucking smile that had charmed me to go out with him to begin with. Only, this time I saw what resided behind that smile. Saw what lay in 
his
 eyes

 .

Darkness and hatred
 .

Pure and 
utter
 evil

 .

And that fucking smile did something to me. Made me want to shatter his soul like he had shattered mine. Made me want to be able to give him the same exact smile
 .

That’s when the idea came to me. That I wanted—needed
 —to get revenge. The problem with getting revenge on someone like Travis, though? It isn’t simple. With his high status in the community, and his rock star football god status in school, turning him into the police more than likely won’t work, and he’ll end up getting off, just like a lot of the people in his family have. Plus, he could easily make due on his threat if I went to the police, which was the main reason I never went right after the attack happened. That and my dad demanded I didn’t. Demanded I keep my mouth shut. That it’d do no good if I spoke up. That no one would believe me. That he
 didn’t 
believe
 me

 .

Between that and the threats the guys gave me about hurting my friends and me if I told anyone, I just couldn’t bring myself to speak up. Whatever version of Wynter I had become, I still can’t get rid of the need to help the people I care about. Can’t seem to will my shattered soul to disappear completely. That just leaves me with getting my revenge in a 
different
 form

 .

While I haven’t figured out the exact details, I’ve done the revenge thing enough to know I should start with learning more about the guys who hurt me. It’s what I’ve done in the past. Usually, though, my revenge plots consisted of putting a snobby cheerleader in her place or shutting up a douchebag who was spreading rumors about my friends. Never have I gone up against an entire frat. An entire frat that consists of sons of some of the wealthiest, most powerful and respected families in the entire state. A son of the mayor. A son of the owner of half the businesses in town. A son of a preacher. Those are just a few examples
 .

As Travis and his friend continue to head toward me, oblivious to my presence, I lower my head and duck behind one of the massive, ivory white columns that line the communal area. Then I open a paperback I have with me and pretend to be deeply engulfed in a book. Really, I’m listening, waiting. For what, I’m not sure. Something incriminating perhaps? Yeah, if only this were going to be that easy. I doubt that’s going to be the case. No, if I want to take these pieces of shits down, I’m going to have to dig and dig and dig until I’m surrounded by 
their
 dirt

 .

Tilting my head, I let my hair veil my face as I watch them from around the column
 .

“You decide who you’re bringing to Friday’s party after the game?” Travis’s friend asks as they make their way 
by
 me

 .

Like always, people glance in their direction, either gawking, checking them out, or even the occasional glaring
 .

A sly grin curls at Travis’s lips. “I haven’t narrowed down my options yet. I’m thinking maybe Maci, but last time, she didn’t want to put out 
for
 me

 .”

“Yeah, so?” his friend snickers. “Like that’s stopped you before
 .”

His grin expands as he muses thoughtfully. “Yeah, you’re right. Maybe I’ll invite Maci. Show her how not to 
say
 no

 .”

They exchange a fist bump then depart the communal area, grinning like a couple of rich, spoiled brats. Or, well, that’s how it appears to me, the girl who can see the truth now. To most people, Travis and his buddy probably look like a couple of hot, sexy, fun, loving guys. I used to think like everyone else. Now I know better
 .

And I want nothing more than for everyone else to see what I see. Starting with this 
Maci
 girl

 .

Closing my book, I turn to leave, deciding to bail out on class so I can convince Ari, my computer genius friend, to hack into the school records and give me the names and address of all the Maci’s that attend 
school
 here

 .

I’m stepping out from behind the column, my mind too distracted, and crash straight into a solid, sturdy object … Wait. Nope, not an object. A guy, something I become hyperaware of as I’m about to fall on my ass and a pair of lean, sculpted, tattooed arms loop around my waist, 
stopping
 me

 .

“Sorry,” the guy apologizes as he steadies me. “I didn’t see you there
 .”

As the warmth of his hands seeps into my skin, I hurriedly get my balance and step back out of his reach, my body shuddering from his touch
 .

“It’s fine. It was probably more my fault than yours.” I shuffle back. “I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.” I suck in a breath and force my gaze upward. Force myself to get past the fear that the eyes I’m going to meet are going to belong to a face that was there that night
 .

The eyes are what I remember the most. Or, well, the looks in them. The way they watched me as they
 yanked out my soul and shattered it across the bloody carpet. If only I could look every single person on campus in the eyes. Then I’d know who 
hurt
 me

 .

The moment my gaze meets the stranger’s, I decide he couldn’t have been at the party that night. His eyes are too kind, too soft. Yet, his expression conveys a roughness, a hardness, a wall. That wall is too familiar. I stare at it every time I look in the damn mirror. It makes me wonder what this guy is hiding. What he’s trying to protect 
himself
 from

 ?

A small smile touches his lips as I make eye contact with him. “I know you, right? You hang out with Willow 
and
 Beck

 ?”

I nod, eyeing him over. Tall with messily styled sandy brown hair, deep green eyes framed by thick, dark eyelashes, and intricate tattoos ink his lean arms. He’s sporting a short-sleeved black shirt with a tiny hole in the hem, worn black jeans, and scuffed-up boots. None of his clothes are designer and in no way, shape, or form scream wealth
 .

Back in the day, I would’ve checked him out—his body and face are too gorgeous not to notice—but I wouldn’t have wanted to date him. Would’ve thought he wasn’t my type because he wasn’t flashy and fancy enough. I might have even seen him as intimidating and frightening. Now I find myself really staring at him and wondering what sort of guy he is. Is he better than Travis and his friends? Is he as kind as his eyes portray? Or is anger and evil hidden behind that wall he 
has
 up

 ?

How am I supposed to be able to tell any of this simply by looking at someone? The truth is, I can’t. The truth is, I have to get to know someone to understand who they are. But then, by the time I realize if they’re good or not, it could be 
too
 late

 .

I internally grimace. Why does life have to be complicated? Why can’t bad people just have, like, giant bubbles constantly floating over their heads that reveal what sort of person they are and if they’ve done anything evil? Life would be so much simpler then. And people would get hurt less often
 .

The guy continues to smile while I openly dissect his appearance, yet confusion flickers in his eyes. “Is 
everything
 okay

 ?”

That’s the second time someone has asked me that in the last ten minutes
 .


Just how un-okay do 
I
 look

 ?


I let a curtain of hair fall to the side of my face as I nod. “Yeah, sorry. I was just trying to place your face to a name, but I can’t figure it out.” I offer him an apologetic smile, my lips aching against the foreign movement. “Sorry, I’m really bad with names
 .”

“Actually, we haven’t been formally introduced.” An easy smile graces his lips as he sticks out his hand. “Everette Averysen
 .”

A drop of relief washes over me as his last name doesn’t send warning flags popping up everywhere
 .

I open and flex my hands a couple of times before placing my palm against his. “Wynter Porterrsen
 .”

I hold my breath and wait for him to connect my last name to my father, like most people do. But he’s either clueless or doesn’t give 
a
 shit

 .

“It’s nice to meet you, Wynter.” He ducks his head to meet my gaze, and not because I’m short. No, apparently, my head has been tipped down and I haven’t realized until now. How often do I do that? “And again, I’m sorry I barreled into you. I’m not going to lie, though. I’m not that sorry.” His smile grows as he winks at me. “It’s not every day I get to catch a pretty woman before she falls
 .”

That’s about where he loses me. Where any amount of comfort I felt goes poof
 and my guard 
slams
 up

 .

Wiggling my hand from his, I cross my arms protectively around myself. “How do you know Beck and Willow
 ?”

His brows dip ever so slightly at my sudden standoffish behavior. “I play on the city soccer league. My team plays against Beck’s every other week or so. Willow’s there with him sometimes, and she and I have a couple of classes together
 .”

“So, you don’t know them very well then.” I’m very aware I’m being a bitch, but that brief moment where he attempted to flirt with me has me irked for so many reasons, most of which I have a hard time deciphering
 .

Perhaps because Travis had flirted with me so much, which was what led to me going to that party with him. Or because I flirted so frequently and invited guys like Travis into my life. Or maybe it simply has to do with the fact that I don’t want to flirt. I don’t want to date. I don’t want guys looking at me like I’m some sort of shiny prize. Then again, I guess Everette hasn’t technically looked at me that way. That smile, though, usually leads to that look. That stupid look I’ve grown 
to
 hate

 .

Anger roars inside me as my imagination takes over, and Everette’s smile morphs into Travis’s smirk
 .

“We’ve hung out a couple times.” Everette stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans, seeming uneasy. “If you’re asking if we’re close, the answer 
is
 no

 .”

I fold my fingers inward, my fingernails stabbing into my palms. “Then maybe you shouldn’t act like you know my friends just to 
impress
 me

 .”

He frowns. “That’s not what I was doing 
at
 all

 .”

“Then why would you even mention them?” I step toward him, my lungs trembling against the invisible, constricting rope wound around my chest. “And better yet, how do you even know I hang out with Willow and Beck when I’ve never even been to a game? Unless you’ve been watching me. Is that what you’ve been doing
 ?”

Just like 
Travis
 did

 .


“I watched you for months,” he whispers as he grabs my hair. “I know everything 
about
 you

 .”


Everette fleetingly stiffens, then slips his hands out of his pockets and elevates his hands in front of him. “Relax, okay? I wasn’t watching you. I’m not a fucking stalker. I’ve just seen you around campus … with
 Beck and Willow
 .”

I’m so worked up that spots dot along my vision. “Well, stop seeing me, okay? In fact, don’t ever look or talk to me again.” Blasting him with a glare, I brush by him and dash out of the communal area without so much as a second glance back, deciding to skip out on class so I can go home and smoke a bowl. Smoke away 
this
 day

 .

If I turned around, I’m sure Everette would be gaping at me like I’m a lunatic. Like I’m a bitch. Like I’m a girl he no longer wants to smile at and flirt with. And that’s exactly the girl I need 
to
 be

 .

The girl no one wants
 .

The girl no one 
smiles
 at

 .

The girl no 
one
 sees

 .
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M
 y entire life
 is one big lie. I’ve become one big lie. Not without reason, though
 .

No, the lies that burn on my tongue and smoke out into the world are all for a reason. But even with probable cause, lying can make life lonely. Not that I don’t have any friends. I have some, but none who know about my secret life. Even my family only know the basics, not just about my job, but about my life in general
 .

A couple people fully understand what I’ve been through—and I mean everything—and those are my friends Reece and Holden. I confided in them one night after I got shitfaced. Broke the fuck down and babbled every detail of 
my
 life

 .

We’ve been best friends since grade school, and I see them as my brothers. The shit I told them, though, was a lot to take in. I felt bad for unloading my problems onto them, but I had reached my breaking point that day. I had broken
 the fuck apart as all of it—and I mean all of it—caught up with me. That had been right before I decided to join the agency. I was under a lot of stress. A lot of guilt
 .

I’m not going to lie. Breaking down was awful, but may have saved 
my
 life

 .

Still, now that I’m officially working a case and am in a better place mentally, I try to keep personal shit to myself. I can’t bring anyone innocent into this shit unless I must. At least, that’s what I wish I 
could
 do

 .

Sadly, the girl who basically just told me to go fuck myself before running away like I’m carrying some viral disease is more than likely going to have to be brought into this mess, whether she’s innocent 
or
 not

 .

Wynter Porterrsen seems like a nice girl. Or, well, she used to seem nice until a couple months ago when she abruptly changed. Now she’s closed off, angry, high most of the time, and seems to be holding a lot of pain inside her. She also seems to hate my fucking guts. Who can blame her? I just flirted with her and fed her the cheesiest line ever. Definitely not my best move, but according to her file and from what I’ve seen while observing her, she used to be into romantic, sappy, cheesy shit. Apparently, that’s changed. I’m going to have to find another way to win 
her
 over

 .

The really shitty part about our encounter is that I discovered how observant she is. She called me out on watching her, which I have been. I can’t let her know that. And if she finds out the real reason I crashed into her today—that I’ve been watching her for a while—this case could crumble. And that can’t happen. Too much is riding on me succeeding in 
this
 case

 .

However, as I watch her run away across the communal area away from me, I have the strongest urge to rush after her and make sure she’s okay. She seemed so upset when she took off; her big, beyond gorgeous eyes filling with tears. She was also pissed off, for sure. But under the anger was a sea of sadness and internal agony that I know a thing or two about. I’ve drowned in my own sadness before. It’s part of the reason I broke apart that day. I was depressed back then and too stuck in a dark place to see it until I fell apart. After I broke down, I got help. Doesn’t mean I don’t still struggle. I do every single damn day, especially when the guilt catches up 
with
 me

 .

Guilt over my father’s death
 .

Shoving the thought aside, I force my feet to move in the opposite direction of where Wynter took off, heading down the hallway, out the east exit doors, and across the grass toward the 
parking
 lot

 .

A handful of people greet me with waves or smiles, but most don’t even glance my way. That’s exactly how I want it. To exist, but not really be seen. Honestly, I can’t even remember the last time someone saw me, except for Reece and Holden, but even they don’t see everything. That’s mostly my doing
 .

I put up a wall the day my father died. My ability to not reveal my true emotions is part of the reason I made it this far in my job, why I do what I do so well. I wonder if one day someone will see past the walls. See past the falseness I portray. Is there really someone out in the world who possesses that ability? Who is stronger than my gift of never letting anyone see what truly lies inside me? All the brokenness and pain? All the anger? All the guilt I struggle with every single day? So far, the answer is no. And maybe it’ll always be that way. Maybe I’m doomed to live a 
lonely
 life

 .

Quickly shoving those thoughts away before I get too worked up, I dig my phone out of my pocket. I wait until I reach the parking lot and climb into my car before I make 
the
 call

 .

“Hey, it’s me,” I say as the engine of my 2015 Dodge Challenger roars to life. “I made contact with Wynter today
 .”

“Good,” Doug, my supervisor at the bureau, says. “How’d 
it
 go

 ?”

“I think she hates my fucking guts.” I steer out onto the road. “But she may have been just having a rough day or something. From what I’ve read about her, the way her friends talk about her, and from personal observation, she’s usually 
pretty
 nice

 .”

“Don’t jump to that conclusion yet,” he warns. “Wynter Porterrsen may have been a participant in what happened. Considering who her father is, we can’t dismiss that theory. Plus, the man’s a real con man and she could’ve easily picked up that trait from him. For all you know, she could’ve been playing you today
 .”

“Yeah, maybe.” Doubt rings in 
my
 tone

 .

Wynter may have been a bitch to me today, but there was too much sadness reflected in her eyes for me to easily believe she was playing me. I have my suspicions something awful happened to her. According to her files, though, she’s lived a life the exact opposite of mine; lavish with slightly neglectful parents and a con man for a father. But files usually only tell the basics. Observing from a distance is a much better way to figure out a person, though not nearly as good as getting to 
know
 them

 .

From what I’ve seen, Wynter is a beautiful person inside and out, who cares about her friends but also carries around a hell of a lot of sadness. It’s part of the reason I started spending more time gathering intel on her than I was supposed to. I want to understand her; find out what makes her look as though she’s suffering
 .

Doug doesn’t need to know 
about
 that

 .

“The first rule to what we do is that you can never, ever get facts based on assumptions. You need evidence. Truths. Until then, everything has to be looked at as a lie.” He sighs as if I’m a great annoyance, but that’s typical for him and every other agent who’s been in this line of work for over three decades and who probably needs to retire. “I know you’re fairly new to the bureau, and if I could’ve thrown someone more seasoned onto this case, I would’ve. Unfortunately, we need a person who is young and can blend in with the college environment. And luckily for you, you fit that profile
 .”

“Thanks for the boost of confidence,” I mumble
 .

Honestly, I can’t blame him. I’m not even technically done with my training yet, nor have I attained my bachelor’s degree. Still, a handful of people who are simply average people and who have the right personalities types have been recruited as federal agents
 .

My golden ticket was my father, who was a well-respected agent before he died. He had a ton of connections, and because of that, I was accepted into the training program when I was twenty. I’ve been training for about a year now, yet I don’t have much experience working in the undercover field, just a few minor jobs here and there. The only reason I scored this case is because I’m the right age to enroll at the college where we suspect a frat is doing some severely illegal activities and are connected to the mob, ranging from drug trafficking to a series of assaults and rapes that have been covered up. I’m also from Fairs Hollow, so I know my way around and already have connections
 .

No one here is aware I’m an agent. Even my family thinks I’m taking a break from training. My mom might suspect differently, but she was married to an agent, so she knows the drill on keeping her lips sealed
 .

The problem with Fairs Hollow is, while we suspect illegal activities are taking place, we haven’t been able to find enough evidence to bring everyone involved down. The citizens are very hush-hush about the dark things that take place during the late hours of the night, either out of fear or their own involvement. That’s why I’m here. To go undercover, make the right connections, and find out who the guys at the frat are working for—who the head honcho is in the mob circle—and then get enough evidence to bring everyone down and make arrests
 .

“I’m not here to stroke your ego, Averysen,” Doug says. “I’m here to make sure you do your job correctly and solve this goddamn case that’s been going on for way too long. These assholes need to be put behind bars once and for all.” He huffs an exasperated breath. “Now, can you do that without letting assumptions and emotions sway your judgment? Or should I start looking for a guy to fill your position
 ?”

The last thing I want is for that to happen. Being a federal agent has been my dream since I was six years old and accidentally discovered my father was one. My mom was the only other person who knew about his double, undercover life due to the risk of the wrong people 
finding
 out

 .

At first, he had been angry when I overheard a phone call that revealed what he truly did for a living—I had been eavesdropping when I shouldn’t have. Then he had taken me aside and calmly explained the importance of secrecy
 .


“If anyone finds out what I really do, it could be bad, okay?” he said. “No one 
can
 know

 .”



“Why?” It had been my favorite question 
back
 then

 .



He looked me dead in the eye. “Because if the wrong person finds out, then the bad guys could find out I’m not really on 
their
 side

 .”



I blinked in shock. “You pretend you’re on the bad 
guy’s
 side

 ?”



He nodded. “But only so I can catch them doing bad things
 .”



“Then what do 
you
 do

 ?”



“Then I put them behind bars where they can’t do bad things anymore,” he told me, taking a drag of his cigarette
 .



“Whoa.” I smiled. “You’re kind of like a superhero
 .”



He chuckled, putting out his cigarette. “I guess that’s one way to look 
at
 it

 .”


The truth was, my dad really was a superhero. Sadly, the world never knew. I did, though
 .

It was also that heroicness that led to the end of his life. I would know. I was there
 .

I swallow hard at the reminder and make a mental note to swing by and talk to my therapist. Knowing my background story with my father’s death, seeing a therapist was a stipulation Doug made when he agreed to put me on 
this
 case

 .


“I just want to be certain you don’t lose your shit,” he said. “I know this case hits pretty close 
to
 home

 .”



“All right,” I agreed, knowing he was right
 .



Knowing that, even now at times, stress can trigger the guilt to resurface
 .


“Now, while I want you to keep an eye on Wynter Porterrsen,” Doug says, tearing me from memory lane, “I want you to make contact with the next person on the list. And make sure not to mess this up. The entire case might rely on making friends with this son of a bitch
 .”

“I know that,” I assure him. “And I’m planning on officially meeting him Friday at the party. Tonight, I’m also going to drop by that club they like to hang out at. Just as long as I can get in, anyway. I’ve heard it’s exclusively for the rich and you have to have the right last name to get inside, something I definitely 
don’t
 have

 .”

“What’s the name of 
the
 club

 ?”

“The Silver Glass 
Box
 . Why

 ?”

“I know a guy who works there. He might be able to get you in. But you’re going to have to be careful about what you tell him. He can’t know what I do or who you 
work
 for

 .”

My jaw ticks. I hate when he reminds me of simple rules I learned in week one of my training. But it was another part of our agreement when he put me on this case—that I listen to all his orders
 .

Yes, Doug likes to think of himself as my father sometimes. And sometimes, I wonder if he promised my father he’d take care of me if something happened to him. They were partners once, so it could be possible. Doug’s never said anything 
about
 it

 .

I make a right onto the road that leads to my apartment complex. “I figured 
as
 much

 .”

“Good.” He gives me the guy’s name and tells me he’ll contact him beforehand and let me know if we’re good to go. Then he asks, “So, this party on Friday, you got invited then, I 
take
 it

 ?”

“Yep.” I try not to sound too cocky, but I’m kind of proud. Getting into any of these frat parties is nearly impossible unless you have the right name or are some rock star on the football team. “This girl from one of my literature classes invited me. I think she’s the younger sister to one of the guys throwing the party, which means she should be able to introduce me to them without it seeming too strange
 .”

“Good. Make sure to report back to me tomorrow. And keep your distance from Wynter Porterrsen for a couple days. I want to look into a couple things; see if there are any reports of her aiding in any of her 
father’s
 jobs

 .”

“Okay.” The word is harder to utter than I thought, and I have no 
idea
 why

 .

Sure, she’s fucking gorgeous. Blonde hair, big blue eyes, legs that go on for miles but she rarely shows. She’s the exact opposite of the girls I usually date. Plus, after our lovely—insert sarcasm on my part—first encounter, I should want to keep my distance from her and her bitchiness. And that sadness … I want to understand what’s causing it. I want to see her, even if she told me not to. Maybe even more so because she told me not to, as fucked up as that might make me. My mom always did say that I had a soft spot for those who were hurting
 .

However, since Wynter seemed to have no desire to see me again and with my boss warning me not to go near her for now, I figure I’ll keep my distance. At least, that’s what I tell myself. Before I head into my place, though, I find myself taking out my phone the moment I park in front of my house to send her friend Beck 
a
 text

 .

Huh. Guess my mom is right
 .


Me: Hey, I just ran into your friend Wynter and she seemed pretty upset about something. Just letting you know in case you want to go check 
on
 her

 .


His response is almost immediate
 .


Beck: Thanks for letting me know. I was already planning on checking up on her after class
 .


I’ve heard Willow and him whispering about their concern for Wynter a couple times while we were hanging out. I wish I could tell them what I know about her. About what her father is mixed up in, what he really does. What Wynter may have gotten mixed up in, too. I don’t know why Wynter hasn’t confided in them, other than maybe she is part of all the illegal shit. Beck and Willow seem like good people, and they’re close to her, it seems like she should’ve told them something. Maybe Wynter is like me—likes to keep her personal life to herself. Either that or her father or someone else has scared her into silence
 .

I wince at the thought. Shit, why didn’t I think of that before
 ?

I make a mental note to look into it then hop out of the car and head upstairs to my place to attempt to take a nap before I go to this club tonight
 .

As I strip off my shirt and jacket, I do my best to ignore the elevated scars covering my chest. If I pay too much attention to them, I’ll end up thinking about what caused them. Still, as I lay down and shut my eyes, the nightmares creep up. The screaming comes first. Then the pain and the flames
 .

As my skin breaks out in sweat, I get out of bed and turn on the computer, beyond frustrated and exhausted
 .

After I type in my password, I click open the file labeled C Files
 . I don’t open the case I’m currently working on, instead opening the one my father was working on when he was killed
 .

The two cases are related, with similar criminals involved. However, my father was going after their fathers. He never succeeded, and the men got away with what they did. Now I’m trying to take down their sons, which I fully plan on doing. It’s why I worked so hard to be put on 
this
 case

 .

If I can bring these bad guys down, I may be able to finally get my father some justice, along with all the people these guys 
have
 hurt

 .

And maybe I can finally be completely free of my guilt
 .
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I
 have
 this list of names tucked underneath my pillow. The names consist of every person I can link back to the night of that party. Every night before I fall asleep, I take it out and read over the names. Repeatedly
 .

Each letter is branded into my mind like the scars they left on my back. I see the names when I shut my eyes and when I 
open
 them

 .

Beside each name, I have a vague list of details I’ve scourged up about each one of them. The details are limited since I haven’t been able to get close enough to any of the suspects to find out more about them. If I approach people who know Travis and his frat buddies and started asking questions, I’d probably be viewed as a stalker. If I approach the guys personally … If I can even manage to do that without vomiting … they’d assume I was up to something and make good on their threat of destroying me and everyone I care about. They have the power to do so. Just like they have the power and money to make every bad deed and crime they’ve ever committed disappear. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to allow them to keep getting away with hurting people—I reach around and trace my fingers along my back where vertical scars brand my flesh—
hurting
 me

 .

As I lay on my bed with the list in my hand, I try to come up with the best way to get revenge without getting myself killed. Revenge can be dangerous. And maybe I shouldn’t be thinking about it because
 it’s dangerous and risky and may not be the right thing to do. But I can’t stop thinking about making them suffer like 
I
 am

 .


“If you so much as tell a single soul,” he whispers in my ear. “I’ll fucking end you and every goddamn person you care about, got it? And you know I can, Wynter. Just like your father, I’m capable of just about anything. Unlike your father, I can get away with it.” His lips brush my ear, his scent nearly drowning me. “And you want to know why? Because I’m a fucking god 
around
 here

 .”



Tears spill from my eyes, blood running down my back and legs. I feel broken inside. I feel helpless. I want 
to
 die

 .



Then, deep in the back of my mind, another emotion sparks to life. An emotion I never felt before.
 I want to fucking end him. Rip his life away with my bare hands
 …

I blink from the memory as tears burn my eyes. When they were hurting me, I imagined, if I survived, tracking them down and killing them one by one. I soon learned I’m not a killer, though, and don’t possess killer instincts. So I settled on revenge
 .


Revenge
 .


Revenge
 .


Revenge
 .

The word consumes my mind so much that I barely think about anything else. I just wish I could figure out a way to find out more about these guys. Since I haven’t come up with a solution to that yet, I decide to start by finding out who this Maci is so I can warn her to stay away from Travis Marilellie
 .

Collecting my phone off my nightstand, I go to type Ari a text. Normally, I’d call him, but lately, like with Beck and my other friends, he’s sensed something’s been off with me. If he hears my voice, he may ask if everything’s okay and I don’t think I can hear that fucking question again today
 .

My mind wanders back to when Everette asked me that question. How he smiled and winked at me, as if I wanted him to flirt 
with
 me

 .

“Stupid fucking asshole. He’s just as bad as them,” I attempt to convince myself, but the truth is, Everette didn’t really seem like Travis or the rest of his shithead, psychopathic friends. In fact, I’m pretty sure he’s just a nice guy who tried to cheer me up. And what did I do? I acted like such a bitch
 .

I frown as I remember how big of a bitch 
I
 was

 .

“Fuck, I need to stop thinking about him. Who gives a shit if I was a bitch to some guy I’ll never see again? I have bigger things to worry about. Besides, just because he seems like a nice guy doesn’t mean 
he
 is

 .”

I restlessly tap my fingers against the side of my phone until I calm myself down. Then I lean against my headboard and send Ari a message
 .


Me: Hey! I need a favor. Can you get me a list of all the Maci’s that go to our school
 ?


In typical Ari form, he doesn’t respond right away. Not that he’s flaky. Ari just isn’t the type of person who carries his phone around with him twenty-four seven, waiting for texts to 
roll
 in

 .

I used to be one of those people, the kind who responded within seconds, who thought my social life was everything. Now I ignore messages most of the time, just wanting to be left alone
 .

To kill time, I take a few more hits and try to take a power nap, even though I loathe closing my eyes. But I need to catch 
some
 z’s

 .

Rolling over, I kick off my boots, rest my head on my pillow, and shut my eyes. But every noise, every tick of the clock, the neighbor’s dog barking, a scratching noise that’s coming from God knows what throbs against my brain. The images come next. The sharp fragments of that night
 .


Music surrounds me, along with laughter and chatter. The lights are so bright. So blinding. So dizzy
 .



Or maybe I’m dizzy
 .


Why does it feel like my head’s spinning
 ?


Hands settle around my waist, fingers digging into the sliver of skin between the bottom of my shirt and the waistband of my name brand jeans
 .



“You okay?” a guy whispers in 
my
 ear

 .



His voice sounds familiar, but through my hazy brain, I can’t put a face or a name to it. Maybe Travis? But his scent doesn’t match Travis’s
 .


Where did Travis go anyway? Why am I here—wherever here is—alone
 ?


My head bobbles back, and I squint against the lights as I try to get a good look at him. “I’m … 
not
 … sure

 …”



His face is a blur, but his toothy smile stands out against the flashing lights above. Or maybe it’s the stars. I’m not even certain anymore if I’m outside 
or
 in

 .


Did I drink 
that
 much

 ?


When I shake my head, the blurriness amplifies, my surroundings shifting into a giant blur of bright lights that sting 
my
 eyes

 .



“Come on; let’s go get this started.” The guy loops an arm around my waist
 .



Even though I have no desire to, I lean into him, unable to hold up my own weight. “Where … are we … going
 ?”



“Somewhere fun.” He drifts his fingers downward from my hip, winding around and cupping my ass. “Fun for me anyway
 .”



Chills break across my skin as my stomach ravels in nauseating knots
 .



“No …” I lift my hands to shove him away, but they remain limp at 
my
 side

 .



His lips touch my ear. “Try all you want, Wynter, but you aren’t getting out 
of
 this

 .”



Tears prickle in my eyes, blurring my vision even more. “Why?” I manage to 
get
 out

 .



His laughter is hollow and sends a chill down my spine. “Because you’re Wynter Porterrsen, Walter Porterrsen’s only child
 .”



My stomach clenches, the alcohol I drank earlier threatening to come up. I may not understand everything my father does for his job, but he does do some sketchy stuff with a lot of terrifying, powerful people. If this guy is after my dad and is using me to get 
to
 him

 …



I swallow back the vomit. “Who … 
are
 … you

 ?”



His breath smells like stale beer as he breathes against my cheek. “The guy who’s about to destroy you. You can thank your daddy for that.” He kisses my lips. Vomit burns at the back of my throat. “Make sure to pass that message along to him. Make sure he understands what happens when he double-
crosses
 us

 .”



I open my mouth to scream, but no sound passes from 
my
 lips

 .



I’ve lost my voice. I can’t speak. This guy, he took away my ability to use my 
voice
 —



My eyes pop open, and I let out a blood-curdling scream. Thank God I don’t live in an apartment anymore or my townhome. However, the nice, two-story homes that make up the neighborhood I live in are rather close. Hopefully none of my neighbors heard my scream and decided to call the police. Not that I’m worried I’ll get into trouble. I just worry that, at the sight of a uniformed officer, I may crumble and tell them about what happened that awful fucking night. And then what? The guys who hurt me will make good on their threat and come after me, along with everyone 
I
 love

 .


What if it doesn’t go down that way? What if the police come through and actually 
arrest
 them

 ?


That thought crosses my mind a lot. Sometimes I can almost convince myself that maybe it could be possible. That Travis and his hotshot friends will get in trouble for what they did 
to
 me

 .

To remind myself of how this town works, I grab my phone, open the internet app, and type in “Fairs Hollow” along with “Marilellie.” The first handful of pages that pop up are articles beaming of Travis’s family and their business, and then of Travis and his sibling’s achievements. His dad, Jack, is the current mayor, the family donates to charities all the time, and the kids in the family have won more awards and done more public good deeds than most of the families in this town all put together
 .

And that’s just the start of why I fear going against Travis and his friends
 .

Tapping to the next section of results, I skim-read the titles of the articles declaring how many times the Marilellies have been accused of a crime, some of which are very similar to mine, only to somehow turn the situation around so the victim gets accused of lying or of breaking the law. In the end, the Marilellies come out looking better than they did going in, whereas the victim usually ends up either in jail or ridiculed by 
the
 town

 .

“I hate fucking small towns and their stupid politics,” I grumble as I clear my search history, toss my phone onto my bed, and reach for my bowl, deciding it’s time to let Mary Jane ease away 
my
 pain

 .

I take a hit, the smoke saturating my lungs. Then I sit back and wait for the drugs to take over, to calm me, to take away my racing thoughts, but a few manage to snake through the hazy smoke
 .


“They won’t do anything,” my father told me the night I told him what happened to me. “In fact, if you go to the police, more than likely Jack Marilellies will find a way to get you arrested
 .”



“But I haven’t done anything!” I sob, the fresh wounds on my back aching along with my withering soul. “I’m the 
victim
 here

 .”



“No one’s a victim, Wynter,” he said with a drop of remorse. “Everyone has done something bad in their lives and anyone who says differently is 
a
 liar

 .”



Tears sprung from my eyes as he practically called me a liar, as if he was accusing me of lying about what happened 
to
 me

 .



“I’m not a liar,” I whispered as tears streamed down my eyes. “And the only reason this happened … was because of
 you. What did you do to these people, Daddy
 ?”



He didn’t even so much as flinch
 .



Didn’t react
 .





Didn’t
 care

 .


The scars on my back throb, reminding me that they exist. That I’m not a liar. That my dad is wrong. That that
 night did happen. That those guys broke me to get back at my father
 .


Sometimes, I fucking 
hate
 him

 .


Hate or not, my dad may not be wrong about me having done bad things. Or, at least he won’t be in the future once I get my revenge
 .


Revenge. Revenge. Revenge.
 My pulse pounds, red hot anger scorching through me so potently I nearly go blind. My fingers curl inward as I imagine what it’d be like to hurt the guys who hurt me, the anger consuming me, 
blinding
 
me
 —




Ding
 . A text message pings, startling me so badly I drop my phone
 .


Ari: There are only two Maci’s in Fairs Hollow, one of which is a forty-year-old woman who lives over on the east side of town, and the other goes to the university. I’m assuming she’s the one you’re looking for. She’s a sophomore and her last name is Princingten. She lives in the Farris Hallow Subdivision in the east condos
 .


Her last name rings a bell, but I don’t think I’ve ever met her. That may complicate getting her to believe me. Still, I have 
to
 try

 .


Me: Thanks, Ari. You’re 
the
 best

 . :)



Ari: Anytime. Just glad I can help. If you need anything else at all from me, please let me know. We haven’t hung out in a while and I really miss you. I hope you 
know
 that

 .


His words make me feel a bit sad. I wish I could be the old Wynter for him, the bubbly girl who loved to hang out and party, but just thinking about socializing like that, of trying to have fun makes me 
feel
 sick

 .


Me: Thanks. I miss 
you
 , too

 .


I wish I could say more—I really do—yet I can’t bring myself to 
do
 so

 .

Pushing down my guilt, I sit up and lower my feet to the floor as I debate the best way to get ahold of Maci. I could just send a simple text, but that’s so impersonal. No, if I want her to take me seriously, I need to see her face-to-face. I just hope she’ll listen 
to
 me

 .
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I
 clean
 up a little bit before I drive over to Maci’s, combing my hair and reapplying some eyeliner. Deep down, I know this might go over better if I dressed up in my old clothes, considering her address is located on the more lavish side of town. The problem is, I gave my old clothes to the homeless shelter. The lady in charge looked utterly confused when I handed over bags full of designer clothing, yet she gladly accepted the donations
 .

I guess I could run to the store and buy a new outfit. I’m not broke by any means, having received trust fund money from my grandma last year. I bought my house and a car with some of it and have been living off the rest while I work my way through school. Once I get my bachelor’s degree in business, I plan on attending design school so I can open my own clothing company. Or, at least I used to want to do that. Now I hardly think about my future. My past is too consuming
 .


Revenge. Revenge. Revenge.
 The word is a chant in my mind as I grab my car keys and head out the door, deciding to skip a trip to the store to avoid 
wasting
 time

 .

My heart is a nervous mess as I drive the short distance to Maci’s condo then make my way up the landscaped path toward her front door. The sun is lowering behind the mountains, the sky greying, the stars rising to shine in the night sky. The air is a bit chilly for spring, and I shiver as I lift my hand to ring the doorbell
 .

From inside my pocket, my phone buzzes. I ignore it as the door 
swings
 open

 .

I try not to cringe at the sight of Maci. Long blonde hair, a black dress that I can easily recognize the designer, and heels to match. She’s practically the spitting image of me. Or, well, the old me. And the old me would definitely have a difficult time believing what I’m about 
to
 say

 .


Lovely. This is going to be a pain in 
the
 ass

 .



I at least have 
to
 try

 .


A pucker forms at Maci’s brow as she eyes me over. “Can I 
help
 you

 ?”

I shift my weight. “Are 
you
 Maci

 ?”

“Um, yeah …” She blinks at me, looking lost. “Who 
are
 you

 ?”

“I’m Stella Anderbellinton,” I give her a 
fake
 name

 .

Recognition strikes her features. How, I have no idea since I didn’t even give her my real name. “I think I’ve seen you at the country club a couple times
 .”

I struggle not to make a face. I hate the country club. Always have. The sole reason of its existence is to give the rich and famous a place to hang out and throw parties where they don’t have to interact with the middle- and lower-class citizens
 .

Before I turned eighteen, my parents would sometimes force me to go with them. I despised every second 
of
 it

 .

“Yeah, I think we have seen each other,” I lie with a fake smile
 .

She smiles back. “It’s a great place, right
 ?”

My smile turns even more 
plastic
 . “Sure

 .”

Awkward silence stretches, so I decide to get right to the point
 .

“Look,” I start, “I know this is going to sound a little strange, but I overheard you might be going to a party with Travis 
Marilellie
 —
 ”

“Oh, my God, please don’t tell me you’re, like, one of those girls obsessed with him.” She groans, her head bobbing back. “Seriously, this is getting ridiculous
 .”

“I’m not obsessed with him,” I protest with irritation. “Not even close.” No, I’m just obsessed with getting revenge 
on
 him

 .


“Yeah, right.” She rolls her eyes. “What exactly did you expect to happen when you came here? That you could just show up at my door and scare me into not going out 
with
 him

 ?”

“That’s not even close to why I’m here.” Good hell, was I this stupid?
 “I came to warn you 
about
 him

 .”

Annoyance flickers in her eyes. “Of course 
you
 did

 .”

Anger simmers underneath my skin. “I’m not a stalker. I’m being serious. Travis is bad news and so are his friends. And if you go to this party with him on Friday night, you might 
get
 hurt

 .”

“Hurt by him or you?” she challenges with an arch of 
her
 brow

 .

“By him,” I grit through my teeth
 .

“Okay, well, thanks for the warning.” She moves to shut 
the
 door

 .

I slam my palm against it, stopping her. “You don’t 
believe
 me

 ?”

“Why would I?” she sneers. “I’ve known Travis for a couple years and I’ve known you for like what, a total of three minutes
 ?”

“And during those years, you’ve never seen or heard anything that’d lead you to believe him or one of his friends may have harmed or hurt someone
 ?”

She hesitates for a heartbeat of an instant. “No, Travis is a good guy.” She straightens her stance, running her hands over her head to smooth her hair into place. “You need to leave before I call the cops. Or before Travis gets here and finds out what you’re 
up
 to

 .”

Fear freezes me in place. “Travis is coming here 
right
 now

 ?”

She elevates her chin. “Yep. He’s taking me out tonight
 .”

“What about the party on Friday?” Did Travis change his plans
 ?

“We’re going to that, too.” She rests an arm on the side of the door with an arrogant smile. “We’ve actually been on and off for quite a while, but we’ve been talking about becoming exclusive for months now, so back off, okay? He’s not even going to be available anymore
 .”

“So, were you on or off when the frat held their annual party?” My voice trembles
 .

“I was actually in Paris with my family.” She frowns 
confusedly
 . “Why

 ?”

I swallow hard. “Let’s just say I heard a rumor that a couple girls were hurt at the party and that Travis and his friends were behind it … And I’ve heard it might not have been the first time they’ve done it.” My heart is thrashing, begging for the rope around my chest to alleviate the pressure, begging for the end of my pipe to kiss 
my
 lips

 .


Please, please, just believe me.
 Because this isn’t only about getting revenge. It’s about making sure Maci doesn’t go through what 
I
 did

 .

Her face pales, and for the most relieved instant, I think she might believe me. Then her worry alters into anger
 .

“You need to leave,” she snaps. “Don’t ever talk to me again. And stop spreading lies about Travis.” She slams the door in my face, leaving me speechless
 .

“Fuck,” I grit out, my hands balled into fists. “Why doesn’t anyone 
believe
 me

 ?”


What am I going to do? What if something happens 
to
 Maci

 ?


Oxygen slowly starts to slip away from my lungs as the rope around my chest tightens and tightens and tightens. I stare at the door, contemplating knocking again and demanding she hear me out. Maybe I will even tell her how I know Travis and his friends hurt a girl that night
 .


“Don’t you dare fucking tell anyone about this,” he whispers in my ear. “You’ll regret it if 
you
 do

 .”


I scream through my clenched teeth, causing an older woman who’s collecting her mail across the street to stare at me in horror. Sucking in a breath, I stomp down the stairs and back to my car parked across the street
 .

I’m about to duck into my car when a Mercedes appears at the end of the street. Not too unordinary of a car for this neighborhood, but the frosted bell silver color definitely is. I spent over an hour listening to Travis tell me about the custom paint job he got on 
his
 car

 .


“Frosted bell silver isn’t even a color they use normally.” He grinned so proudly, as if he made the damn car himself. “They created the color just 
for
 me

 .”


I was bored to death while listening to the story, yet I faked interest because that’s what 
I
 did

 .


Fake
 .


Fake
 .


Fake
 .

I was plastic
 .

Travis is plastic
 .

His friends are plastic
 .

This stupid town is plastic
 .


That fucker is 
going
 down

 .


I duck into the driver’s side, shut the door, and start up the engine. Then I drive forward before parking a ways up the street, hoping he doesn’t recognize my car. He’s never seen me near it, not that I 
know
 of

 .

After I dim my headlights, I sit back and wait for Maci and him to walk out to his car, hoping she didn’t tell him I stopped by. Thank God I gave her a fake name. Still, what if Travis puts two and two together? What if he saw and recognized 
my
 car

 ?


Fuck, why do I have to be so afraid
 ?



I wish I could 
just
 stop

 .



Wish I could just let 
this
 go

 .



Wish I could tell someone who would actually listen and 
believe
 me

 .



I wish that night never happened
 .
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I
 sit
 in my car for about an hour, watching the house before the two of them waltz out. They look like a stupidly adorable couple, laughing and smiling, his hand on the small of her back. He even opens the door for her, putting on a façade that he’s a real gentleman. And people believe him. Believe the illusion. I wonder why. Why do they believe so easily that he could be good yet have such a hard time accepting that he hurt me? What makes him so much more believable than me? Or do people just believe him because it’s easier
 ?

My mind is on overload by the time Travis pulls his car out onto the street. I wait a handful of seconds before turning my headlights on and tailing him. As crazy as this is going to make me sound, this isn’t my first stakeout. I know to keep enough distance so he doesn’t catch on that he’s being followed
 .

Once they exit the neighborhood, he drives toward the far east side of the main section of town. “The better section of town,” as my mother loves to call it. Filled with fancy stores, flashy shops, overpriced restaurants, and business offices owned by a lot of my father’s colleagues
 .

Beck’s dad has a law firm in this area, and an entire street is dedicated to exclusive clubs, which just so happens to be where Travis is heading. And not just any club, but The Silver 
Glass
 Box

 .


Of course
 .


The Silver Glass Box is a popular club that a lot of people my age talk about. The building is made up entirely of silver-tinted glass, hence the name, and to get in, you have to have the right last name. I’ve never been, but I’m sure I can get in with the flash of my ID. That doesn’t mean I want to 
go
 in

 .

While I used to not be opposed to clubs, the idea of going into a crowded room with flashing, blinding lights and the stench of alcohol tainting the air makes me want to throw open my car door and puke all over the asphalt
 .

I park across the street in a parking lot of a strip club and stay in my car, trying to figure out what to do. Walk away? Go inside and keep an eye on Maci? What does it matter if I keep an eye on Maci anyway? It’s not like I can stop them from attacking her. I learned that night that I’m not physically strong enough to take on a group of guys, at least while 
drugged
 up

 .

As I watch Travis climb out of his car and usher Maci toward the velvet rope, I take a joint out of my glove box and light up, contemplating whether to go in or not. As he approaches the bouncer, a taller guy with dark hair and wearing almost as expensive of a suit as Travis, strolls up to them. He looks familiar, yet I can’t place 
his
 face

 .


Who is this guy? Was he there that night
 ?


I squint to get a better look at his eyes, but he’s either too far away or I’m too stoned at this point
 .

Blazed or not, uneasiness prickles inside me as Travis greets the familiar stranger with a fist bump then turns to the bouncer and exchanges a few words with him. The bouncer nods then motions the three of them through. They step forward, and Travis opens the door for Maci, motioning for her to go in first
 .

Everything appears normal up until Maci steps inside and Travis remains holding open the door for the stranger. As he passes by Travis, the stranger leans in and says something. Travis nods, and then the stranger slips something small into Travis’s hand before strolling into 
the
 club

 .

I rub my lips together, questioning what the hell I just witnessed. A drug exchange? Wouldn’t be that surprising. What sort of drugs, though? Drugs for 
himself
 or

 …


The room is so blurry, so hazy, spinning and spinning and spinning. I can barely grasp reality anymore as I keep dancing back and forth between unconsciousness
 .


What is happening 
to
 me

 ?

Why do I feel so drunk
 ?


I only had one mixed drink that Travis gave me, and he said it barely had any alcohol 
in
 it

 .


Rage ripples through me. I put the joint out and climb out of the car before I can even process what I’m doing. Halfway across the street, though, my gaze drifts to the line in front of the club. All the woman waiting to get inside are dressed up in sparkling dresses that I’m sure had pretty little price tags on them. I glance down at my jeans, boots, T-shirt, and leather jacket getup
 .

“Shit.” I flip a bitch and hurry to the nearest clothing store
 .

Before that night happened, I used to spend hours putting together the perfect outfit. I loved shopping. Loved searching through the selections of dresses and shoes. Loved the final outcome of being able to look in the mirror and admire my handiwork. Now I spend a whole whopping two minutes selecting a black dress and a pair of heels with straps that go all the way up to my knees. I toss the saleswoman my credit card, ready to just rush back to the dressing room and change. This isn’t the first time I’ve pulled this move, but no one ever seemed to care before
 .

“I’ll peel the tags and hand them to you so I can wear this out, if that works?” I tell her as she stares down at my 
credit
 card

 .

She scrutinizes the outfit I’m currently wearing. “I’m going to need to ring them up first and make sure the card goes through before I can let you pull the 
tags
 off

 .”

Guess not wearing flashy clothes makes me less trustworthy. “Fine, go ahead.” I toss the clothes on the counter and motion for her to hurry her 
ass
 up

 .

Giving me the fakest smile ever, she rings up the shoes and dress then swipes my card. When the transaction goes through, her smile turns genuine
 .

“Here, let me clip the tags off for you,” she offers, reaching for a pair of scissors
 .

“No thanks. I can handle it myself.” I collect the clothes, shoes, and my credit card. “But I am going to use one of your dressing rooms to change.” I dash back to one of the dressing rooms, not waiting for her permission
 .

I quickly peel my boots, pants, jacket, and T-shirt off then slip into the dress. I instantly hate it. Hate the way it makes me feel, the softness of the fabric, the way it hugs my curves, the shortness of the hem. I almost take it off and ask the saleswoman for a lighter so I can burn it, but I remind myself that I need to get into that damn club. Not just to keep an eye on Maci, but to figure out who the hell that familiar stranger that gave Travis 
something
 is

 .

Sucking in a breath, I put on the damn shoes. Then I pull on the leather jacket and make a face as I look in the mirror. I look like the old Wynter, just with less makeup, shorter hair, and 
bloodshot
 eyes

 .

Tearing my gaze away from my reflection, I ball the rest of my clothes up and leave the store. I toss my extra clothes into my car then head across the street to 
the
 club

 .

As I stride up to the front of the line with my head held high, I try not to think about what I’m doing. That I could run into those guys in here. That I may have to endure their stupid fucking smiles
 .


Don’t think about it, Wynter. You need to 
warn
 Maci

 .


I dig my ID out of my jacket pocket as I near the entrance
 .

As the bouncer, a large guy with a sleeve of tattoos, notices me walking up, his gaze sweeps up and down my body. I envision punching him in the jugular, but outside, I’m the epitome 
of
 cool

 .

“Hey,” I greet him with a flirty smile that makes vomit rise in the back of my throat. “You letting 
people
 in

 ?”

His lips quirk. “That all really depends on who you are, sweetheart
 .”

God, I hate when guys call women sweethearts. It’s a new pet peeve of mine. Seriously, how would they feel if we called them sweetheart or hon or baby? One day, I’m going to find out. I swear 
I
 am

 .

I fake smile past the irritation and flash him my ID. “I’m Wynter Porterrsen
 .”

His smile curves into a frown. “Sorry, but I can’t let 
you
 in

 .”

I lower my card. “
Why
 not

 ?”

“Because you’re on 
the
 list

 .”

“What list?” My voice quivers with fury, along with a bit of embarrassment as the people in line turn to stare 
at
 me

 .

He turns around to grab a clipboard off the podium behind him. “Every night I get a list of names of people I’m not supposed to let in.” He taps the top of the list where my name is printed. “Yours has been on here for a couple 
months
 now

 .”

A couple months? Since the time the party happened? Is that purely coincidental
 ?



Doubtful
 .


I skim over the list. “Why are there only women 
on
 here

 ?”

“There are guys on there, too.” He turns the clipboard toward him and glances at the names. “See?” He shows me a couple of names that are gender neutral, but I’m betting belong to women
 .

“Those could easily be female names,” I point out, stuffing my hands into my pockets to hide how bad my hands are shaking. “Is this club sexist or something
 ?”

His eyes narrow. “No. And it’s time for you to leave or I’m going to have to call the police
 .”

“And tell them what exactly?” I challenge. “I haven’t done anything except question the club’s stupid, 
sexist
 list

 .”

“And cause a scene at a place of business,” he says dryly. “Ever heard of the term public disruption
 .”

“Ever heard the term equality,” I retort in a 
low
 tone

 .

“Good luck trying to win that case.” He retrieves his phone from his pocket. “Now, I’m going to give you thirty seconds to walk away before I call the police
 .”

Flipping him the middle finger, I take off toward the corner of the street. Instead of crossing the street to my car, though, I round to the side of the building and stare at the silver-tinted walls, trying to get a glimpse inside. Unfortunately, the glass is too tinted to see anything other than shadows and the occasional flashing lights
 .

“What exactly goes on in there?” I mutter as the ground below my feet vibrates from the music playing inside. “And why the hell am I not 
allowed
 in

 ?”

Did Travis do it? Did he put my name on that list after the party? Why? Just to keep me away from him? And what about the rest of the women on that list? Why aren’t they allowed inside
 ?

I really wish I had that list so I could track them down and talk 
to
 them

 .

An idea hits me. One that I probably shouldn’t follow through with, that could easily get me arrested, but at this point, I don’t give a shit. All I care about is getting inside and finding Maci. And maybe getting a bit of intel on Travis
 .



Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .


I peer around the corner of the building and eyeball the entrance of the club. The bouncer has his back to me and is chatting with a couple of barely dressed women at the front of the line. And just behind him, the list is balanced on the podium
 .

Taking a deep breath, I dig my phone out of my pocket and open my camera. Then I step out and casually stroll up the sidewalk toward the podium. When I get close enough, I let my hair fall across my face, aim my camera, and snap a photo. I’d be super proud of myself for being so clever, except I forgot to turn off the flash
 .

A handful of people in line stare at me in confusion while the bouncer twists around to see what the hell is going on. Panicking, I reel around, hightail it down the sidewalk, and make a sharp right when I reach the corner. The street I turn on is the parking area, which is crammed with fancy sports cars. The air is much stiller here, the lights dimmer, and while I’m sure my imagination is getting the best of me, the air feels chillier
 .



Alone
 .




Cold
 .




Darkness
 .



I’ve been like this before
 .



I shiver as my bare feet pad against the sidewalk, not a single soul around as I make my way back home, my dress torn, my back bleeding, my soul back at the frat house, lying shattered on the 
floor
 —



An engine revs from nearby, making me nearly jump out of 
my
 skin

 .


Shit, I really need to invest in a can of pepper spray
 .


Tightening my jacket around me, I turn around to 
leave
 —


A hand touches my shoulder. “Wynter
 ?”

My pulse leaps as I spin around, lift my fist, and punch the attacker in the face. The instant I connect with their cheek, my 
knuckles
 pop

 .

“Shit,” I cry out, 
jerking
 back

 .

“Fuck.” Everette clutches 
his
 face

 .

The face I 
just
 hit

 .

Realization bites me in 
the
 ass

 .

“Oh, my God, I’m so sorry.” I cover my mouth. But as pain radiates through my knuckles, I cradle my hand to my chest. “Are 
you
 okay

 ?”

He lowers his hand from his face. “Yeah, I’m fine.” His voice is bit strained. “Are you
 ?” His gaze drops to 
my
 hand

 .

Not wanting to appear weak, I nod. “Of course. I’m not the one who just got punched in 
the
 face

 .”

The light cascading down from the lampposts lining the area cast across his face as he dubiously eyeballs my hand. “It looks like you’re in a lot 
of
 pain

 .”

“I’m not.” Breathing through the pain, I wiggle my fingers. “See, 
perfectly
 okay

 .”

His gaze lifts to mine, the softness of his gaze throwing me off. “Well, for future reference, you shouldn’t use your knuckles
 .”

“I didn’t use my knuckles,” I lie. “And I know how to throw a punch. I’ve done it a lot, actually
 .”

He bites back a smile. “You get into a lot of 
fights
 , huh

 ?”

“Yep, all the time.” Frustration bursts through me as his lips quirk in amusement, a reaction he really seems to bring out of me. “So wipe that smirk off 
your
 face

 .”

He rubs his hand across his mouth, his eyes glittering with amusement. “There. All wiped off.” The muscle in my jaw pulsates
 .

Seriously, what is with this guy? This is the second time we’ve shared a conversation and both times he managed to get under my skin within a couple minutes
 .

“Thank you, Mr. Literal.” Rolling my eyes, I move to step by him, so over this conversation
 .

“You should put ice on that.” He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his black slacks as he 
follows
 me

 .

“Thanks,” I mumble, wincing as I hold my hand against my chest. “Is it like your thing or something
 ?”

“What
 ?”

“Giving advice to people who clearly don’t 
want
 it

 .”

He shrugs. “Maybe, but no one’s complained before
 .”

“Well, I am. And here’s a little bit of advice for you.” I quicken my strides, throwing over my shoulder, “When a girl is practically running away from you, it means they don’t want to be 
around
 you

 .”

He slows to a stop, letting me go. At least, that’s what I assume at first
 .

Then he calls out, “Or maybe it just means they’re scared
 .”


Scared
 ?

He thinks I’m afraid 
of
 him

 ?

I grind to a stop and whirl around, strands of my hair whipping into my face. “I’m not afraid 
of
 you

 .”

He studies me for a beat or two before cautiously stepping toward me. “In the last five hours, we have had two conversations and you ran away from me both those times
 .”

“I wasn’t running,” I lie. “I just have places 
to
 be

 .”

He stops in front of me, standing so close the scent of his cologne laces the air. Surprisingly, I 
don’t
 yack

 .

“Oh yeah, where?” he wonders curiously
 .

“Places.” I cringe at my stupid answer
 .

Since when did I start sucking so badly with thinking quickly on 
my
 feet

 ?

The corners of his lips quirk. “Places, huh? Sounds pretty important
 .”

“I never said it was important. Just more important than talking to you.” I move to leave again
 .

“Are you going in there?” he asks, nodding at the club’s side entrance
 .

I twist back around to face 
him
 . “Why

 ?”

He shrugs, his gaze flicking up and down my body. “Just wondering why you’re all 
dressed
 up

 .”

“I dress up all the time.” Not a total lie. I used to wear dresses and heels almost every 
single
 day

 .

“Yeah, 
I
 know

 .”

“How
 ?”

He shrugs. “I’ve seen you around campus. You’re sort of hard not to notice
 .”

“Oh.” Was that a compliment? If so, I don’t want it. “Then you should know I don’t really dress up anymore
 .”

“Actually, 
I
 do

 .”

“Good.” Wait. What sort of stupid comeback 
was
 that

 ?

He laughs, seeming 
lost
 . “Huh

 ?”

I sigh. “Look, I’m tired, okay? Usually, my comebacks aren’t so ridiculous
 .”

“Comebacks?” He cocks a brow. “I didn’t realize we were having an argument
 .”

I put my hands on my hips. “You so did, too. You were practically egging 
me
 on

 .”

“Actually, I wasn’t.” He steps toward me, his boots scuffing against the pavement. “I was just stalling until I could figure out the right way to ask you to come with me to The Silver Glass Box.” His lips tug up in a lopsided grin. “Not sure if that was the right way, but I guess it’s too 
late
 now

 .”

I raise my brows. “You’re 
going
 in

 ?”

His smile is all sorts of amusement. “What? Is that shocking or something
 ?”

My gaze scans his black slacks, his grey button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and the thin black tie around his neck. The outfit is nice, but not even close to being expensive enough for him to blend in with the rich douchebags currently inside
 .

Still, I’m not going to try to bullshit myself and say he doesn’t look good. He does. Personally, though, I prefer what he was wearing earlier. In fact, I felt more comfortable around him then. Now he reminds me too much of Travis and his friends
 .

I glance from the club to him. “How are you 
getting
 in

 ?”

A smile rises on his lips. “What? You don’t think I’ll be able to just walk in through the 
front
 door

 .”

“No,” I answer truthfully then shrug. “Sorry, but this stupid club won’t let anyone in who doesn’t have the right 
last
 name

 .”

“And what’s so wrong with my last name?” he teases with his bottom lip 
jutted
 out

 .

I almost freakin’ smile. Seriously, what 
the
 shit

 ?

“Nothing is wrong with it. At least, to a normal person.” I gesture at the building lit up by pale purple lights. “But not to anyone in there.” My hand falls to my side as I offer him an apologetic look. “Unless your last name is linked to the mayor or some hotshot lawyer or the owner of a dozen corporate offices, you’re not going to get through the front doors
 .”

His eyes glint mischievously. “Good thing I’m not planning on going through the front doors
 .”

My lips part in confusion, but before I can get any words out, he snags a hold of my hand and tows me toward the side entrance where a guy wearing a similar outfit to the bouncer in front is standing
 .

“He’s not going to let you in.” I trot to keep up with Everette as I try to wiggle my hand from his grip while fighting back the panic of having him 
touch
 me

 .

“Let’s try it, okay?” He glances over his shoulder at me with a smile playing on his lips. “I have a feeling my last name might have some sway at the side entrance
 .”

“Doubtful. And even if it did, they’re not going to let 
me
 in

 .”

Confusion dances in his eyes. “But isn’t Porterrsen the right 
last
 name

 ?”

So, he did recognize my last name earlier. Odd. Usually I can tell by someone’s reaction. Either he doesn’t care or he’s good at hiding his emotions
 .

I jerk my arm, trying to get him to let me go before I have a meltdown. “Apparently, not anymore
 .”

He slows to a stop, releasing his hold on me. My heart rate immediately starts to settle
 .

“Did something happen
 ?”

“I have no idea.” I pretend to be deeply engrossed in my fingernails. “All I know is that I tried to get in through the front door about five minutes ago, and the bouncer told me my name was on this list, so I couldn’t 
get
 in

 .”

Wait. Why am I telling him this? I need to stop. I don’t even know him. For all I know, he is friends with Travis. Doubtful, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be careful
 .

“That’s strange,” he mutters with his brow crinkled
 .

I study him suspiciously. “You act like you know a lot about this club or something
 .”

The confusion erases as he plasters on a smile. “Nah. Just curious about this exclusive club everyone keeps talking about, which is why I’m here.” He takes my hand again, lacing his fingers through mine, and starts forward again
 .

“I never agreed to go with you.” I dig my heels into the ground
 .

He stops and turns around to face me. “But, weren’t you just trying to 
get
 in

 ?”

“
Yeah
 , so

 ?”

“So, I can get 
you
 in

 .”

“Yeah, I’m still pretty skeptical about that. In fact, I’m about ninety-nine percent sure they’re going to kick your ass to 
the
 curb

 .”

He muses over something, his lips tugging upward. “How about this, then? You and I will walk up to the door, and if I can’t get us in, you can punch me in the face again. However, if I do, you have to let me buy you a drink and dance 
with
 me

 .”

My gaze flicks to his cheek my knuckles cracked against. The skin is bright red and a bit puffy
 .

“As appealing as punching you in the face sounds, I don’t think my hand can endure another punch tonight
 .”

His grin broadens. “I’ll show you the proper way to punch beforehand
 .”

I consider his offer. While learning how to punch properly does sound enticing, hitting him in the face again doesn’t sound as appealing as I thought it would. I’m not sure why. If I just don’t want to risk cracking my knuckles again, or if I don’t hate him as much as I want to. Still, I really want to get inside 
that
 club

 .

“Fine, you got yourself a deal.” I don’t bother mentioning my lack of desire to hit him in the face. I’ll deal with that when we get to that part. Plus, you never know. I just might change 
my
 mind

 .

Grinning, he shakes my hand then threads his fingers through mine and tows me toward the door. I resist the compulsion to jerk back, despite every muscle in my body tightening in protest
 .


Just breathe, Wynter. Air in. 
Air
 out

 .


“You okay?” Everette whispers as we near 
the
 door

 .

I nod. “Of course
 .”

He stares at me, unconvinced, before giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “Oh, yeah, and if this guy asks, your name is Victoria
 .”

“What …?” I trail off as we reach the bouncer
 .

“Hey, Mike,” Everette greets the guy with a smile. “I’m Everette Averysen. Doug told me you could get 
me
 in

 .”

Shit. He knows the guy’s name? So not a good sign I’m going to win our bet. Then again, getting inside is sort of winning for me, minus the letting him buy me a drink part and dancing with him. I can find a way to get out of that when the time comes
 .

“Can I see some ID?” the bouncer asks with his arms crossed
 .

With his free hand, Everette digs his wallet out of his pocket and flashes the guy his ID. I get a glimpse of it, noting he’s twenty-one and lives in an apartment complex close to campus. While he seems like a normal guy, I can’t help wondering why he’s hanging out at a place 
like
 this

 .

The bouncer inspects the ID, and then, with a nod of his head, steps aside and opens the door. “Just make sure not to get yourself into any trouble,” he warns. “I won’t be able to vouch 
for
 you

 .”

Nodding, Everette moves to step inside, pulling me 
with
 him

 .

“Wait.” The bouncer grabs my arm, his gaze burrowing into me. “
Who’s
 this

 ?”

My heart slams against my chest
 .


Let go 
of
 me

 .



Let go 
of
 me

 .



Let me 
fucking
 go

 .


“This is Victoria,” Everette speaks for me, as if sensing the panic has struck me silent
 .

“Doug said it’d only be you coming in.” The bouncer keeps his gaze trained on me. “He never mentioned a woman being 
with
 you

 .”

“Well, he should’ve.” Everette drapes an arm around my shoulders and hauls me closer to him, causing the bouncer’s hand to fall from my arm. My pulse marginally calms the hell down. “I don’t go anywhere without my snuggle buggles, and Doug knows that.” He shakes his head. “I swear he’s losing his mind in his 
old
 age

 .”

The bouncer assesses me for a racing heartbeat of a second before fixing his gaze on Everette. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that lately, too. I’ve even tried to get him to go to the doctor to get checked out, but he can be so stubborn sometimes
 .”

“Definitely,” Everette agrees with an easy smile. “Maybe if we both start hassling him about it, we can convince him 
to
 go

 .”

“I like the way you think, kid.” Smiling at Everette, the bouncer steps aside and signals for us to go in. “Go on in and 
have
 fun

 .”

Nodding, Everette pulls me through the doorway and into the dimly lit hallway. From the far end, music throbs, electrifying the air. The noise sends bottomless dread sinking into the pit of my stomach and images piece my brain
 .


Not now, Wynter. You need a clear head while 
you’re
 here

 .


The instant the door slams behind us, I mutter, “Snuggle buggles
 ?”

Everette chuckles under his breath as he stuffs his wallet into his back pocket. “Yeah, sorry. I haven’t really been in a long-term relationship, so I’m pretty clueless when it comes to the whole lovey-dovey pet name thing
 .”

“Well, for future reference,” I throw his earlier words back at him, “when you do get a girl to stick around long enough for you to give her a pet name, snuggle buggles is probably not the way to go. Unless she’s into teddy bears and carries a damn mini dog around in her purse
 .”

He suppresses a laugh. “
Mini
 dog

 ?”

“Yeah, you know, one of those super mini dogs that people carry around in their purses
 .”

“I think they’re just called toy dogs, and most people don’t carry them around in purses.” He makes no move to head down the hallway. Instead, her releases my hand, steps back, and leans against the shimmering 
silver
 wall

 .

I recline against the wall opposite of him, cross my arms, and shrug. “Well, they do in my world
 .”

A brow arches up. “Have you ever 
done
 it

 ?”

I glare at him. “Hell no. Even before, I was never that sort 
of
 girl

 .”

He angles his head to the side. “Before
 ?”

Dammit. I didn’t mean to let that slip. “Before I decided to make over myself.” I shrug. “You said you’ve seen me before, so you know how I used 
to
 look

 .”

He searches my eyes. “Why did you change
 ?”

That rope around my chest gives a tug, nearly choking the air out 
of
 me

 .

“Why not?” Surprisingly, my voice 
is
 even

 .

His nonchalant shrug contradicts his intense gaze. “I just wonder if perhaps there was a reason. That’s usually the case, anyway, when people decide to reinvent themselves
 .”

“I didn’t reinvent myself. I just decided to dress differently
 .”

“Okay.” The way he says that so easily pisses me off, as if he thinks he can see through me so well to know I’m lying
 .

“I’m not lying,” I insist, “so stop looking at me 
like
 that

 .”

His expression is unreadable. “
Like
 what

 ?”

“Like you, I don’t know, know me or something
 .”

He rubs his lips together, looking at me with … pity, maybe
 ?

Crap. He’s really hard 
to
 read

 .

“I’m sorry,” he 
finally
 says

 .

I narrow my eyes at him. “
For
 what

 ?”

“For 
upsetting
 you

 .”

“I’m not upset.” But I am. For being here. For having to be here. For being here 
with
 him

 .

For being here with him when he’s looking at me like he 
sees
 me

 .

“All right.” He pushes away from the wall. “You ready to 
head
 in

 ?”

The shift in conversation gives me whiplash, and I nod without thinking. Then reality catches up with me the closer we get to the end of the hallway
 .

“So, have you dated a lot, then?” he asks loudly over the music. “I’m guessing so since you’re giving me advice
 .”

“Yeah, but nothing too serious.” My gaze remains fixed on the end of the hallway, on the flashing lights, and my heart begins to pound. “I just know the rules; 
that’s
 all

 .”

He gives me a sidelong glance. “The rules
 ?”

“Yeah, the rules of dating.” When I cast a quick glance at him, I find him staring at me with a smile on his face and an amused glint in his eyes. I frown, too aware of what that look means. “And FYI, I have no interest in following those rules because I have no interest in dating. Ever.” My tone radiates fear and anger
 .

His smile slightly falters, worry and pity flooding his eyes. “Wynter …” His soft tone and the way he’s looking at me makes the rope tug even tighter
 .

“I need a drink,” I announce, picking up the pace and jogging down the rest of the length of the hallway
 .



Running
 away

 .

Always running away, just like Everette accused me of doing
 .

He’s observant, and I don’t like it. I don’t like how he sees me so easily
 .

It makes me fear what else he sees. If he sees how scared 
I
 am

 .

Scared. So scared
 .


No, I’m not
 , I try to convince myself. But the moment I step foot into the room at the end of the hallway, a wave of fear washes over me and swallows me whole
 .


“Don’t fucking tell anyone
 .”



“We’re going to 
break
 you

 .”



“Tell your father Travis says hello
 .



“Tell anyone and I’ll fucking 
end
 you

 .”





Don’t
 tell

 .





Don’t
 tell

 .





Don’t
 tell

 .



“Are you 
scared
 yet

 ?”


Tears prickle in my eyes as I stare at the room before me, packed with people dancing, drinking, laughing, flirting. Music sounds around me, swallowing me whole. My stomach clenches
 .


No, please don’t throw 
up
 here

 .


I try to fight back the urge, but as the stench of alcohol douses my nostrils, I make a beeline toward the restrooms sign. When I make it inside, I dive into an empty stall and empty the contents of my stomach. Then I sink to the floor and hug my legs to my chest
 .

What the hell was I thinking coming here? Maci probably won’t believe me anyway. And if Travis spots me, he’ll try to fuck with my mind. I’m not strong enough for this. 
I’m
 weak

 .


“You’re weak, Wynter,” he whispers in my hair as his chest lines over 
my
 back

 .



Tears sting my eyes as I try to shove him off, but my body 
is
 limp

 .



“Do you know how easy it was to lure you here?” he whispers. “Girls like you are 
so
 weak

 .”




Weak
 .




Weak
 .




Weak
 .


“Fuck!” I shout until my 
lungs
 ache

 .

Then I collect myself off the floor, step out, and ignore the stares of the other women in the restroom as I make my exit, preparing to do whatever it takes to get Maci away from Travis
 .


I’m not 
fucking
 weak

 .



You’re going 
to
 pay

 .



Even if I get hurt. Even if they try to break me again
 .



I’m broken anyway, so there is nothing more they can do to me that they haven’t already
 .












Eight





Everette













I
 t was completely
 accidental that I ran into Wynter tonight. I shouldn’t have even approached her, but when I saw her wandering around the parking lot, looking utterly lost, I decided to make sure she 
was
 okay

 .

And then she punched me in 
the
 face

 .

Something was definitely wrong, but the more I pressed, the more she pushed away. Then I got caught up in the bantering and that bet, and suddenly, she’s walking into the club 
with
 me

 .

Talk about 
fucking
 up

 .

I figure, when we get into the club, I’ll find an excuse to part ways with her, even if I really want to make her follow through with her end. Then the moment she steps foot into the club, her face drains of color and she takes off running toward the bathrooms
 .

For a faltering moment, I consider letting her go. I’m not even technically supposed to be here with her. But I’m worried about her, which I know sounds crazy. I only observed her from afar and read her files. We’ve barely exchanged more than a handful of words to each other. Still, I can’t shake that goddamn feeling something terrible happened to her. And that feeling expands every time I’m 
around
 her

 .

She’s so nervous and uneasy. So sad. So jumpy. Hell, she punched me in the face simply because I called out her name and touched her shoulder. That level of jumpiness usually stems from someplace deep or traumatic. I 
would
 know

 .

Back before I was accepted to the agency training program, I spent a lot of time swinging my fists and asking questions later. I may have kept it up if I wasn’t forced to refocus my anxious energy elsewhere. In a way, training saved me from a lot of fights and possibly even 
jail
 time

 .

The scars on my chest throb
 .

That doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten, though, what fear and being out of control feels like. Only, I was also carrying around a bunch of guilt. Still am, in 
a
 way

 .


Fuck, I think I need to go check 
on
 her

 .


I push my way through the mob of sweaty, drunken people, and hurry to the restrooms. Then I lean back against the wall and scope out the people wandering and stumbling around while I wait for Wynter to 
come
 out

 .

From first glance, this place appears to be an ordinary club full of rich, spoiled brats who are spending way too much money on drinks. I question what draws people here. Is it simply a place for the rich to hang out? Or is something else going on? Clubs can sometimes be a front business for illegal activities, like money laundering or drug trafficking. Could this be how the guys are smuggling their drugs around
 ?

I make a mental note to look into who owns the place and do a little research on them. I might be creating theories out of nothing, but my dad did always say that some of his best theories were those that didn’t always have a straightforward reason
 .

“You think it’s going to work?” Travis Marilellie suddenly turns down the hallway with a drink in 
his
 hand

 .

Beside him is a taller guy dressed in an expensive suit, his hair slicked back. The sly smile on his face reminds me of a snake. I don’t recognize him, which is unsettling and means the bureau doesn’t have a file on him yet. If he’s hanging out with Travis, I’m definitely going to start a file 
on
 him

 .

“Of course it’s going to work,” the guy reassures Travis, talking loudly over the music drifting from the dance floor. “Have I ever 
failed
 you

 ?”

“No, but there’s always a first time for everything,” Travis says coldly. “And the first time you fuck me over will be 
your
 last

 .”

“Good thing I’m not going to fuck you over, then.” The guy smiles, but nervousness floods his expression
 .

Whoever he is, he’s afraid of Travis. Personally, I don’t blame the guy. I read up on Travis and observed him enough to understand that he and his family get away with just about anything. Partly because his father is the mayor, but also because I’m fairly positive his family is buying off the chief of police. I’m not the only person with this theory, either
 .

Sometimes when the agency works cases like this, we seek assistance from the local police department. Not this case, though. During my debriefing, I was instructed to trust no one in Fairs Hollow, including Wynter
 .


Helping her out isn’t trusting her, though,
 I try to convince myself, well aware Doug would never buy that excuse. But Doug’s an analytical guy; he never considers emotions
 .

Me, my emotions and ability to care can be a weakness. I’ve been told this many, many times
 .


“It’s not your job to take care of us. You need to stop caring so much about everyone else and start focusing on yourself,” my mom said after I almost turned down my acceptance to the training program so I could stay home and help take care of her and my brothers. “You’re a good son, Everette, but sometimes you let your emotions control the decisions you make, which can be both good 
and
 bad

 .”



“I don’t want to leave you behind.” I was so torn. I wanted to go, but I felt guilty for leaving them. Felt guilty because I owed my father. “Dad wouldn’t want me to, either
 .”



She shook her head. “If you don’t go, you won’t be welcomed in this house
 .”


Yeah, my mom is pretty hardcore, but it got me to go. Got 
me
 here

 .

“You better not, or else,” Travis warns. “Now, if we can just find some dumb fucker to take the fall …” He shuts up as his gaze glides 
to
 me

 .

We haven’t officially met, and I can tell he’s trying figure out who I am, how I got into the club, if he knows me or not, if he should 
know
 me

 .

One thing’s for sure; I know him, but I’m not supposed to let on to that. He’s the guy I was ordered to initiate contact with at Friday’s party. Doesn’t mean I can’t put myself on his 
radar
 now

 .

“Hey, man.” I give him a 
chin
 nod

 .

“Hey.” His smile is tight, his gaze measuring me up—the way I stand, the way I dress, the way I look. After exchanging a quick, questioning look with his friend, he stops in front of me. “You new to 
the
 club

 ?”

I prop my foot against the wall behind me. “Yeah, this is my first 
time
 here

 .”

He trades another glance with his friend. His friend grins then strolls away, past the bathrooms and through a doorway in 
the
 back

 .

Travis stands in front of me, tucking his hands into his pockets. “How’d you get in, if you don’t mind me asking
 ?”

“I have connections.” I smile, mostly to fuck 
with
 him

 .

He nods, seeming a bit annoyed. “What’s 
your
 name

 ?”

“Everette Averysen
 .”

He muses over something. “You been 
upstairs
 yet

 ?”


Upstairs?
 I wasn’t aware this place had an upstairs. Makes me wonder what’s up there
 .

“Nah, haven’t got around to it yet.” I nod at the door to the woman’s restroom. “Just waiting for my girl to come out. We’ve been here for a whole five minutes and she’s already throwing up.” I shake my head. “She seriously can’t handle her alcohol
 .”

“Girl, huh?” He rubs his jawline. “What’s 
her
 name

 ?”

I can’t figure out if he’s trying to figure me out or if he has an ulterior motive. “Victoria Evemersten
 .”

He rubs his lips together. “Huh. Never heard 
of
 her

 .”

“Shame. She’s pretty hot.” God, I really hope Wynter doesn’t walk out 
right
 now

 .


He chuckles. “That is a shame, then. Maybe you can introduce me to her later
 .”

“Maybe.” I lower my foot to the floor. “But I’m not sure how long we’re going to be sticking around
 .”

He cracks his knuckles against the sides of his legs as he glances at the damn doorway again
 .

Seriously, what the hell is up there? And why do I get the feeling Travis wants something 
from
 me

 ?

“You should stick around for a while. This place gets better the later it gets.” He gives me a chin nod then walks away, calling over his shoulder, “Maybe I’ll see you around, Everette
 .”

By his tone, it sounds as if he has every intention of crossing paths with me again
 .

Not sure if that’s a good sign 
or
 not

 .

I tap my fingers against the sides of my legs, trying to figure out why Travis just initiated contact with me. It’s not his typical MO. He’s usually careful and calculating with every move he makes, and only surrounds himself with people he’s sure he can trust. So, why strike up a conversation with me in the middle of a public place
 ?


Hmmm
 …

Right before he and his friend noticed me, they mentioned finding a dumb fucker to take the fall for something. Does he think I’m a good candidate 
for
 that

 ?

I smile to myself. Hopefully.
 Then I may have just found my way into their little circle
 .

“So, you’re a Travis Marilellie groupie?” Wynter sneers as she strides out of the bathroom
 .

Her eyes are wild and her hair is a tangled mess of waves around her face as she storms toward me, the sadness in her almost constant bloodshot eyes replaced 
with
 fury

 .

Pissed off or not, she’s beyond gorgeous. Long, lean legs that go on for miles, big eyes, full lips. Being attracted to her is dangerous territory. I 
know
 this

 .


Stop thinking about her like that, you dumbass
 .


“No. Not even close.” I straighten my stance and step toward her. “Are 
you
 okay

 ?”

She shakes her head, strands of her hair falling into her eyes. “Why does everyone keep asking 
me
 that

 ?”

I give her a pressing look. “Maybe because you just ran off looking like you were about to vomit
 .”

“Well, I didn’t, and I’m fine.” She turns to leave, muttering, “Thanks for helping me get in here. Have fun following Travis around like a little lovesick puppy
 .”

I capture her arm before she can bolt away again. “I’m not following Travis around.” At least, not in the way she thinks. “I’m curious why you 
think
 that

 .”

She fires a death glare at me from over her shoulder. “Because I overheard you talking to him. Or, should I say, swooning 
over
 him

 .”

I blink. “Swooning? You thought I was swooning
 ?” I don’t know whether to laugh or get 
pissed
 off

 .

Goddamn, this girl really knows how to get under 
my
 skin

 .

She wrestles her arm away from my grip and clasps her hands together, going all dreamy eyes. “Oh, Travis, you should see the girl I’m with. She’s so hot. Maybe later I can introduce you to her, and you can fuck her senseless because she’s just a piece of property to me and I’ll give you anything you want just as long as you’ll be besties 
with
 me

 .”

“Whoa.” I raise my hands in front of me, kind of pissed off now. “That’s not what I fucking said 
at
 all

 .”

“It was close.” She crosses her arms and glowers at me. “And if you think I’m going to hang out and flirt with Travis just so you can become his BFF, you are so wrong. I’d rather cut off my left nipple than spend a second near that sexist, rich, douchebag of a prick
 .”

“I wasn’t planning on you doing anything.” I step toward her. “He was the one who said I should introduce him to my girl. I never agreed. And if you were paying close enough attention, you’d 
know
 that

 .”

“Yeah, well … I’m not even your girl,” she snaps, getting in my face, her lips so close the warmth of her breath hits my cheek. “And you still like him. That’s enough for me not to 
like
 you

 .”

Holy fuck. I’m not even sure anymore if I’m pissed off or 
turned
 on

 .


Stop, Everette. You can’t be attracted to her. She’s Walter Porterrsen’s daughter
 .


But as she turns to leave again, my fingers circle 
her
 arm

 .

“I don’t even know Travis.” I choose my words carefully, not wanting her to be upset with me. On the other hand, she can’t know I hate Travis—no one can. “He just stopped and talked to me for, like, two seconds. And to be polite, I talked 
to
 him

 .”

“You could’ve blown 
him
 off

 .”

“Why would I do that? I don’t even 
know
 him

 .”

“So, you always talk to every person you cross 
paths
 with

 ?”

“Yeah, sort of.” I shrug. “I’m a chatty guy. What can 
I
 say

 ?”

She huffs in frustration, jerking her arm, but I keep my grip firm. “Well, chatty guy, it’s been a great pleasure chatting with you, but it’s time for you to let 
me
 go

 .”

“I will after you calm down.” I pull her closer to me as a couple of loudmouthed guys wander in our direction
 .

She presses her lips together as they pass us, eyeballing them from out of the corner of her eye. Her muscles tense like a taut rope when the taller guy in the group casts a glance at her. Grinning, he throws her a wink. The tension in her body nearly explodes
 .

What has her so wound up? And why does she seem to loathe Travis? From what I understand, their fathers occasionally do work together. Plus, my supervisor has a suspicion Wynter might be involved in this. I don’t think so. If he saw her now, he might not think so, either
 .

“I need to get out of here,” she mutters after the guys stumble into the bathroom. “But I can’t 
leave
 yet

 .”

I’m not sure if she’s talking to me or herself
 .

My brows pull together. “
Why
 not

 ?”

She shakes her head and shrugs. “Because
 .”

“That sounds really vague
 .”

“Yeah, so? Why would I tell you? I barely know you.” Her intense gaze collides with mine. “And unlike you, I don’t just talk with random strangers to be polite
 .”

“Well, I don’t really think we’re random strangers anymore,” I try to joke and lighten up the mood. “I mean, I usually consider a punch in the face as getting pretty acquainted with someone
 .”

She stares at me, unimpressed. “So, what? You just go around punching people in the face to get to 
know
 them

 ?”

I bite back a smile. “Yep. All the time. I didn’t do it to Travis, though, so that means we’re not acquaintances yet; therefore, you can’t be upset 
with
 me

 .”

She dramatically rolls her eyes. “You’re so overdramatic
 .”

I cock a brow. “And 
you’re
 not

 ?”

She glares at me, but the corners of her lips twitch. “I’m the most un-dramatic person 
I
 know

 .”

“Yeah, tell that to my poor cheek,” I tease with a smirk
 .

Her gaze darts to my cheek, then she lowers her head with a deafening exhale. “That wasn’t about being overdramatic. I just get jumpy sometimes, especially in dark parking lots, which isn’t that weird
 .”

Yeah, it isn’t. Yet, it is strange that she runs off more than anyone 
I
 know

 .

“Were you sick?” I ask. “Is that why you took off to the bathroom
 .”

She bobs her head up and down. “I think I ate some bad chicken earlier
 .”

I’m pretty sure she’s lying. She looked too upset when she took off. Bad chicken doesn’t 
cause
 that

 .

“You’re okay now, though, right?” I wish she’d give me something, anything that would help me figure out what’s going on 
with
 her

 .

She lifts her shoulders. “As okay as I ever am.” Her gaze lifts to mine. The sadness pouring from her eyes nearly knocks the breath out of me. “Can I ask you for a favor
 ?”

I find myself nodding without even pausing, a stupid move. I mean, her father is the most notorious con man in the state. I shouldn’t even be here with her, let alone doing her favors. For all I know, that sadness in her eyes could 
be
 fake

 .

But it doesn’t look fake. Nothing about her does—from the sadness in her eyes to the fear that occasionally flickers in her expression
 .

She sucks in a shaky breath. “There’s this girl here named Maci. She came here with Travis. I need to find a way to get her out of this club and away from him. I think she might be upstairs since that’s where Travis is, but I can’t go up there. I’m hoping you can.” She stares at me with 
desperate
 hope

 .

Not what I was expecting her to ask 
at
 all

 .

“Why does this Maci need to leave
 ?”

She wets her lips with her tongue, her breath faltering. “Because Travis isn’t a good guy, no matter what this town thinks. And Maci shouldn’t be with him tonight
 .”

I swallow hard. What exactly does Wynter know about Travis
 ?


“Is he going to 
hurt
 her

 ?”

She takes an unsteady breath, staring down at the end of the hallway. “I don’t know. Maybe
 .”

“Do you have any proof that he’s going to 
hurt
 her

 ?”

She frowns, her gaze skating to me. “No. But that doesn’t mean he won’t
 .”

Confliction bounces through me. I want to help her, but if I do something, especially without probable cause, I could ruin the entire case, and then these fuckers will get away again
 .

“Why do you think he’s going to 
hurt
 her

 ?”

Her expression hardens. “You know what? Just forget I asked.” She spins around to leave, but I snag ahold of the sleeve of her leather jacket, careful not to grab her arm since she really seems to 
hate
 that

 .

“Will you stop running off?” I tow her back toward me. “And let me think for a minute
 .”

She doesn’t try to get away, but her gaze remains glued to the end of the hallway with her arms crossed and tears pooling at the corners of 
her
 eyes

 .

Holy shit. She’s about to cry. Over what? This thing with Maci? Is she that worried
 ?

Fuck, maybe I should be that 
worried
 , too

 .

“Go out to your car and drive home,” I tell her quietly, wishing I could hug her, but knowing I’d be crossing a line. “I’ll see what I 
can
 do

 .”

She twists around, shock masking her expression. “You 
believe
 me

 ?”

Her astonishment makes me question how many times people haven’t 
believed
 her

 .

“Yeah, I do.” I release her sleeve. “I’ll make sure Maci gets home safely, but you need to leave
 .”

“Why?” She assesses me warily. “What’re you going 
to
 do

 ?”

I offer her a small, tense smile, then point to the end of the hallway. “That’s for me to worry about. All you need to do is give me a description of Maci, her last name, and any other important details. Then go out to the car and drive home.” So she won’t hear what I’m going to do. So she won’t ask any more questions. So she’ll 
be
 safe

 .

She stares at me for a heartbeat longer before nodding. “Maci looks a lot like me, only with longer blonde hair. She is wearing a pink dress and these ridiculously high silver heels
 .”

“And her 
last
 name

 ?”

She hesitates. “I don’t 
know
 it

 .”

I stare at her, trying to figure out if she’s playing me for a sucker, but all I can see is the pain in 
her
 eyes

 .

“All right, go. I’ll figure 
it
 out

 .”

“Are you sure? I could stick around and 
help
 
you
 —

 ”

“Yes, I’m sure.” There is no way in hell I can let her witness what I’m about 
to
 do

 .

She nods, her gaze briefly flicking to my lips. Is she thinking about kissing me? Whether or not she is, I suddenly find myself thinking about 
kissing
 her

 .

God, I bet her lips would be 
fucking
 soft

 .

Maybe I should 
find
 out

 .

Then she’s turning away and leaving, and I’m jerked back to reality
 .

Kissing Wynter would be a big fucking mistake, no matter how much I 
want
 to

 .

Still, as I watch her walk away, the urge to chase her down and taste her lips pulsates through my body. But I keep my feet glued to the floor
 .

When she reaches the end of the hallway, she pauses to glance back at me. “Thanks, Everette.” She almost smiles
 .

It makes me realize how much she doesn’t smile. Not at all, 
in
 fact

 .


What has she been through that stole her 
smile
 away

 ?


I think about what I went through, how smiling was impossible for years, how sadness owned me back then. How depressed I was. Is Wynter depressed
 ?

I wish I had the answers to those questions, but depression is a tricky son of a bitch. Most of the time, you can’t tell a person is suffering. Not unless they open up to you. And that usually takes a hell of a lot of trust. If I hadn’t trusted Reece, I might not be standing here 
right
 now

 .

I was so broken after my father died, blaming myself for his death. Sometimes I still do. Sometimes, I lie awake in bed at night, trying to convince myself otherwise. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t
 .


Take it day by day,
 a therapist once 
told
 me

 .

So that’s what I do. That and focus on my job, my brothers, my mom. Focus 
on
 life

 .

After Wynter walks away, I slip into the men’s restroom, retrieve my phone, and send Doug 
a
 text

 .


Me: I need you to call an emergency fire safety violation on The Silver 
Glass
 Box

 .



Doug: What the 
hell
 for

 ?



Me: I have reason to believe a girl at the club may be in some danger, and the only way I can think of to get her out of here without compromising my cover is to have the building evacuated. I’d pull the fire alarm myself, but I don’t want to start a panic or risk getting caught
 .



Doug: Do you have proof this girl is in danger
 ?


I sigh. I knew that was coming
 .



Me: 
Sort
 of

 .



Doug: You know I need proof. I can’t just call in an emergency fire safety violation without justifiable cause
 .


I rake my fingers through my hair. What am I supposed to say? That Wynter told me, and very vaguely, I 
might
 add

 .


Me: A girl could get hurt. That seems pretty justifiable 
to
 me

 .



Doug: And how exactly did you attain this information
 ?



Me: Someone at the club just warned me that a girl could get hurt, by Travis Marilellie, I might add, but I don’t have much info about the girl, nor can I get to Travis’s current location without making a scene and comprising my cover. I could find more about the girl who might be at risk, but my informant insisted it was urgent, so I worry I might not have enough time right now. The only other thing I can think of is for you to call in a fire safety violation so the club owner has to evacuate the building. When the evacuation happens, I should be able to find out who the girl is with Travis and make sure she gets home safely. Then I can look more into the issue tomorrow
 .


I drum my fingers against the side of my leg as I wait for his response. “Come on, Doug; don’t overthink this for once in your goddamn life and do the right thing
 .”


Doug: Is your informant trustworthy
 ?


I pause, my fingers hovering over the buttons. Can I trust Wynter
 ?


I sure as hell 
hope
 so

 .





Me
 : Yes

 .


Please don’t let me be wrong
 .


Doug: Fine, I’ll call in the violation. But you will look more into this tomorrow and figure out if and why this girl is really in danger. And call me later. We need 
to
 talk

 .


Great. That means a lecture is heading my way. Still, I feel like I did the right thing. Plus, this way, I can find out who this Maci is that Wynter was concerned about
 .

Putting my phone away, I leave, climb into my car, and park on the street corner diagonal from the club where I have a view of both the front and side entrance doors. Then I take out my camera 
and
 wait

 .

Five minutes later, a mob of people begin stumbling out of the club and onto the sidewalks. I scan the crowd, searching for Travis, and spot him exiting from the side entrance. A few of his friends are with him, along with a blonde woman around Wynter’s age, wearing a pink dress and crazy high silver shoes. Maci, I’m guessing
 .

Lifting my camera, I snap a few photos of her, then wait for Maci and Travis to hop into a car. Instead, they linger on the sidewalk with his friends, smoking and joking around until a limo rolls up. Travis walks Maci to the door and kisses her goodbye. Then she gets in and the limo drives away while Travis hikes around to the front of the club and hops into his vehicle
 .

I’m conflicted. On one hand, I want to tail him, but I also want to make sure Maci gets home safe like I promised Wynter
 .

In the end, my emotions win over and I follow Maci back to a two-story, decently sized condo on the ritzier side of town. The limo parks out front and Maci stumbles out, digging her keys out of her purse. After she lets herself in, I take a few photos then put my camera away, figuring that’s the end of tonight’s unexpected turn of events
 .

As I crane the wheel to turn around and drive away, though, a set of headlights flip on from down the street and a dark blue BMW pulls onto the street, driving in my direction
 .

I hunker down in my seat as the car passes, lifting my head once the headlights pass to catch the license plate number. Then I pull out my phone and run it through the system
 .

Sure enough, my speculation was correct. The car is registered to Wynter Porterrsen
 .

“Why is Wynter hanging out in front of the house of the girl she suspected was going to get hurt tonight?” I mutter to myself as I steer out onto the desolate street
 .

I don’t have the answer, but I’m going to 
find
 out

 .
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W
 hen I asked
 Everette to help me, I hit a level of desperation I wasn’t aware existed. I kept thinking about Maci being in the club somewhere with Travis. How she may have had a drink in her hand. A drink laced with a drug. How she could’ve been stumbling around, dizzy and disoriented, and he would’ve eventually guided her someplace secluded where no one would hear her scream, just like he did 
to
 me

 .


“Scream. I dare you,” he whispered in my ear. “No one will 
hear
 you

 .”


As the scenario played out in my head on repeat, I panicked and asked for Everette’s help. I didn’t expect him to agree, let alone without pressing me for more details. I was shocked. Shaken. And for the first time in months, relieved
 .

I wish I could say I trusted him enough after that to not have to double-check on Maci and make sure she arrived home okay. But trust isn’t something I’m able to feel at this moment in my life, especially with a guy I met only this morning
 .

Of course, when the club evacuated, I decided maybe Everette isn’t a terrible guy. But needing to be absolutely certain Maci was okay, I followed her home anyway. When she stumbled into her house, relief washed over me again, along with gratitude for 
Everette’s
 help

 .


He made good on his promise. He can’t be 
that
 bad

 .


Doesn’t mean I full-on trust him, though
 .

Trust. A small, simple word, yet so complicated. I have no desire to let that complicate 
my
 life

 .

After I leave Maci’s, I drive back to my place, lock up the doors, and take a few hits as I check my messages. While I’ve been out today, my phone has buzzed at least a dozen times. I’ve been too caught up in revenge to even check my messages. Once I see who has been texting me, I feel awful
 .


Beck: Hey, just checking in on you. You seemed upset earlier today and I wanted to make sure you 
were
 okay

 .



Beck: Haven’t heard back from you. 
Text
 me

 .



Willow: Hey, want to hang out this weekend? We can even go shopping if 
you
 want

 .


Man, she must be really worried about me to offer to go shopping
 .


Luna: Is your phone off or something? Everyone’s been trying to get ahold 
of
 you

 .



Beck: I’m really starting to get worried. Everyone is. Even Everette messaged me to check on you. I didn’t even know you two knew each other. He’s a nice guy, though
 .


Everette texted Beck about me? Uncertainty sweeps through me. 
Why
 ? When

 ?


Beck: Come on, Wynter. Please just text us back. If you don’t, we’re going to have Ari track your phone
 .


Crap, the timestamp is from a few hours ago. If Ari did track my phone, which he easily could, my friends might have very well figured out where I was tonight
 .

I crinkle my nose. If they did find out, they’re going to overwhelm me with questions as to why I was hanging out at a club I’ve mocked on more than one occasion. Still, I don’t regret going. Maci made it home okay. Travis didn’t hurt her. At least tonight. But she’s already planning on going out with him on Friday, which leaves me with only a couple days to figure out how to prove to her, without outing myself, that Travis is a monster
 .

Shucking off my jacket and kicking off my shoes, I flop down in bed and open the photo of the list. The images are slightly blurry, but the names are visible enough. Most I don’t recognize, but one in particular jumps out 
at
 me

 .

“Oh, my God. I feel like I’m going to be sick.” Tears sting my eyes as I clutch the list in my hand. “What’s going on with this? Did the same thing happen to these girls as what happened to me and they banned us all from 
that
 club

 ?”

That possibility makes my stomach twist into painful knots, especially for the girl whose name I recognize
 .

As vomit lurches in the back of my throat, I roll out of bed, bolting toward the bathroom to puke my guts out. Since I haven’t eaten anything since I emptied the contents of my stomach at the club, I end up dry heaving until my stomach muscles ache. At the rate I’m going, I may not be able to keep a meal down ever again
 .

Once my stomach has given up on trying to puke, I wash my face then change into my pajamas, glad to be out of those stupid club clothes
 .

As I debate on whether to call up the girls on the list or not, I move to hop into bed when a loud bang echoes through the air. I tense, unsure if the noise came from inside my house or out in 
the
 yard

 .



Crash
 !


Fear pulsates through my body as I lock my bedroom door, scoop up my phone, and peer out the window. Darkness blankets the backyard, light flowing in from the neighbor’s back porch and the moon. My eyes rove across the pool and the pool house, and then along the trees that line the fence
 .



Crash
 !


I practically jump out of my skin as a trash can tips over and a creature about the size of a cat darts across my backyard
 .

A slow exhale eases from my lips. “It’s just a cat. Chill the 
hell
 out

 .”

I stare at the backyard for a moment or two longer before turning to go to bed. Then a loud noise bangs again from outside, and my body begins to quiver
 .

Tremulous breaths tear from my lips as I collapse to the floor and hug my knees to my chest
 .


Don’t cry, Wynter. Do not cry. Don’t be afraid. I’m sure it’s nothing
 .


I rock back and forth, breathing in and out until the tears threatening to pour out of my eyes 
dry
 away

 .


I 
hate
 this

 .



Hate that I’m so terrified
 .



Hate that I’ve been scared to silence
 .



“Don’t utter 
a
 word

 .”


Sucking in several breaths, I pick up my phone and send all my friends a mass text so at least they won’t worry
 .


Me: Hey guys! I’m okay. I promise. Lost my phone today and had to buy a new one. Not sure how I lost it. Honestly, I think someone might have jacked it. Thanks for checking up on me, though. Love 
you
 guys

 !


There. That way, if Ari tracks my phone to the club, I can simply say it wasn’t me who was there
 .

Turning down the volume on my phone, I lie down and pull the blankets over me. Even after lying in bed for over an hour, watching the clock tick, my eyelids refuse to slip shut. I toss and turn, trying to get comfortable for at least another hour before giving up and turning on the television. My attention span for nighttime TV is about a zero, though, and my thoughts continually drift to that list of names
 .



Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .


The word burns through my veins, like a venomous poison
 .

“I can’t let this go,” I whisper. “I have to do … something, other than walk around afraid all 
the
 time

 .”

Perhaps if I can attain proof that Travis and his buddies attacked me that night, along with other women, then maybe that’ll be enough to go to the police. If the girls on that list are victims, too, perhaps we can all band together. But asking them about it means probably answering questions about my own attack, especially with the girl whose name I recognize. Am I ready to do that? To utter the words to someone else besides my parents
 ?


Don’t speak
 .



Don’t think
 .



Don’t breathe
 .



Just break
 .


The longer the mantra runs through my head, the more worked up I get. Rage burns in my veins, along with my scars, and through my chest
 .



Revenge
 .


“Fuck all of you,” I snap to my empty room. “I’m not going to break. I’m going to breathe. I’m going to think. I’m going to speak, although I’m going to be more careful about it. Threaten to ruin my life if you want to. It’s not a great life anymore anyway.” I stare up at the ceiling, my mind racing like a hot-wired car. “Threaten me all you want, but I’m going to make you 
guys
 pay

 .”
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I
 wake
 up the next morning feeling exhausted. At most, I got about three hours of sleep because that night
 haunted my dreams. Only, instead of my attackers assaulting me, I end up beating them up. Punching, kicking, tearing them apart, my anger so scorching I thought I was going 
to
 melt

 .

When my eyes open, my skin is drenched in sweat, my heart is racing at an alarming rate, and my right hand feels as though it was slammed through 
a
 door

 .

Sitting up, I inspect my hand over and wince. Shit, I forgot to ice it last night after I punched Everette in the face. The knuckles are swollen and a couple of yellowish spots dot my skin, the impending bruises will probably get worse the further the day goes along. Lovely
 .

I really need to learn the proper way to punch. Maybe I’ll take a few self-defense classes. Not really my thing, or at least the old Wynter’s thing anyway. The new Wynter understands the importance of being able to defend herself, though
 .

“Defense class, for sure,” I say, grabbing my bowl from my nightstand
 .

After sucking in a few breaths of numbing smoke, I grab a notebook and pen from my nightstand. Then I make a list of everything I need 
to
 do

 .


1. Enroll in self-defense classes
 .



2. Order a can of pepper spray
 .



3. Get the contact info for the girls on 
the
 list

 .


As I jot down number three, my hand shakes, knowing I already have the contact info for one of them, her info saved in my phone
 .

I write two more things 
to
 do

 :


4. Figure out something that will get my friends off 
my
 back

 .



5. Get revenge on the motherfuckers who 
hurt
 you

 .


The last one is more for motivation purposes than 
anything
 else

 .

Tossing the notebook into the top drawer of my nightstand, I pick up my phone and sigh at the sight of the four missed messages, all from each of my friends
 .

Deciding to text them later, I quickly order a can of pepper spray online with express shipping, eliminating number two on 
the
 list

 .

Next, I search for self-defense classes nearby and a few pop up. Unsure which place is better, I enroll in the earliest class I can find. Then I grab a pair of torn jeans and a grey T-shirt and head to take a shower
 .

As I scrub the scent of last night off me, my mind drifts to Everette. He never agreed to call me after we parted ways last night. He doesn’t even have my number. I wonder if maybe he’ll try to track me down and let me know that Maci made it home okay. If he does, I’ll have to pretend the news is new to me. I will thank him, though
 .

Thank him for saving Maci like no one 
saved
 me

 .























* * *



A
 bout a half an hour later,
 I’m racing across campus, late for yet another class. I’ve really been on a roll with not being punctual lately. Half the damn time, I’m not even aware of the time until it’s too late, as if I’m walking around in a zombie state. Sometimes that’s exactly how I feel. Like a numb, dead, inside and out, zombie
 .

“Wynter!” a deep male voice shouts from across the 
campus
 yard

 .

I accelerate my pace, scared out of my damn mind that Travis is the person shouting 
my
 name

 .

Doesn’t sound like Travis, though
 .

“Wynter!” The voice grows louder
 .

I flick a glance over my shoulder and find Everette jogging toward me. His light brown hair is a ruffled mess, but in a sexy way, and he’s back to his normal attire, sporting a T-shirt, dark jeans, and clunky boots
 .

I almost don’t stop. Almost run into the building. But considering what he did for me last night—and Maci—I ditch being a bitch for a few minutes and slow to a stop. I then turn and wait for him in the shade of the trees, the sunlight flickering through the branches as I watch him jog the rest of the short distance 
toward
 me

 .

“Hey,” he says when he reaches me, a bit out of breath. “For a moment, I thought you weren’t going 
to
 stop

 .”

“Sorry.” I adjust the strap of my bag, sliding it higher onto my shoulder. “I’m late for class
 .”

“Oh, sorry, I’ll make this quick, then.” His gaze darts from left to right at the groups of other students hanging out on the grass and wandering toward the main entrance of the university, then he steps closer and lowers his voice. “I just wanted to let you know Maci got home safely
 .”

“Really?” I pretend to be surprised. “That’s awesome. Thank you so much for making sure she did.” I chew on my bottom lip, choosing my next words carefully. “How did you do it? I mean, get her to leave the club and 
go
 home

 ?”

“Paid her five hundred bucks
 .”

Liar. Then why did the entire club get evacuated
 ?

Why lie? And how does he lie 
so
 well

 ?

“Really?
 ” My brow raises. “Wait, you didn’t, like, pay her to go home with you, 
did
 you

 ?”

He chuckles, his eyes crinkling around the corners, the roughness he usually carries with him softening. “No, I didn’t. And I actually didn’t pay her five hundred dollars.” He peers around again, then whispers, “I pulled the fire alarm then waited for a blonde-haired girl wearing a pink dress and silver shoes to exit the building with Travis. She actually got into a limo without Travis about five minutes after wandering out and went 
straight
 home

 .”

“How do you know she made it home?” I ask quietly, unsure why we’re whispering. “Did you 
follow
 her

 ?”

“I did. There wasn’t really another way to make sure she got home safely. Unless I offered her a ride myself. That might have made me come off a little bit stalker-ish, though.” The corners of his lips twitch. “And despite what some people may think, I’m not a stalker
 .”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” After what he did for me last night—helping me out when I was desperate, then believing me enough to actually help—I owe him an apology. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch to you. I promise it’s not personal. I just …” I shift my weight. “I’ve just been going through some stuff lately and it’s messing with my moods
 .”

His brows crinkle. “Is 
everything
 okay

 ?”

I wrestle back a grimace. “There you go again, asking that question
 .”

“Maybe that’s a sign that something seems wrong
 .”

“Maybe. Doesn’t mean I want everyone checking in on me all the time, though
 .”

A soft smile touches his lips. “It’s a good thing when people check in on you. It means 
they
 care

 .”

I adjust the handle of my bag again, fidgety and restless. “I get that—I do—but not everyone wants to talk about their problems.” Not 
everyone
 can

 .


“Just because someone doesn’t want to talk about their problems doesn’t mean they shouldn’t.” He inches closer, the tips of his boots clipping mine. My heart races in panic from his nearness, yet for some bizarre reason, I don’t budge. “I’ve done the whole keeping-shit-to-myself thing before, and trust me, it didn’t get me anything, other than a nervous breakdown
 .”

“You had a nervous breakdown
 ?”

He nods. “It happened a little over a year ago. I got shitfaced drunk, confessed all my dirty little secrets to my friends, then broke apart
 .”

I gulp. Is that what’s going to happen 
to
 me

 ?

“Then what happened? I mean, after you broke
 ?”

His gaze seems almost too intense. “I 
got
 help

 .”

“
From
 whom

 ?”

“My friends. My family. My therapist
 .”

“Oh.” My lips turn downward. Family. I don’t really have one of those. Not one that will try to help me anyway. As for therapy, that could work if I was ever able to get past the urge to vomit every time I even think about uttering my secret. “That’s good your family cares about you like that. Not all people have that, unfortunately
 .”

“What about your friends?” he suggests. “Could you talk 
to
 them

 ?

“No …” I shake my head. I need to stop talking about this. “Look, I appreciate what you did for me last night and for making sure I’m okay, but I promise I’m fine. I’m not going to have a nervous breakdown. I’m just a little stressed out; 
that’s
 all

 .”

He sighs. “Wynter
 …”

God, why does he keep saying my name like that? All soft, as if I’m something precious. It makes me want to kiss him. I almost did last night in the club, after he said he’d make sure Maci got home safely
 .

But I’m not precious
 .

I’m tainted
 .


Ruined
 .


Angry
 .

And I just want to be left the hell alone
 .

“I gotta go.” I back away, throwing him a wave. “Thanks again for doing that for me last night.” I spin on my heels and take off toward the front of the building. Running away again. But if he’d stop popping up in my life, I wouldn’t 
have
 to

 .

Everette doesn’t call out my name, and I make it safely inside. Then I sprint down the hallway like a lunatic. Getting gawked at beats running into class late again
 .

As I’m rounding into the wide hallway lined with classrooms, my sneakers squeaking on the floor, a shadow moves from my peripheral vision. I have no time to react before a set of fingers wrap around 
my
 arm

 .

Everette has done that so many times to me I just assume it’s him. Then I glance up and meet the dark eyes of Travis
 .

A slow smile curls at his lips as our gazes collide, and fear and anger simultaneously ripple 
through
 me

 .

“Let me go,” I warn in a low, shaky 
voice
 . “Now

 .”

He chuckles, peeling his fingers off me then raising his hands in front of him. “Don’t be a bitch. I just want 
to
 talk

 .”

“I’m not being a bitch. And I sure as hell don’t want to talk.” I sidestep to leave, but he mimics 
my
 move

 .

“Relax,” he says. “I just want to talk 
to
 you

 .”

“And I already said I don’t want to talk,” I hiss through my teeth
 .

“I’ll make it quick,” he assures me, shoving up the sleeves of his blue shirt
 .

I inch to the side again, but he moves with me, sticking his hand out and blocking 
my
 path

 .

An exhale flees from my lips, tears burning the back of my eyes. “Leave me alone.” I cringe at how pathetically weak I sound
 .

“No. Not until we talk about you harassing Maci and spreading lies about me.” He slants closer, his stale breath hot on my face. “I know you went to her house, Wynter. Maci 
told
 me

 .”

“I don’t even know a Maci.” My fingers curl into a fist as last night’s nightmare blares through 
my
 mind

 .


I want to hurt him like he did me, but I can’t
 .



Helpless. I feel so helpless. And I 
hate
 it

 .




Hate
 .



I 
hate
 him

 .



I hate his friends
 .



I hate myself
 .


“I know it was you,” he insists with a smug smile. “Maci said it was a girl with short blonde hair who was wearing a cheap leather jacket and boots, yet drove 
a
 BMW

 .”

“There’re a lot of blonde girls in this town who drive BMWs.” I carry his gaze, despite how scared shitless 
I
 am

 .

“Not ones who wear second-hand clothing.” He pulls a disgusted face at my outfit. “You’re the only girl I know who fits that description. And the only girl I know who’d be stupid enough to try to get back 
at
 me

 .”

I stick my hand into my pocket and start pushing buttons, hoping I can get the video recorder to turn on and record this conversation. “If you’re implying I want to get back at you for something, isn’t that like you admitting you did something to me that made me want to get back 
at
 you

 ?”

He laughs, shaking his head. “You’re so stupid sometimes. Seriously, you live up to that whole dumb blonde cliché.” He snags ahold of my arm as I start to step back. “Go ahead; press that button. Make a recording.” He yanks on my arm, causing my hand to jerk from my pocket. My phone falls out and bounces off the floor
 .

Adrenaline courses through me, my pulse sprinting. How the hell did 
he
 know

 ?

As if reading my mind, he says, “You think this is the first time I’ve had to deal with an uncooperative participant
 ?”

Did he basically admit he’s raped more than 
just
 me

 ?

I stare down at my phone, cursing my inability to turn on the video more discreetly. “I wasn’t a participant,” I growl out. “I was drugged up and had no clue what was going on. And I told you guys to stop at least a hundred times
 .”

He presses his fingers firmly against my wrist, imprinting my skin. “No, you were drunk. Hammered, actually. And you wanted it. Begged 
for
 it

 .”

My gaze snaps to his, my fingernails piercing my palms. “No, I wasn’t, and you 
know
 it

 .”

He shrugs. “It’s your word against mine. And my friends. Plus, everyone else who saw you shitfaced that night.” Yanking me closer to him, he dips his mouth toward my ear and whispers, “Do I need to remind you what’s going to happen if you don’t leave this alone? I think I made it pretty clear that night. Let this go and move on. If you don’t, you’re going to regret it.” He digs his fingernails into my flesh. “You don’t want to mess with me, Wynter. I’m like a fucking god around here, and I can break you in half with a snap of my finger.” He reclines back, grinning. “Oh, and tell your dad I said hello next time you see him, will you? We’ve been on fantastic terms for the last couple months
 .”

My dad has talked to Travis
 ?

Travis and my dad are on great terms
 ?

My dad who knows what Travis did 
to
 me

 !



Traitor
 .




Traitor
 .




Traitor
 .


Blood roars in my eardrums as I inhale and exhale, about to explode
 .



Traitor
 .




Revenge
 .



I want to make 
him
 hurt

 .


I’m about to explode and who knows what else I’ll do, when a guy around my age with short blond hair, strangely familiar green eyes, a pierced lip and brows, and a couple of skeleton tattoos on his arms exits a classroom near us. As he moves closer to us, he glances up from the book he’s reading, concern rising as his eyes stray from Travis 
to
 me

 .

“Everything okay?
 ” he mouths
 .

For the first time in the last couple months, that question doesn’t 
bother
 me

 .

I discreetly shake 
my
 head

 .

With a subtle nod, he tucks the paperback into the back pocket of his jeans and walks up with his gaze fixed on Travis. “Is there a problem
 ?”

Travis tears his attention from me, a scowl forming on his face. “This is none of your damn business, so walk 
away
 , man

 .”

The stranger lets out a low laugh. “Yeah, that’s so not happening
 .”

Travis releases his death grip on me and turns to face the stranger, standing close with his arms crossed over his chest. “I’m going to give you five seconds to walk away, and I’ll let this go. If you don’t, you’re going to 
regret
 it

 .”

Curiosity sparks in the stranger’s eyes. “Why? What’re you going 
to
 do

 ?”

Travis works his jaw from side to side. “You think I’m joking
 ?”

The guy amusedly shakes his head. “Nope. Not 
at
 all

 .”

Travis gets in his face. “Then why the fuck are you smiling
 ?”

The guy gives a half-shrug. “I guess I’m just a smiley sort of guy.” A vein bulges in 
his
 neck

 .

Between the two of them, Travis is much more muscular; the other guy leaner and toned. But Travis is shorter and looks way less hardened than the tattooed, pierced guy. Looks can be deceiving, though—I painfully understand that—and the stranger could easily be as cuddly as a bunny, hates violence, has never been in a fight, and may just get his ass kicked
 .

All because of me, a girl he doesn’t 
even
 know

 .

I long for the can of pepper spray I ordered this morning as I stride forward to break up the impending fight
 .

“You’re going to regret this,” Travis warns in a chilling, cold tone. “You don’t even know who you’re messing with.” He backs away, throwing a smirk in my direction. “So are you, Wynter.” He swaggers down the hallway like he’s God’s gift to the world, when really, I’m pretty sure the devil cursed us with his presence
 .

A cold chill slithers down my back. What was his last threat to me? That he’s going to come after 
me
 now

 ?


I 
feel
 sick

 .


“I heard rumors he was a douchebag, but holy shit, that guy’s a prick,” the stranger mutters, shaking his head as he turns toward me. “Are 
you
 okay

 ?”

I internally sigh. “I’m fine. Thanks for intervening
 .”

“No problem.” He rubs the back of his neck, his gaze sweeping over me. “Are you sure you’re okay? He was really in 
your
 face

 .”

I push my lips into a tense smile. “Yeah, he’s just upset I told a girl he’s trying to date that he is a douchebag and that she shouldn’t date him.” Not a total lie. “I guess he doesn’t handle rejection 
very
 well

 .”

“Yeah, I’d say.” He studies me with his lips pressed together. “He grabbed your arm, and whether he’s pissed off or not, that’s crossing a 
huge
 line

 .”

My gaze drops to my wrist, hidden under the sleeve of my leather jacket. The area throbs. “
I
 know

 .”

“You should consider reporting him. In fact, how about I walk you to the main office and we do it right now?” His eyes are so full of compassion and strangely remind me of Everette’s
 .

I offer him a sad smile. “That sounds nice in theory, but I doubt it’ll do 
any
 good

 .”

“It won’t hurt 
to
 try

 .”

Yeah, it would. “I’ll think about it, but right now, I have to get to class
 .”

His lips sink into a frown. “All right. Well, if you decide to and need me to vouch for you, let 
me
 know

 .”

“Okay.” I start to step away, but freeze. “Wait. What’s 
your
 name

 ?”

He smiles and offers me his hand. “Reece
 .”

“Wynter.” I shake his hand, hoping he doesn’t notice the way my fingers quiver. “And thank you again for helping 
me
 out

 .”

“No problem.” He pulls his hand away from mine and hooks his fingers in the tops of his pockets. “You know, if you want to learn how to protect yourself in a situation like that, my friend teaches a self-defense class. The place is only a couple miles away 
from
 here

 .”

“Really?” My shocked tone causes his forehead to crease. “Sorry, it’s just that, this morning, I was actually looking for places to take a self-defense class
 .”

“What a freakish coincidence,” he jokes lightly. “Guess it must be a sign or something
 .”

“I guess so.” I scratch my wrist and wince. Between punching Everette in the face and Travis grabbing my wrist, every bone in my hand and lower arm pulsates with pain. “Do you have a card or number or something to your friend’s place
 ?”

He nods. “Yeah, I can give you his number
 .”

“That sounds great.” I pick up my phone and grimace at the cracks now covering the screen. The phone still functions enough for me to punch in the number as Reece gives it to me, along with his own personal number. Then I stuff my phone into my pocket, wave goodbye, and start on my way to class with the strangest sensation settling 
over
 me

 .

The entire time Reece spoke to me, I didn’t flip out. Then again, I never felt as if he were hitting 
on
 me

 .

Maybe I’m getting better. Could that be possible
 ?

The concept seems plausible, until I arrive late for class and my phone buzzes inside my pocket. The message is from an unlisted number, a message that simply contains the words: next time you think of speaking, remember this
 . Two photos are attached to the message, one of me looking out my window into my backyard and one of me sleeping
 .

Vomit burns my throat. Last night, someone was
 watching me from my backyard and apparently went into my house. The number may not be listed, but I’m betting it’s from Travis and his friends
 .

I don’t want to be afraid, but as fear rushes through me, potent and cold, I take off running. Running away again. Afraid. Always afraid
 .
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W
 ynter ran away
 from me again today, but I’m not surprised. I’m learning she’s a runner. Makes me wonder what she’s running from; what she’s so afraid of. I could’ve chased her down. I wanted to talk to her more about last night; see if I could wiggle the truth out of her about why she thought Maci was in trouble. Did she overhear Travis talking about 
hurting
 Maci

 ?

Wynter seems to despise Travis, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t hang around him. Their families are connected. Perhaps Wynter has all sorts of insight into what goes on in Travis’s world? If so, I may be able to learn details from her. That is, if I can get her to open up 
to
 me

 .

Using her like that doesn’t sit well with me, so I put a tack in the idea for now and head to my car to leave campus, my only class today having gotten canceled. That’s okay with me. Leaves me more time to look into why Wynter was staking out Maci’s house last night
 .

Before I leave, I text my friend Reece to see if he needs a ride anywhere. His class ended a couple minutes ago and he’s been having car trouble. I’ve tried time and time again to pay for the repairs, but he’s stubborn and refuses to take handouts. Which I understand
 .


Me: I’m leaving campus. You need a ride anywhere
 ?



Reece: Yeah, can you drop me off at Gabbie’s
 ?



Me: Nope. I can give you a ride anywhere but there
 .



Reece: Fine. You can drop me off at the corner of the street she 
lives
 on

 .


My jaw ticks as I hop into my car. Gabbie has been Reece’s on-again, off-again girlfriend for three years. The girl is a real piece of work. She walks all over Reece. The sad part is, he allows it. I swear he’s addicted to getting treated like shit or something
 .

That doesn’t mean I’m going to be an enabler
 .


Me: I’m not dropping you off within a five-mile radius of her house
 .



Reece: Fine. Just drop me off at my 
place
 then

 .



Me: All right. Meet you at my car. It’s parked at the back of the parking lot, near the trees
 .


Ten minutes later, Reece finally slides into the 
passenger
 seat

 .

“Sorry it took me so long,” he says. “I ran into 
a
 girl

 .”

“A girl you like?” God, please let that be the case. Please say he’s moving on from Gabbie
 .

He shakes his head as he reaches for the seatbelt. “I mean, yeah, she’s hot and everything. Gorgeous, for sure. But that’s not why I was talking to her.” He fastens the seatbelt. “There was this asshole who was getting rough with her, so I intervened. I tried to get her to report him to the office, but she seemed scared. I gave her my number. And the number to Ander’s place. Hopefully, she’ll sign up for some classes
 .”

I pat his shoulder. “You’re a good kid, Reece
 .”

He grimaces. “I’m not a kid anymore. And I really wish you guys would stop treating me like one.” His eyes suddenly light up as his gaze travels to the windshield. “Hey, there’s 
the
 girl

 .”

I track his gaze, confusion winding through me. “The girl you helped is Wynter Porterrsen
 ?”

What the fuck are 
the
 odds

 ?

He nods, straightening in his seat. “She’s gorgeous, 
isn’t
 she

 ?”

“Yeah, she is.” The words fall off my tongue easily because Wynter is gorgeous. And sad. And scared. And I seriously just want to 
help
 her

 .

“Who was the guy harassing her?” I ask as I watch Wynter walk toward her car and toss her books into the 
back
 seat

 .

Reece fiddles with the air conditioning. “I think he’s, like, the quarterback here or something. And a total asshole.” He sinks back in his seat. “I think that’s part of the reason Wynter wouldn’t report him—because of who he is.” He shakes his head. “This town is so damn annoying sometimes. All you have to do is have the right name and you’re practically viewed as some god or something. It’s why I was never able to get on the football team in high school. Why I got suspended three times for stuff I didn’t do. All one of those rich douchebags had to do was blame the kid who didn’t have a daddy or mommy leaking money out of their asses and everyone 
believed
 them

 .”

Reece is right. Growing up in this town, we had a rough life. It didn’t help that both our parents put us in a prep school for reasons I still can’t comprehend. We were basically the only lower-class students there, and we were reminded of that every 
single
 day

 .

“We should help her,” Reece abruptly announces, unfastening his seatbelt
 .

“Huh?” I blink from memory lane and discover that Wynter has popped the hood of her car and is cursing like a sailor as she stares at the engine
 .

“Come on; let’s go help her out.” Reece jumps out of the car before I can protest. Not that I don’t want to help Wynter. I just worry the more I’m around her, the greater the risk I have for blowing my cover
 .

Then Reece approaches her, and she stares up at him with those big, beautiful eyes of hers, like she did to me last night, and I suddenly can barely catch my breath
 .


I’m a goner
 .


Knowing I’ll probably regret this later, I get out of the car and smile at her as I stroll up. “
Need
 help

 ?”

She glances from Reece to me then shakes her head. “I already have help.” She gestures at Reece
 .

Reece trades an amused look with me then glances at Wynter. “Not a fan of 
Everette
 , huh

 ?”

She shakes her head, her brows furrowing. “Wait. Do you guys know each other
 ?”

Reece’s amusement grows. “Yeah, this shithead over here is my friend.” When her lips form an O,
 Reece grins. “You definitely don’t like him, 
do
 you

 ?”

“No, I do … I mean, I don’t really know him …” She sighs heavily. “No, I think I like him.” She meets my gaze. “Sort of, anyway
 .”

If it weren’t for the fact that her eyes look so hollow, I’d probably smile. She must see my worry because she slams the hood of her car and moves to hop inside
 .

“I’ll see you guys around,” she mutters as she yanks open the door. When she slides into the driver’s seat, though, she doesn’t start up the engine. She simply sits there, staring out the windshield
 .

I trade a glance with Reece, who shrugs with uncertainty
 .


What should 
I
 do

 ?





Help
 her

 ?





Walk
 away

 ?




Help
 ?




Walk
 ?




Leave
 ?



Just like I left my father the day 
he
 died

 .


I’m about to pull open the door when Wynter abruptly lowers her head and starts to sob. Suddenly, I’m moving swiftly, yanking open the door and crouching 
beside
 her

 .

“Wynter …” My voice is soft, cautious, and the sound seems to magnetize her, drawing her 
toward
 me

 .

She buries her face in my shoulder, clutching the bottom of my shirt as she breaks the fuck apart. Just like I 
did
 once

 .

I trade a look with Reece, who’s taking in the scene with wide, worry-filled eyes. “What should we do?
 ” he mouths
 .

I shrug, wrapping my arms around Wynter
 .

The last time I watched someone break apart like this, besides myself, was my father. He broke down because of something that had happened with one of his cases, something awful that I still haven’t figured out yet, but I know it had to do with Travis’s father, along with a handful of other families in Fairs Hollow
 .

After he had the breakdown, I left him at the house to go 
to
 work

 .

Deep in the back of my mind, I didn’t want to leave him, but I ignored the voice and the worry and left. When I returned home, he 
was
 gone

 .

The report said he’d taken his own life, and while part of me believes that could be true, another part of me wonders if something else happened. If the wrong person had found out he was working undercover. He had been so upset that day, but also scared, although he wouldn’t 
admit
 it

 .

Whatever the reason behind his death, he might have been alive if I hadn’t left him 
that
 day

 .

“It’s going to be okay,” I promise Wynter, smoothing my hand up and down 
her
 back

 .

She cries harder, clutching on to me for 
dear
 life

 .

As a group of people wander by, gawking at us, Reece says, “We should get her out of here; take her someplace quiet or something
 .”

Nodding, I help Wynter to her feet and slip an arm around her back. She leans into me, pressing her face against my chest. Her tears soak my shirt, seeping through the fabric and onto my chest, all the way to my heart. I wrap my arm tighter 
around
 her

 .

I wonder what it takes for someone to become a mere acquaintance; the girl I run into occasionally to a girl I actually care about. Because, right now, as Wynter cries against me, I no longer feel as if she’s just some girl, but a girl I care about. Enough that I’m breaking Doug’s orders
 .


Fuck, I’m so screwed
 .


Sucking in a shaky breath, I steer her to my car then help her onto the passenger seat. Reluctantly—on both our parts—we let each other go. Then I round the car and slide into the driver’s seat while Reece scoots into 
the
 back

 .

As soon as we close the doors, the cab grows quiet. Even Wynter has gone silent, her eyes drying
 .

“Do you want me to take you any place specific?” I ask cautiously. “I could take you home and stay there with you a while if you want 
me
 to

 .”

She shakes her head, her eyes widening. “I can’t 
go
 home

 .”

I cast a quick glance at Reece, who looks as worried as I do. “
Why
 not

 ?”

She shrugs, staring out the window, her body trembling. “I don’t feel safe there
 .”


I don’t feel safe there
 .



She doesn’t feel safe there
 .


The words replay in my head, and I part my lips to ask her what she’s afraid of, when my phone unexpectedly vibrates from inside my pocket
 .

Fishing it out, I tense as I note the message is 
from
 Doug

 .


Doug: We received an anonymous tip that Wynter Porterrsen may have been assaulted by Travis Marilellie or someone connected to him. We don’t have proof yet, nor do we know who made the tip or where they obtained this information. We’re looking into it. I want you to keep your ears and eyes open when you’re at the party on Friday. In the meantime, I also want you to keep an eye on Wynter Porterrsen. If this is true, it could help us build our case against Travis, at least enough to bring him in and 
question
 him

 .


My heart rate quickens. It takes all my willpower not to reach over and pull Wynter into 
my
 arms

 .

The idea that Wynter could’ve been hurt by Travis … it would explain a lot. And I have no problem keeping an eye on Wynter, but I’m also worried. Worried she could be in trouble. Worried her hurt might be eating away 
at
 her

 .

Worried that Doug might drag her further into this mess. That’s the last thing 
I
 want

 .

Not only would it be mentally exhausting on her, but also very dangerous
 .
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T
 hat text shattered
 something inside me, but I don’t think it broke me. In fact, I was fuming with toxic rage by the time I made it out to my car. Of course, when the engine wouldn’t turn over, I veered toward losing my shit. Then Reece and Everette came over to check on me and I broke down. Collapsed. Cried in front 
of
 them

 .

They were both kind, despite the fact that they had to deal with a sobbing girl. Everette in particular was sweet. It was nice. It really was. To be able to cry in front of someone. And I love that he helped me to his car and is giving me a ride to … well, I’m not sure, since I said I was too afraid to go home. My guess is his place
 .



Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .


I’m so sick of being afraid. And I don’t want to have to be around a guy—or anyone for that matter—just to feel safe. I want to be able to take care of myself. Live in a world where this shit with Travis and his friends can’t happen
 .

That also doesn’t necessarily mean I want to do this alone
 .

After blinking the tears away, I turn toward Everette. “Actually, do you mind dropping me off somewhere
 ?”

He gives me a concerned sidelong glance. “I’m not sure if you should be alone 
right
 now

 .”

His statement is a bit odd. Sure, I just cried in front of him, but he has no idea why, nor does he know me well enough to be so concerned. Perhaps he thinks I want him to drop me off at my place after just admitting I don’t feel safe there. Which I don’t. Not after receiving that message
 .



Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .




Afraid
 .


“I won’t be alone. I’ll be with a friend.” I retrieve my phone from my pocket, my finger hovering over her
 contact, the girl from the list that I recognize
 .

How do I even begin with this? With telling her what I went through then asking if anything similar happened 
to
 her

 ?

“I can drop you off at your friends,” Everette responds hesitantly. “But I just want you to know that you’re more than welcome to hang at my place if you need somewhere to stay where you 
feel
 safe

 .”

I force a smile as I meet his gaze. “I appreciate the offer—I really do—but I’d really just like to go to my friend’s for now. I need to talk to her about something anyway
 .”

He nods with reluctance then turns the car around after I give him my friend’s address
 .

As we drive to her place in silence, I send her a text, asking if I can come over. She instantly replies, telling me absolutely with an exclamation point at the end. I wonder if her happiness is fake, or maybe I’m wrong about the meaning of the list. Still, the names play on repeat in my head, each one engraved in 
my
 mind

 .


Isabella Anders




Ashlynn Wynterland




Clarissa Kensington




Annabella Baker




Kinslee Hartertonlend




Lily Monreofend




Ireland Harliforson



And then the girl whose house I’m going to. Her name is etched into my 
broken
 soul

 .


God, please let me be wrong about this. Please say she hasn’t gone through what 
I
 did

 .


By the time Everette stops the car, I’m all sorts of worked up, my body shivering as if 
I’m
 cold

 .

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Everette asks as he shoves the shifter into park and glances at the two-
story
 home

 .

I nod, unfastening my seatbelt. “I’ll be safe here, I promise.” I reach for the door handle, willing my voice to come out evenly. “And sorry about all the crying.” I glance back and forth between Reece and Everette. “I feel really 
silly
 now

 .”

“You don’t need to feel silly,” Reece promises me with a kind smile. “But can you do one thing 
for
 me

 .”

Even though I barely know him, I find myself 
nodding
 . “Sure

 .”

He slants forward. “Make sure to sign up for those self-defense classes
 .”

I nod, more than happy to do so. I grab my bag and start to get out when Everette places a gentle hand on my arm, not really grabbing me, but trying to get my attention—I think he caught on to my repulsion of being grabbed. I like him a tiny bit more for making sure not to grab me anymore. Although, he let me grab the shit out of him as I sobbed into his shirt
 .



Poor
 guy

 .

I’d probably feel more stupid if he hadn’t admitted to me that he once had a breakdown
 .

I may have despised him when I first ran into him, but I think my initial assessment stemmed from my general irritation toward guys in general. Not Everette in particular
 .


I need to try to be nicer 
to
 him

 .


“Can I give you my number?” Everette asks as I meet his gaze. His lips quirk. “I swear I’m not hitting on you right now. I just want you to have it in case you need anything
 .”

I nod shakily. “All right.” I type his number into my phone as he prattles off the digits. Then I do something I haven’t done since that night. I send him a text so he’ll have my number, 
as
 well

 .

He smiles when my message pings through. “Thanks
 .”

I’m not sure why he’s thanking me, but I offer him the smallest of smiles then hop out of 
the
 car

 .

I briefly hesitate before forcing myself to move forward—toward her
 house. My legs are wobbly by the time I reach her front porch, and my hand trembles as I knock
 .

Moments later, Willow opens the door with a cheery smile on her face. Her hair is twisted into a messy bun and she’s dressed in her usual, laid-back style, wearing jeans and a plaid shirt over a black shirt
 .

“I’m so glad you’re here. It feels like forever since we’ve 
hung
 out

 .”

I wish I could let her keep smiling. I wish I could procrastinate this for a bit. But, as I’ve learned, procrastination can turn into a two-month long silence
 .

“I have to ask you something,” I say nervously. “It’s about … why your name’s on a no-entry list at The Silver 
Glass
 Box

 .”

Just like that, her smile fizzles, her eyes flickering 
with
 rage

 .

She swallows hard. “How do you know 
about
 that

 ?”

“I went there last night, and they wouldn’t let me in. The bouncer showed me a list, and your name was on it.” It’s the most truthful I’ve been in months
 .

“Your name’s on it, too?” she asks, and I nod. An unsteady breath puffs from her lips as she peers around then motions me inside. “Come in, and I’ll tell you what happened. But I want to hear why you’re on the 
list
 , too

 .”

My stomach ravels with knots. Vomit burns at my throat. But I suck it back this time and step inside, planning to tell her everything
 .

Planning to tell the truth
 .

I just hope that we can figure out a way to stop this from happening again. To stop Travis and his friends from having so much power
 .



Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .




Revenge
 .


To maybe get revenge for 
us
 all

 .
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“S
 o,
 are we sitting out here because you want to or because your boss told you to?” Reece asks as he stuffs a handful of fries into his mouth
 .

After we dropped Wynter off, I left to go drop Reece off. As we were picking up some fast-food, I texted Doug to tell him what happened to Wynter. In return, he ordered me to keep an eye on her for the next couple hours. Not sure why, but I have no problem 
doing
 so

 .

Apparently, Reece doesn’t either, since he asked if he could tag along
 .

“You know I can’t give you details on the case,” I tell him as I observe the house Wynter is 
currently
 at

 .

I did a search on the address and found out Beck owns it. That brought a bit of relief to me; that Wynter really is with friends. I just wish I understood why she was crying so hard. What made her breakdown before I dropped 
her
 off

 ?

Reece eyeballs me as he unwraps his burger. “The case has to do with Wynter
 ?”

“You know I can’t tell you that, either
 .”

“You do realize I’ve been in the car for the last hour, so I’ve already figured that myself
 .”

“Then, 
why
 ask

 ?”

He shrugs. “Just curious if you’d 
tell
 me

 .”

I sigh. “I wish I could, but you’re not even supposed to know what 
I
 do

 .”

“I know.” He takes a bite of his burger as he stares at the house. “Do you know why she was crying? Wynter, 
I
 mean

 ?”

I shake my head. “I honestly don’t. I wish I did, though
 .”

My phone buzzes from inside my pocket. I fish it out to read the message
 .


Doug: In about an hour, I’m going to arrest Wynter Porterrsen for drug possession. I want the arrest to be discreet
 .



Drug possession? What 
the
 hell

 ?


I mean, I already suspected she was doing drugs, but how did Doug find out about that? And why is he putting so much attention on Wynter
 ?


Me: Why does it need to be discreet
 ?



Doug: Because we’d like to discuss her being an informant 
for
 us

 .



Me: You can’t be serious? That girl hates Travis, and from what I understand, he’s not a fan of her, either
 .



Doug: Not to get information on Travis. To get information on her father. From the intel we’ve collected on Wynter, she may be a good asset to 
this
 case

 .



Me: I wasn’t even aware her father was part of 
this
 case

 .



Doug: This case is much bigger than Travis and his friends. You should know that, Everette
 .


I sigh loudly. I want to tell him no, that it’s too dangerous. That I don’t want Wynter involved in her father’s business. I want to warn Wynter of what’s about to happen. But doing so would put me at risk for getting fired
 .

That doesn’t mean I can’t be there to hopefully ease some of the fear and worry I know she’s going to have when they bring 
her
 in

 .


Me: Can I be there when you talk 
to
 her

 ?



Doug: Yes. In fact, if she agrees, I’ll probably assign you to keep an eye 
on
 her

 .


My fingers fold into a fist as I think about what will happen if Wynter doesn’t agree. Doug will make sure she’s locked up for quite a while where she can’t tell anyone about 
the
 case

 .


Me: All right. Let me know when to 
come
 in

 .



Doug: Until then, keep an eye on her. I don’t want to risk her deciding to take a trip somewhere or anything 
like
 that

 .





Me
 : Okay

 .


My eyes drift back to Beck’s house and my chest constricts. Wynter was so torn up when she went inside that house. Even before that, she seemed so broken, so haunted, so unstable. What’s about to happen could shatter her 
even
 more

 .


No, I won’t let that happen
 .



I won’t let another person shatter ever again
 .
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T
 he first detail
 I notice when I step foot into Wynter’s and Beck’s place is the living room is lacking furniture. Two of the sofa’s are missing, the end table is gone, and the walls are 
extremely
 bare

 .

“Where did all your stuff go?” I ask Willow as I peer around 
the
 room

 .

She tucks a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Beck… 
moved
 out

 .”

“What
 ? When? And why didn’t you 
tell
 me

 ?”

With a heavy sigh, she sinks onto the sofa. “A few months ago. And I didn’t tell you because it’s been pretty clear you’re dealing with your own shit.” She lowers her head into her hands and sucks in a shaky inhale
 .

I take a seat in the chair across from her, bouncing my knee up and down. “I’m going to kick 
Beck’s
 ass

 .”

When she lifts her gaze, her eyes are watery. “Why? It’s not his fault we 
broke
 up

 .”

“So you broke up with him?” Sadly, I’m not that surprised
 .

Before Beck and Willow got together, Beck was in love with Willow for years, but she had these no-dating rules, and it took the two of them forever to get together
 .

“Yeah, sort of.” She picks at her fingernails. “He 
doesn’t
 know

 .”

“
About
 what

 ?”

“About my name being on 
that
 list

 .”

“Is the reason… Is that why you broke up 
with
 him

 ?”

Pressing her lips together, she shrugs. “There was just so much shit going on, and I felt awful and sad all the time. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what happened, and our relationship started to crumble. Eventually, we both agreed it’d be better if we didn’t live together. Since this is Beck’s house, I wanted to be the one that moved out, but you know how chivalrous Beck is, and before I could even start packing up my stuff, he moved half the furniture into the apartment above the garage and told me he was staying there. I tried to argue with him, but he said he wasn’t moving back in, so if I left, the house would end up being empty.” She shakes her head, mumbling, “He’s so stubborn sometimes
 .”

“Yeah, he is,” I agree. “I still can’t believe you guys aren’t together. Does anyone else know 
about
 it

 ?”

“I think Beck may have told Grey, which means he probably told Luna. But other than that, no 
one
 does

 .”

“But you guys still act like you’re together
 .”

“Beck pretends. I just avoid the subject altogether
 .”

I wish I could replay through the last couple of months and figure out how I missed this, but the sad truth is I’ve been too caught up in my own issues to notice what’s been going on in my friends’ lives
 .


Not anymore
 .


“I’m sorry you guys broke up.” I have a feeling one day they’ll be back together, though. At least if I have anything to do with it, they will. “Can I ask… Do you…” My initial instinct is to ask her why her name was on that list. But if I want to ask questions, I may have to start with my own story first. “You want to know why my name was on 
that
 list

 ?”

She nods. “Yes. It’s been driving me crazy since you 
said
 it

 .”

“Okay.” Air in. Air out.
 “I should warn you before I do that if I tell you the reason, it could drag you into a crazy mess. And it could be dangerous… The guys that I think put my name on that list… They’ve threatened to hurt me and the people I care about if I tell anyone about what happened 
to
 me

 .”

Willow closes her eyes and sucks in a breath. “I’m not too worried about that. My life is a mess already
 .”

My veins pulsate 
with
 fear

 .


“Keep your lips sealed
 .”



“Don’t utter 
a
 word

 .”



Shut the 
fuck
 up

 !


“You remember when I went out on a date with Travis Marilellie a couple of months ago?” I ask and Willow opens her eyes and nods. “Well, that date turned into an absolute nightmare.” The truth pours out of me and my heart rate quickens
 .


“Don’t utter 
a
 word

 .”





Shut
 up

 !


“I’m not even sure exactly what happened to me… At least not all the details…” A tear drips from my eye and I quickly swipe it away. “I think I was drugged and that’s why I can’t remember… But I do remember enough… To know I was…” Another breath. Another. Steady yourself, Wynter. You can do this.
 “I was raped several times. I can’t remember all of their faces… But I can hear their voices—that part is crystal clear.” A few more tears drip down my cheeks, but I don’t bother wiping them away. “The guys who hurt me—they said it was to send my dad a message, but I think there’s more to it 
than
 that

 .”

“You’re dad
 ?” Willow’s head tilts to the 
side
 . “
 

What


 ?”

I lift a shoulder. “My dad does dealings with a lot of sketchy men. Travis father is one of them, but there’s a ton more.” I shrug again. “I’m sorry I’ve never said anything about this, but honestly, I’m pretty ashamed
 .

“You don’t need to be ashamed.” Her brows pinch together. “When you say dealings, though, what exactly do you mean? Because I always thought your dad owned a bunch of businesses 
around
 town

 .”

“Those are his front businesses.” I can’t believe I’m uttering this aloud
 . “Honestly, I’m not positive what he does—he’s always made sure I was left in the dark for the most part. Even when I… When I passed along the message, he glazed over the subject.” I stare down at my hands. “He accused me of lying too. I’m not sure if he believed I was a liar, though, or if that was his way of stopping me from going to the police.” I shake my head. “Doesn’t really matter if he meant it or not, because I never told anyone else and I’ve been carrying around the secret for months, scared out of my mind half the damn time or so pissed off I can barely think straight
 .”


Air in. 
Air
 out

 .



I’m about to hyperventilate
 .


“Just breathe.” Willow gets up from the sofa and sits down beside me. “The hyperventilating, 
it’ll
 pass

 .”

“How do you know?” I whisper through my ragged breathing, tears cascading down my cheeks
 .

“Because I’ve suffered from anxiety for a long time—years actually
 .”

“
What
 for

 ?”

“A lot of things.” She shrugs. “I’m just a natural worrier
 .”

“I can understand that.” I’ve known Willow since grade school and even back then, she would stress out about the smallest things
 .

“I was getting better there for a while but…” She takes a tremulous breath. “A few months ago, Beck and I were at this frat party when he got called on a work errand and had to leave immediately. Since he didn’t have time to take me home and I had been drinking, I was just going to call a cab. But he didn’t want me wandering around alone at night so he asked a friend of his to drive me home… Noah Partertone… Do you 
know
 him

 ?”

I nod. “He’s friends with Travis.” And his family is even more rich and respected in this town that Travis’s is, known for their generous donations to almost every charity
 .



Fuck
 .


She gives a shaky nod. “Well, Beck asked him to give me a ride home. Before Noah and I took off, I did a shot. A bunch of people did one too. The waitresses were passing out the shots, so I didn’t think much of it.” A few tears fall from her eyes. “By the time we got to the car, I knew something was wrong…. I was so dizzy and out of it—I could barely grasp onto reality. And Noah kept laughing and making jokes about how much of a lightweight I was.” Tears flood her my eyes. “Then the next thing I know, I’m waking up on the living room floor with no recollection of how I got there. But my skirt was torn, and my entire body didn’t feel right. I knew something was wrong, and my anxiety kicked in. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I freaked out and jumped into the shower.” Her shoulders heave with her gasping breaths. “I just felt like I needed to scrub whatever the fuck happened to 
me
 off

 .”

Unable to stand seeing her in pain, I wrap my arms around her and hold onto her with everything I have in me, refusing to let us both break. “Where was Beck? I mean, after you woke up on the floor
 ?”

She hugs me back, clutching onto my shirt, just like I did to Everette’s
 .


I just
 broke
 .

I wonder how many people can say that? Probably 
a
 lot

 .

“He wasn’t home from work yet,” she whispers through her tears. “He came home that night and I wanted to tell him—I really did—but I couldn’t get the words to leave my lips. The really shitty part is I’m not even sure what happened—if I was raped or assaulted or if I just tore my damn skirt on the way in. But I know I was drugged right before I left that party. And I know my body felt invaded when I woke up, enough that I went and got a… STD test. Thankfully, I’m clean, but I still can’t shake the feeling that something’s broken 
inside
 me

 .”

“I feel that way too,” I admit. “All the 
damn
 time

 .”

“I’m sorry you went 
through
 that

 .”

“I’m sorry you went through 
that
 too

 .”

We clutch onto each other and tears sting in my eyes. Suddenly, I’m breaking again, crying hysterically. Willow starts sobbing as well, sobs wrenching from her chest. I hold onto her tighter and she does the same thing to me. It makes all the sobbing and pain a bit easier to endure. To know that I’m not alone. To have someone who understands and doesn’t try to make me feel ashamed for what happened
 .

“Have you ever thought about going to the police?” I ask once I get my tears under control
 .

“A couple of times, but what would I even say? I have no proof and it’d be his word 
against
 mine

 .”


His word 
against
 mine

 .





His
 word

 .





Against
 mine

 .




His
 .




Mine
 .


I fucking hate those words. Wish that statement didn’t exist. Wish this sort of shit didn’t exist
 .

“I have an idea,” I utter, pulling back from her. “A way we might be able to get some form of justice
 .”

“Really?” Hope sparkles in her eyes. “What 
is
 it

 ?”

“That list that I was talking about…” I start to pull my phone out when something dawns on me. “Wait. How did you find out about 
the
 list

 ?”

Sniffling, she wipes her eyes with the back of her hand. “Beck wanted to go to the club about a week after it happened. Honestly, I didn’t want to go, but I let him talk me into it. When we got there, the bouncer wouldn’t let me in because my name was on this list. I wasn’t sure why it was on there—still don’t—but Noah walked into the club while Beck was arguing with the bouncer about it and winked at me.” She squeezes her eyes shut. “Maybe I’m looking into it too much, but I swear he’s the reason I couldn’t 
get
 in

 .”

“I think you might be right.” I open the list on my phone. “I went to the club the other night too and something similar happened to me. And I managed to get a photo of 
the
 list

 .”

Willows brows rise as her eyes pop open. “How the hell did you 
manage
 that

 ?”

I grin, the movement feeling all sorts of wrong, but I refuse to allow it to falter. “By being a badass
 .”

The corners of her lips quirk into the smallest of smiles. “Yeah, you are.” Her smile swiftly fades. “Who else’s names are on 
the
 list

 ?”

I turn my phone toward her so she can see for herself. “They’re all female names. The only one I know was yours. But I want that to change
 .”

“You want to talk to these women
 ?”

“I do and I want to find out if they have similar stories to yours and mine. And I want to find out if the incidents all happened at the frat’s parties
 .”

“You think the frat’s 
behind
 this

 ?”

“Noah and Travis are part of the same frat, and you and I were both at a party when we were drugged. Maybe that’s just a coincidence, but 
maybe
 not

 .”

She wraps her arms around herself. “But what would we even do with that information
 ?”

“I’m not sure yet.” Revenge. Revenge. Revenge
 . “But I think if all of these women on the list were attacked, maybe we could get together and do something. But we need to track 
them
 down

 .”

Willow takes the phone from me and skims over the list. “Ari could probably help us find them, at least if they’re living in Fairs Hollow. If they’re not, they might be harder to 
track
 down

 .”

“I know, but I have 
to
 try

 .”

She chews on her bottom lip. “I want to be part of 
this
 too

 .”

“Really?” I’m a bit shocked, since usually Willow has to deliberate for days before making a decision
 .

She nods, returning my phone to me. “I have to do something because just living day by day, letting this secret eat away at me, isn’t working
 .”

I tuck my phone back into my pocket. “Have you thought about 
telling
 Beck

 ?”

She nods, tears filling her eyes again, but she hastily sucks them back. “A couple of times, but I don’t know if I can do it yet—if I can deal with him looking at me differently
 .”

“He’s not going to look at you differently,” I assure her. “Give Beck some credit. He loves you. Is he going to be angry? Yeah, at Noah. But not 
at
 you

 .”

“Yeah, maybe.” She lets out the saddest sigh ever. “Maybe I 
could
 —
 ”

Someone bangs loudly on 
the
 door

 .

Her brows crinkle. “Who the hell could 
that
 be

 ?”

Uneasiness stirs in my stomach. “You’re not expecting anyone
 ?”

“No.” She rises to her feet and hurries toward the 
front
 door

 .

I follow her, digging my phone out of my pocket. “Look out the window first and see who 
it
 is

 .”

She casts a worried glance over her shoulder at 
me
 . “Why

 ?”

“Just to be safe.” I’m worried, though
 .

Worried someone found out I uttered the truth aloud
 .


But how would 
they
 know

 ?


“It’s the police! Open up!” Someone shouts as they knock on the front door again
 .

Willow’s eyes widen. “The police? What the hell?” She rushes to the door and pulls 
it
 open

 .

Standing on her front porch are three uniformed officers
 .

The tallest one settles his gaze on Willow. “Wynter Porterrsen
 ?”

What 
the
 hell

 ?

Willow remains quiet, probably in an attempt to protect me. I’m not going to let her do that. Let her deal with… Well, whatever 
this
 is

 .

I step forward. “Actually, 
that’s
 me

 .”

His gaze shifts to me. “Wynter Porterrsen, you’re under arrest on drug charges. Please turn around so I can 
handcuff
 you

 .”

“Wow, you’re awfully polite for someone who’s arresting me,” I spit out as I turn around
 .

“As long as your cooperative, I’ll continue being polite,” he says as he slaps a pair of handcuffs on me. “Now, stand still why I pat 
you
 down

 .”

Air rushes from my lungs as his hands begin to wander along my pockets
 .


Get your hands off 
of
 me

 !



Get your fucking 
hands
 off

 !


Tears veil my vision as nausea twists in my stomach
 .


Breathe,
 Willow mouths. We’ll get you out 
of
 this

 .


I wish I could believe her, but I already think I know what’s coming
 .

Seconds later, just like I expected, it happens. The damn officer finds a joint tucked in the inside pocket of my jacket. Willow’s eyes widen at the sight. Sure, my friends occasionally toke it up, but I used to never be much of a lover of 
Mary
 Jane

 .

After the officer hands the joint to his partner, he steers me toward a police vehicle and guides me into the backseat. Then he shuts the door, locks me in, and 
drives
 away

 .

Drives me toward the police station
 .

Drives me 
toward
 jail

 ?

Shit, how the hell am I going to get out of this? Ask my father? He probably could help me. But do I want 
his
 help

 ?

No, I don’t. 
At
 all

 .

In fact, I’d rather rot in a prison cell than ever see his face again
 .
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I
 don’t know
 much about the logistics of being arrested, but I find it odd when I’m taken back into a questioning room, all because I had a joint on me, especially when it’s legal in the next state over, which is only about a two-hour 
drive
 away

 .

And why in the world did they come to arrest me on drug charges before they even found the joint
 ?

None of this makes sense
 .

The longer I sit in that chair, staring at the window where I’m almost positive someone is watching me, the more I start to worry perhaps Travis is the reason I’m here. That maybe he set me up so I’d keep my 
mouth
 shut

 .

But then the door opens and in walks Everette along with an older dude with salt and pepper hair. When Everette’s gaze lands on me, a soft smile eases across 
his
 lips

 .

“Wynter,” he says in that stupid gentle tone that drives me nuts, sometimes in a 
good
 way

 .

“Don’t use that tone on me right now,” I glare at him. Did he have something to do with my arrest
 ?


His smile broadens. “Don’t pretend like you don’t 
like
 it

 .”

The older man crooks a brow at Everette and Everette responds with a 
heavy
 sigh

 .

“You told me to keep on eye on her,” Everette says, pulling out a chair across 
from
 me

 .

The man just shakes his head, slaps a folder down onto the table and takes a seat beside Everette. Then he focuses on me. “Hello Wynter. I’m Agent Blakeforn and I think you already know Agent Averysen.” He motions at Everette
 .

“No, I know Everette.” I recall how Everette managed to get the club evacuated that night. No wonder he could do that. He’s some sort of agent
 . “And agents? Agents 
for
 what

 ?”


Agent Averysen. Is he like an undercover agent or something? Is he the reason I’m here 
right
 now

 ?


“Everette’s my real name,” Everette assures me, resting his arms on the table. “And we work for the federal bureau
 .”

That means they’re not part of the Fairs Hollow police, the same police that lets Travis’s family get away with almost everything. That revelation brings a drop of relief, although I’m still not sure why I’m here, so that ease quickly erases
 .

“Okay, Agent Averysen.” My tone oozes with irritation as I scowl at Everette
 .

Everette smiles in response, as usual, seeming amused by me. “Relax, you’re not in trouble
 .”

“Well, she’s not if she cooperates.” Agent Blakeforn opens his folder. “As of now, she’s facing some serious drug charges
 .”

“Serious drug charges?” I arch a brow. “I had a joint on me. 
That’s
 it

 .”

“On you at the time of the arrest, yes.” Doug lifts his gaze from the file and removes his glasses. “But the officer also searched your car and found a quarter ounce of cocaine and over a half an ounce of marijuana
 .”

“That’s not mine,” I lie, tucking my hands underneath the table
 .

Shit, why did I buy that goddamn cocaine the other day? I don’t even like cocaine 
that
 much

 .

I stab my fingernails into my palms. The truth is I bought the cocaine and the weed and even some molly once to numb the pain—to numb my shattered soul inside my chest. But I can’t tell this guy that. All I can do 
is
 lie

 .


Lie, Wynter, lie. You’re so good 
at
 it

 .


“Then why was it in your car?” The old dude—Agent Dickhead is what I’m going to call him from now on—asks me condescendingly
 .

I shrug. “Maybe someone put it in there
 .”

He shuts the folder and overlaps his hands on top of it. “Well, whether that’s true or not, the car is registered to you so technically we could officially charge you for possession
 .”

“Technically?” I ask. “Does that mean you’re not going to officially 
charge
 me

 ?”

Agent Dickhead trades a look with Agent Asshole—the nickname I’m giving Everette—then both men look 
at
 me

 .

“We might be willing to drop the charges if you agree to be an informant for us for a little while,” Agent Dickhead says, watching me closely
 .


An informant. That’s what this is about?
 “To do what exactly
 ?”

Agent Dickhead and Agent Asshole exchange another glance and then Everette looks 
at
 me

 .

“We want you to get some dirt on your father,” he explains, searching my eyes for God knows what. “And the men he does 
dealings
 with

 .”

“If you agree to do that for us,” Agent Dickhead adds. “We’ll drop the charges
 .”

That rope around my chest pulls tighter. “And if I don’t
 ?”

“Then I’ll make sure you get the maximum sentencing—five to ten years,” Agent dickhead replies. “But I’d rather not 
do
 that

 .”

“Sure you wouldn’t.” I glare at him and then at Agent Asshole, who has the audacity to appear remorseful. “My dad doesn’t even tell me about his work, so I’m not sure how you think I can 
help
 you

 .”

“Find a way in,” Agent Dick head tells me. “Your Walter Porterrsen’s only child. If you ask to be part of his business, I’m sure he’ll 
consider
 it

 .”

Maybe he’s right. Maybe he’s wrong. But I don’t really have a choice, since I refuse to face drug charges. Refuse to go to jail. Refuse to let those women on that list continue to suffer without ever knowing that they’re not alone
 .

I need to stay out of jail. I’m going to have to figure out a way to make 
this
 work

 .


Somehow
 .

I ball my hands into fists. Dammit, everything is so 
screwed
 up

 .



I hate Travis Marilellie
 .



I hate everyone in 
that
 frat

 .



Hate. So much hate. How do I get rid 
of
 it

 ?


“All right, I’ll do it.” I feel like I’m sealing my fate right then and there
 .

Concern fills Everette’s eyes. Apparently he’s thinking the same thing
 .


I’m about to go down in flames
 .



Burn like a motherfucker
 .


But maybe some good can come out of this. Because if I can manage to convince my father to let me work with him, I’ll also be working with Travis’s father and Travis. Sure, the idea of being that close to Travis makes me want to puke all over the floor. But if I can get enough evidence to bring down my father, I just might be able to do the same thing to the Marilellie’s
 .

And maybe, just maybe, I’ll finally be able to get the courage to tell my story to the world
 .














Author’s
 Note














D
 ear
 
Reader

 ,


Thanks for reading The Secrets We Carry
 . I hope you enjoyed the first part of Wynter’s story. Her story has been in my head for quite a while but I’ve been hesitant to write it because I knew it was going to be difficult. Once I sat down, though, the words came pouring out and that 
was
 that

 .

A little information about this series. The Secrets We Carry
 , along with the rest of the books in the The Secrets We Carry
 series, aren’t necessarily love stories. Each leading heroine has a love interest, but the main focus is the heroine’s story and her journey toward healing. There will be multiple characters in this series who will each get their own book/books. Some of the characters are new, while some of the characters of from my Rebels & Misfits
 series, the Heartbreaker Society
 series, the Sunnyvale
 series, and the Honeyton
 series. You don’t need to read these series, though, to read The Secrets We Carry
 series. Although you can get more background information about some of the characters if 
you
 do

 .

Thanks for reading
 !

Jessica Sorensen













About the Author













A
 bout the
 
Author







J
 essica Sorensen is
 a New York Times
 and USA Today
 bestselling author who lives in the snowy mountains of Wyoming. When she’s not writing, she spends her time reading and hanging out with her family
 .
















Also by Jessica Sorensen














O
 ther books by Jessica
 
Sorensen

 :









T
 he Secrets We
 
Carry

 :




The Secrets We Carry


The Lies We Carry (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Coincidence
 
Diaries

 :




Surviving Chaos


Surviving the Chaos (Violet and Luke) (
coming
 soon

 )

Embracing the Chaos (Emery and Ryler) (
coming
 soon

 )







C
 apturing
 
Magic

 :




Chasing Magic


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 angled
 
Realms

 :




Forever Violet


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







C
 urse of the Vampire
 
Queen

 :




Tempting Raven


Enchanting Raven


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







U
 nraveling You
 
Series

 :






Unraveling
 You





Raveling
 You





Awakening
 You





Inspiring
 You



Fated by Darkness


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







U
 nexpected
 
Series

 :




The Unexpected Way of Falling


The Unpredictable Way of Falling


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







B
 ad Boy
 
Rebels

 :




Meeting The Bad Boy Rebels


Bad Girl Training


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Hacker
 
Rebels

 :




Discovering Alexis: Truth


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







S
 hadow Cove
 
Series

 :




What Lies in the Darkness


What Lies in 
the
 Dark



Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







M
 ystic Willow Bay
 
Series

 :




The Secret Life of a Witch


Broken Magic


Stolen Kisses


One Wild, Crazy, Zombie Night


Magical Whispers & the Undead


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







C
 ursed
 
Superheroes

 :





Cursed



Maddening



Undead


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







L
 exi
 
Ashford

 :




Diary of Lexi Ashford


Diary of Lexi Ashford: The Agreement


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )








S
 tandalones

 :




The 
Forgotten
 Girl









H
 oneyton
 
Series

 :




The Illusion of Annabella








R
 ebels
 & Misfits
 :



Confessions of a Kleptomaniac


Rules of a Rebel and a 
Shy
 Girl









T
 he Heartbreaker
 
Series

 :




The Opposite of Ordinary








B
 roken City
 
Series

 :





Nameless



Forsaken



Oblivion


Forbidden (
coming
 soon

 )







G
 uardian Academy
 
Series

 :





Entranced



Entangled



Enchanted


Entice (
coming
 soon

 )







S
 unnyvale
 
Series

 :




The Year I Became Isabella Anders


The Year of Falling 
in
 Love



The Year of Second Chances








T
 he Coincidence
 
Series

 :




The Coincidence of Callie and Kayden


The Redemption of Callie and Kayden


The Destiny of Violet 
and
 Luke



The Probability of Violet 
and
 Luke



The Certainty of Violet 
and
 Luke



The Resolution of Callie and Kayden


Seth & Greyson








T
 he Secret
 
Series

 :




The Prelude of Ella and Micha


The Secret of Ella and Micha


The Forever of Ella and Micha


The Temptation of Lila and Ethan


The Ever After of Ella and Micha


Lila and Ethan: Forever and Always


Ella and Micha: Infinitely and Always


The Infinitely of Ella and Micha (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Shattered Promises
 
Series

 :




Shattered Promises


Fractured Souls



Unbroken


Broken Visions


Scattered Ashes


Enchanted Illusions (
coming
 soon

 )







B
 reaking Nova
 
Series

 :






Breaking
 Nova



Saving Quinton


Delilah: The Making 
of
 Red



Nova and Quinton: No Regrets


Tristan: 
Finding
 Hope





Wreck
 Me





Ruin
 Me



Nova & Quinton: Everlasting Love (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Fallen Star
 
Series

 :




The 
Fallen
 Star



The Underworld


The Vision


The Promise


The 
Lost
 Soul



The Evanescence


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Darkness Falls
 
Series

 :




Darkness Falls


Darkness Breaks


Darkness Fades


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







T
 he Death Collectors Series
 (NA 
and
 YA

 ):



Ember X and Ember


Cinder X and Cinder


Spark X and Spark


Untitled (
coming
 soon

 )







U
 nbeautiful
 
Series

 :





Unbeautiful



Untamed






cover.jpeg





