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They say the truth always comes out.

But that’s a lie.

The truth gets buried—

beneath silence, shame, and pretty little distractions.

I thought I was the one doing the burying.

Thought I was in control.

But the truth?

I was the one being buried the whole time.

And I didn’t even notice..

– Ava

The Secrets We Bury

J.J Levy
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Part I-Junior year
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Chapter One-  The story you don’t know 
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You already know the story of how I died.

But what you don’t know are the secrets I buried that brought me there.

The lies. The games. The things I did in the dark hoping they’d never come to light.

This isn’t the story of my death.

Oh no, you know that story already.

This is the story of everything I buried; for myself, for my friends, for the ones I loved.

I’m about to take you back to where it all began.

They say two can keep a secret if one of them is dead.

I was the one who kept them. All of them.

And I was the one who ended up buried.

There are a few things I forgot to mention the last time we met.

Let me help you understand just how twisted things really were

before my untimely demise.

This story doesn’t begin with my end.

It begins with one girl.

The name we don’t say out loud anymore.

The secret I held onto like it was oxygen

until my life was ripped away.

Melanie.

This story starts back in junior year.

The year I was truly on my highest horse.

The year I was unstoppable, unforgivable, and unforgettable.

St. Agatha’s wasn’t just my school.

It was my kingdom.

And I ruled it like I owned it.

In a way, I did.

My girls;  besties— Averie and Emma were thick as thieves.

Loyal to me and only to me.

My minions. My princesses.

My perfect, obedient little puppets.

We all know how that turned out in the end.

But don’t worry, I won’t dwell on my demise.

This isn’t about me.

Not yet.

It was the beginning of the school year.

We had just returned from summer break.

And you know us, our summers were always filled with fun, trouble, and just the right amount of danger.

That kind of chaos doesn’t just disappear.

We carried it with us.

With my girls at each side of me, I strutted through the halls of St. Agatha’s.

Smiling. Waving.

Making eye contact with every wannabe and whispering bitch in that godforsaken school.

We made our way to homeroom, the one place where chaos was an unspoken tradition.

It wasn’t just a class. It was a battlefield.

The place where alliances shifted and grudges were reborn.

Where gossip flowed thicker than blood, and secrets were traded like currency.

It was the opening ceremony of the social Olympics.

Every girl strutted in like a contestant.

Every story was a competition.

The vacations they took, the boys they slept with, the girls they betrayed, the rivals they humiliated.

It all got dumped out here, loud enough for attention, soft enough for denial.

Emma leaned in, whispering something about Eliza and a lifeguard in Cancun. Averie rolled her eyes, already bored.

Two rows down, Veronica Price was flashing her new nose job and pretending it wasn’t obvious.

Someone in the back mentioned a pregnancy scare.

Another girl said she got dumped via text from a St. Augustine boy she’d “never even dated.”

Typical.

Everyone wanted to be seen.

Everyone wanted to be feared, loved, hated — as long as they weren’t ignored.

And me?

I didn’t need to speak.

I just sat down, crossed my legs, and watched the room rearrange itself around me.

That’s when I noticed her.

Sitting alone, three seats from the back.

Melanie.

Hair tucked behind her ears. No lip gloss. No social armor. Just wide eyes and a notebook she clutched like a shield.

She didn’t belong.

But I could work with that.

Melanie Finley, the identical twin sister of Melody Finley.

Now, Melody and I were... well, let’s just say we were far from friends.

I wasn’t too fond of her, and the feeling was mutual.

My rival in tennis. My rival in class. My rival in the goddamn halls.

Always walking like she owned the place — my place.

The nerve of that smug little bitch.

But Melanie?

She was nothing like her sister.

It’s almost funny how two people can be born identical and still come out completely opposite.

Where Melody was polished, smug, and sharp-tongued, Melanie was awkward, skittish, painfully unsure.

Picture Ugly Betty — thick test-glasses, greasy blonde hair, hunched posture, bookworm tendencies, the whole sad package.

She was like the female version of Steve Urkel. You could practically hear the snorting laugh in her silence.

She kept to herself.

Unlike her despicable sibling who spent every waking second trying to outshine me in my own kingdom.

Melody was the preppy one — florals, pearls, honor rolls, and fake smiles.

A girly-girl with bite.

Smart, pretty, determined. I hated all of it.

But Melanie?

She was a blank canvas.

An open notebook waiting to be written on.

And I had the pen.

She would be my little project.

My chess piece.

My experiment.

She would be mine.

I looked at her and smiled.

She glanced up, caught my gaze, then immediately looked down, flustered.

Shy. Small. Easy.

Averie and Emma caught on instantly.

“Ava, what are you thinking about?” Emma asked, her voice sing-song and mocking.

I giggled. “Oh, nothing...”

I paused, watching Melanie’s hunched shoulders and twitchy fingers.

“What do you guys think about having a little fun?”

I let the words drip out slowly. “A little project?”

They exchanged a glance. Then looked at me. Then at Melanie.

“Let’s do it,” Averie said, already smirking.

I laughed, grabbed my bag, and the three of us walked over to where Melanie sat, buried in some book she probably already read five times.

We circled her like vultures. Sat down around her, no warning, no room to escape.

“Hi, Melanie,” I said sweetly, syrup coating every syllable.

She jumped a little, then tried to shrink into her seat. I leaned in.

“What are you reading there?” I asked, slowly sliding the book down from her face.

She shook her head. “Nothing,” she whispered so softly it was almost a breath.

I smiled and brushed the loose strands of hair away from her cheek.

“You are so pretty. Has anyone ever told you that?”

She smiled back, shyly, nervously. Cowardly. But she didn’t answer.

I kept the smile, warm and patient. “Where’s your sister? How could she miss the first day of school?”

Melanie hesitated. “She had an emergency,” she said, her eyes lowering again.

I laughed, sharp and sarcastic. “What kind of emergency might that be?”

“I’m not supposed to say,” she mumbled.

Averie reached out, touched her hand like we were old friends. “That’s okay, Melanie. We’ll take care of you.”

Emma chimed in, her voice honeyed but hollow. “Yeah, we want to help you. This is your junior year. One more and we’re seniors. Don’t you want to have a great year?”

“I guess...” she said softly.

We all smiled. I reached out and gently tilted her chin so she had to look at me.

“We’re going to be great friends, Melanie. You just wait and see.”
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Chapter Two- Project Makeover
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That entire day, Melanie stuck to us like glue.

Perfect.

My claws had sunk right in — just where I needed them to be.

At lunch, we sat outside, soaking up the August sun. The warmth danced across our skin, the air buzzing with the sound of rumors and envy.

Everyone watched us.

Whispers passed from table to table, eyes flickering toward our group, then quickly away.

Melanie Finley? Sitting with us?

It was odd. Suspicious. Unnatural.

But no one was brave enough to say it to my face.

They wouldn’t dare.

In my mind, I was already planning.

Organizing.

Plotting.

How to turn this little ugly duckling into the perfect swan — one I could control.

This wasn’t my first rodeo.

My first project was Averie.

She was a total disaster before we found her — frizzy curls, knockoff heels, nervous as hell.

But I made her into the girl she is now.

Stylish. Polished. Loyal.

Devoted.

A perfectly curated version of herself, all thanks to me.

Soon, Melanie would be no different.

Another success story.

Another puppet with invisible strings.

I liked to think of myself as a helper of the poor, unfortunate souls.

And the level of power I held?

No one could comprehend it.

So I used it to my full advantage.

Melanie sat beside me, her tray untouched, her eyes darting every few seconds like a scared rabbit.

So timid.

So afraid.

So fucking sheltered.

Ugh. She was worse than Averie used to be.

“Melanie,” I said coolly, resting my chin in my palm and leaning forward, my lips slowly moistening like I was about to tell a secret.

“Would you like to come to the mall with us girls after school?”

She blinked fast. Looked around.

Stuttered.

“I... I have to ask my mom first.”

I smiled, sweet and lethal.

“Oh no worries, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind. We’re just going shopping. Aren’t we, girls?”

I looked at Averie and Emma.

“Yeah,” Averie chimed in. “Totally harmless.”

“We can even call for you if you want,” Emma added. “Ava’s so good with parents.”

We giggled, already knowing we had her.

“So what do you say, Mel?” I asked, my tone dripping with sugary charm.

“How about it?”

She smiled like it was the first time someone had ever included her in anything.

“Sure... um... but you’ll call my mom, right? I’ll give you her number.”

“Of course,” I said, lying through my perfect teeth.

Like hell I was calling her mom.

Fuck her mom.

I ran things around here.

And if I wanted to bring Melanie to the mall for a quick little makeover,

who the hell was going to stop me?

The school day ended.

It was time for the queen to leave her kingdom briefly and tend to the needs of the people.

Project Makeover: Duckling Edition.

We all piled into my Audi. The sun was still hot on the windshield, the kind of afternoon where everything feels loud and golden and alive.

Taylor Swift blasted from the speakers as we sped down the street — windows down, our voices loud and off-key, laughing like our lives were perfect.

And they were.

Well, mine was.

Everyone was grinning.

Except Melanie.

She sat in the backseat, pressed up against the door like it might swallow her whole.

Wide-eyed. Quiet. Clutching her tote bag like someone might snatch it away at any moment.

God.

Could one girl be so fucking timid?

Emma turned from the passenger seat, bouncing with excitement.

“Jason’s meeting us at the mall!”

“Fuck,” I muttered under my breath.

Jason Larson.

You remember him, right?

Emma’s boyfriend.

St. Augustine’s golden boy.

Football captain.

And, well...

Soon-to-be killer of me.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

I smiled like a good queen does and checked my rearview mirror, catching Emma’s reflection.

“Perfect,” I said sweetly. “We could use his boyish opinion on certain things.”
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THE MALL GREETED US with fluorescent lights and air conditioning that smelled like designer cologne and new leather.

We walked in like we owned the place — because we did.

Melanie trailed behind, her eyes darting from store to store, like she was trying to memorize everything before someone told her she didn’t belong.

“Alright, duckling,” I said, turning to her with a wicked grin. “Let’s get to work.”

We started at Sephora — trial runs of blush, lip gloss, and concealer to “brighten her face.”

Then Zara, where Averie picked out three mini dresses and Emma grabbed heels and low-rise jeans she said were “so 2005 it’s iconic again.”

I handed Melanie a crop top, deep blue, the kind that would finally show she had a waist. She stared at it like it was radioactive.

In the fitting room, we handed her outfit after outfit.

Each time she stepped out, a little more of her armor cracked.

The glasses came off.

The hair went up.

She started to smile, just barely.

Jason met us outside the salon with a Jamba Juice in hand.

He looked her up and down like she was an alien.

“You clean up nice,” he said, and Melanie blushed like it was the first compliment she’d ever received.

We laughed. I rolled my eyes.

Typical Jason — charming if you liked emotional damage wrapped in muscle.

Then came the final step.

The hair.

She sat in the salon chair, clutching the armrests like she was bracing for surgery.

The stylist, a guy named Luca with lavender nails and sharp cheekbones, ran his fingers through her limp, greasy hair and winced.

“Oh, honey,” he said. “We’re gonna fix this mess.”

I showed him a picture — a short, bouncy bob with soft highlights that would bring out the pale blue in her eyes.

Luca smirked. “Say less.”

Scissors flashed. Blondes dropped in chunks.

The blow dryer roared like a jet engine, and then...

There she was.

Still awkward. Still a little hunched.

But cleaner. Brighter. Softer.

Pretty, even.

Her eyes met mine in the mirror.

“You like it?” I asked.

She nodded slowly, lips parting just slightly.

“I... yeah. I think I do.”

I leaned in, resting a hand on her shoulder like a proud mother.

“You’re welcome.”

I dropped her home just before sunset.

Melanie stepped out of the car, arms overflowing with bags — so many that she nearly tripped over her own feet halfway up the driveway.

I almost hoped she would. It would’ve been the most dramatic thing she’d ever done.

And then I saw her.

Melody.

Standing at their front door like a disapproving mother.

Arms crossed. Jaw tight. Eyes narrow.

This bitch.

I grinned, rolled down the window, and shot her a middle finger.

Then I sped off without a care in the world.

Oh, she was fuming.

But I didn’t care.

My plan was in motion.

And she’d be stupid to try and stop it.
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NEXT WAS AVERIE. I dropped her off with a quick air kiss.

Emma had ditched us after the mall to go off with Jason.

Typical.

I wished she’d leave that boy alone, but she wouldn’t.

Not until he broke her completely.
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WHEN I GOT HOME, THE sun had already dipped behind the hills, and the shadows danced in our driveway like ghosts.

I pushed the door open and was greeted by the familiar sound of clinking glass.

“Mother,” I said, dryly.

She stood in the foyer in full glam — wine glass in hand, dress so tight I thought she might actually suffocate.

“Hi, sweetie,” she cooed, like she hadn’t spent the last three weeks in Cabo “expanding the brand.”

“How was school?”

“Eventful,” I replied, vague and short. Just the way she liked it.

Then came the man of the hour — my father.

Forever on his phone.

Forever business-like.

Forever pretending I was invisible.

“Ava,” he said flatly, barely glancing up as he walked into the kitchen, still mid-conference call.

“Dad,” I snapped, my voice laced with attitude.

No reply.

Of course not.

I rolled my eyes and headed upstairs, tossing my bag into the corner of my room before collapsing onto my bed.

I pulled out my phone and typed into the group chat.

Me:

So what do you think, girls?

Will Melanie blend in?

Averie:

Maybe... but we have Melody to worry about.

Emma:

That’s true.

Melody will be a problem.

I sent back a laughing emoji.

Me:

Let me deal with Melody.

Then I typed again.

Me:

Averie, did Thornton confirm the details for the frat party this weekend?

Averie:

Ooh let me text him and get back to you guys.

I can’t wait.

I smiled, tossing my phone beside me as I laid back and stared at the ceiling.

What a blessing it was to be me.
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Chapter Three- The First Party
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The second we stepped into St. Agatha’s, I knew we had won.

It was only the first week back, and already it felt like a scene straight out of a high school movie.

My girls flanked me on both sides — the loyal, well-trained minions — and behind us, like a polished little shadow, came Melanie.

All eyes were on us.

No, scratch that.

All eyes were on her.

Melanie cleaned up well.

Her blonde hair bounced with every step, now styled into a fresh bob with highlights that shimmered under the fluorescent hallway lights.

The thick glasses were gone, replaced by baby-blue contacts that made her eyes pop.

Lip gloss? Shiny as hell.

Books? Nowhere in sight.

My little project. My protégé.

We strutted toward our lockers like we owned the world.

And then, of course, the air shifted.

Cue the hiss.

“What did you do to my sister, you bitch?”

Melody.

She stood in front of us like a thundercloud with attitude.

Arms crossed. Hair pulled back too tight. Eyes spitting fire.

God, she was exhausting.

I smiled as I opened my locker, casual and unbothered.

“Melanie, sweetie,” I said, my tone sugar-sweet. “Care to answer your sister?”

Melanie stepped forward, voice quiet but clear.

“I’m fine, Mel. I’m... pretty. Why can’t you just be happy for me? You never cared to help.”

Oh.

Well, well.

Look who was growing a backbone.

Melody stared at her like she had been slapped.

“I hope when this cunt turns her back on you, you don’t come running to me,” she spat, before whipping around, flipping her hair over her shoulder and storming off.

We burst out laughing.

Who the hell did she think she was?
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THE REST OF FRIDAY flew by.

Anticipation buzzed through the air like static.

Tonight was the first party of the year.

And not just any party.

Thornton Grayson’s frat party.

The moment school ended, we rushed out, giggling in the parking lot, already planning the night.

We all agreed to get ready at my house. Of course. Where else?
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GETTING READY

My walk-in closet became a war zone of short skirts, strappy heels, and body spray.

Averie went with a red cut-out dress.

Emma chose black leather pants and a sheer top — predictable but hot.

Melanie, however...

We chose a blush pink two-piece set for her. Tiny skirt. Tight crop top.

I curled her hair just enough to give it bounce, glossed her lips, and added a single dab of shimmer to her collarbones.

She looked... almost stunning.

Not quite me, of course.

But she’d turn heads. Maybe even the right one.

“Do you think it’s too short?” she asked, tugging the hem nervously.

“Mel,” I said, brushing her hand away. “That’s the point.”
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THE PARTY

The frat house pulsed with music and hormones.

Bass thumped in our chests as we walked through the doors, the smell of beer, sweat, and bad decisions thick in the air.

It was alive.

Wild.

Exactly how I liked it.

We moved through the crowd like royalty — Emma already looking for Jason, Averie grabbing drinks, Melanie trailing us nervously until...

I saw it.

He saw her.

Thornton.

Standing by the pong table in a white tee and jeans, drink in hand, a lazy smirk on his face.

He looked up — and his eyes locked on Melanie.

There it was.

The flicker.

I saw his eyebrows lift, his mouth twitch like he was impressed.

She turned away quickly, flustered, pretending she hadn’t noticed him.

Oh, this will be fun, I thought.
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LATER THAT NIGHT

The party blurred into music and lights and too many drinks.

Emma was off with Jason somewhere, God knows where.

Averie was dancing with a senior from another school.

And I?

I found Thornton leaning against a wall, cocky and relaxed, beer dangling in his hand.

His eyes trailed over me slowly.

“I see your project turned out nice,” he said with a smirk.

I leaned in, lips brushing the rim of his cup.

“You haven’t even seen my best work yet.”

He laughed, low and rough.

And then he kissed me.

We slipped upstairs.

It was rough.

It was messy.

It was the kind of thing that left marks on your hips and guilt in your chest —

but it made me feel alive.

Powerful.

I knew he didn’t love me.

But I didn’t care.

I didn’t need love.

I needed to own him.
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THE FIRST TIME I SAW Ethan

Afterward, I cleaned myself up in the bathroom, reapplied my lipstick, and walked back downstairs like nothing had happened.

And that’s when I saw him.

Ethan.

Leaning against the kitchen counter, sipping a Coke, chatting with Thornton like they were old college bros — which they were.

He was older.

Taller.

Confident in a way that wasn’t performative.

God. He was beautiful.

He looked at me, and I felt something crack under my ribs.

Our eyes locked.

Fireworks.

I walked over, hips swaying, smile locked in.

“Hi,” I said.

He looked me over, not in the way boys at school did.

Not like he wanted to conquer me.

Like he saw me.

“I’m Ethan,” he said, offering a hand.

“Ava,” I replied, slipping mine into his.

“Nice to meet you.”

“Student or alum?”

“Alum,” I lied smoothly.

“I’m twenty.”

He grinned. “Good. I’d hate to be talking to a sixteen year-old.”

I smiled.

I was sixteen .

But he didn’t need to know that.

We talked. Flirted.

Exchanged numbers.

By the time I left that party, I knew two things.

Thornton wanted Melanie.

And I wanted Ethan.

Game on.
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Chapter Four- Playing with Fire
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Saturday crept in like a secret.

The sun poured through my blinds, casting golden shadows across my bed, and I laid there — sheets tangled between my legs, lips curled into a grin, phone buzzing beside me.

I was texting Ethan.

And God, it felt good.

He was fresh.

New.

Exciting.

Not some schoolboy with daddy issues or frat boy with fake charm.

He was twenty-four. A man.

Me:

Tell me more about yourself. What do you do? I typed, fingers flying.

His reply came instantly.

Ethan:

Just finished my degree in teaching. Got offered a sub job at a high school. I’m thinking of taking it.

I bit my lip

.

Me:

Interesting... maybe you could teach me a few things, I replied, teasing.

There was a pause.

Then:

Ethan:

Maybe... how do you know Thornton?

My stomach tightened.

Me:

I used to tutor his little sister, Averie.

Lie. Smooth and clean.

The texts kept going.

Flirty. Fast. Addicting.

I sent him a picture — low angle, pouty lips, lacy bra peeking through my tank top.

He replied with a shirtless mirror shot, abs tight, jaw sharp.

I was hot. Bothered. Imagining his hands.

Until—

Thornton:

I want to see you.

Ugh.

This man.

I stared at the text like it might bite.

What the hell was I getting into?

And why did something deep in my stomach twist like a warning?

I ignored it, like I always did.

Where? I texted.

We agreed on his apartment; the one off campus, close enough to the university but far from the noise of the frat house. His private little den.

I threw on the skimpiest dress I owned. tight, black, with a slit high enough to feel illegal.

Glossed my lips. Curled my hair. Spritzed my perfume like a weapon.

And hit the road.
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THORNTON’S APARTMENT

I knocked once.

He opened the door shirtless, jeans low on his hips, body still humming with the kind of energy that made girls lose their morals.

He smirked like he’d been expecting me.

No words.

He stepped aside, and I walked in.
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WE DIDN’T TALK — NOT at first.

There was no need.

The tension?

Already waiting for us.

We kissed like we were starved for it. Rushed. Rough. Needy.

Clothes disappeared.

Fingernails clawed.

Breath hitched.

He pushed me against the wall, the table, the edge of the bed.

We didn’t make love.

We fought through sex — all heat and hunger and control.

It was toxic.

And addictive.

And so, so good.
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AFTERWARD, I LAID TANGLED in his sheets, hair wild, heartbeat slowing. He lit a cigarette, eyes heavy as he stared at the ceiling like it might whisper answers.

I watched him — studied the curve of his jaw, the tension in his shoulders, the way he didn’t look at me.

“What?” I asked finally.

He exhaled.

“That girl,” he said.

I didn’t flinch.

I already knew.

“Melanie?”

He nodded.

“She’s... different,” he said slowly. “There’s something real about her. Like she’s not trying to impress anyone. It’s kind of... refreshing.”

I rolled over on my side, propped myself up on one elbow, pretending to be unbothered.

“She’s cute,” I said casually. “And totally into you, by the way.”

He looked at me, surprised.

“You don’t care?”

I smiled — wide, bright, calculated.

“Of course not. We’re just fun, Thornton. You and me? We know what this is.”

He blinked. Nodded once. Believed me.

Idiot.

Because while he laid there thinking I didn’t care, I was already setting the stage.

If he wanted Melanie?

Fine.

He could have her.

But only if I handed her over.

Only if I got to control it.

If I couldn’t have Thornton’s heart, I’d control the girl who did.

And besides... if Melanie got hurt in the end?

Well.

She knew what she signed up for.

I texted in the group chat the second I walked out of Thornton’s apartment. The evening air was warm, sticky against my skin, my legs still trembling slightly. Lipstick smudged. Pride intact.

Me:

I think Melanie and Thornton like each other. Should we set them up?

Emma:

Do you think that’s a good idea?

Averie:

Are we forgetting he’s my brother and he’s 21?? She’s a minor.

I rolled my eyes and smirked at the screen.

Me:

How many college guys have we fucked?

Didn’t think age was a concern, Averie.

A pause.

Averie:

You’re right... but I don’t want Thornton to get in trouble.

He’s already on bad terms with Mom and Dad.

Especially Dad.

Of course he was. The Graysons had enough skeletons in their closet to build a second family.

Emma:

What did you have in mind, Ava?

I slipped into my car, shut the door, and sat still for a moment. My fingers hovered over the screen.

Me:

I’d never let Thornton get in trouble.

He’s like a brother to all of us.

The words made me sick.

He had been inside me less than an hour ago, had gripped my waist and whispered things only a lover should whisper.

Now I was calling him family?

I stared at my reflection in the rearview mirror, running my fingers through my hair like I could shake off the guilt.

But guilt doesn’t stick to girls like me. It slides right off, like gloss on glass.

Me:

I think I have a plan.

As long as Melanie doesn’t try to cross me, she’ll be fine.

A beat.

Me:

Let’s meet at my place.

We’ll go over the details.

I tossed my phone on the passenger seat and started the car.

The engine purred.

Let the games begin.
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Chapter Five- The Plan
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We all gathered in my room just after sunset.

Emma sat beside me on the bed, casually flipping through a magazine like we weren’t planning a social ambush. Averie was curled up in my white lounger, biting her cuticles like it was a nervous tick she couldn’t quit.

“I’m not trying to destroy Melanie, guys,” I said, flipping my hair off my shoulder. “I just want to give her something real. Something she’ll never forget. Something that makes her loyal to us.”

I paused, locking eyes with both of them.

“Thornton is that opening.”

Averie looked away quickly, still nibbling at her fingers. Her silence was enough. She knew this was dangerous, but she wasn’t going to stop me.

She never did.

Emma was more enthusiastic. She always was.

“I agree,” she said, eyes lighting up. “Let’s set them up. Jason’s throwing that party next weekend, remember? His parents will be out of town. Perfect opportunity.”

I smiled. My good, obedient puppet, offering up the next perfect move like a trained queen’s guard.

“I like it,” I said.

Then I turned to Averie.

“Averie?” My tone sharpened. “I expect your input.”

She hesitated, blowing air out of her lips like a pouty child.

“I just... I don’t think it’s a good idea, guys.”

I sat up, heat rising under my skin.

Excuse me?

I was the one making sacrifices here. I was the one offering my favorite fuck toy on a silver platter to some girl who still didn’t know how to wear eyeliner. And now Averie wanted to play the hero?

No.

Absolutely not.

So I did what I did best.

I reminded her.

“Are we forgetting how you were popping pills during finals last year?” I asked casually, eyes locked. “Or that your little dealer stopped supplying you, and you cried to Thornton until he started helping out?”

Her face dropped.

Silence.

Emma looked away. She knew better than to intervene.

Averie lowered her eyes to the floor, voice suddenly soft.

“Fine. Let’s do the party thing,” she whispered. “But whatever we do, please, just don’t let Thornton get in trouble. Please, Ava.”

“I won’t,” I said with a gentle smile.

I always smiled when I lied.
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THE NIGHT STRETCHED on in lazy waves.

We ordered pizza. Spread out magazines. Watched a movie we’d already seen twice.

But most of the time, we were building the plan.

Step by step.

Word by word.

A foolproof setup.

Invite Thornton. Get Melanie to wear something short. Plant the seed. Let the drinks flow. Let the sparks fly.

We were going to make her fall hard.

And if she didn’t?

We’d push her.

I knew what I was doing.

They trusted me.

And Melanie?

She had no idea she’d just stepped onto a chessboard.

The girls spent the night.

We laid around my room like lazy royalty — pizza boxes stacked on my vanity, makeup wipes scattered across the floor, Emma snoring lightly beside me while Averie scrolled through her phone in silence before finally passing out in the lounger.

Me?

I didn’t sleep.

My mind was restless, buzzing with the details of our plan, and the intoxicating thrill of playing God with other people’s lives.

But mostly, I was thinking about him.

Ethan.

We’d been texting all night. Every buzz of my phone sent a jolt through me. There was something about him — something I couldn’t quite put my finger on yet.

He wasn’t just hot. He wasn’t just older.

There was a quiet confidence to him, a stillness behind the flirtation. Like he was hiding just as many secrets as I was.

Ethan Conway.

Originally from New Jersey, grew up middle class, worked for everything he had. He’d gotten a scholarship to CSU to study teaching. He didn’t come from money like me — not even close — but somehow, he’d still found his way into the rich boy circle when he became friends with my dear old Thornton Grayson.

They met at orientation. Became inseparable. And now here I was, tangled in their web, screwing one and falling for the other.

I should have felt guilty.

But I didn’t.

Ethan’s texts were fire — all the things he wanted to do to me, where he wanted to take me, what he wanted to experience with me.

I bit my lip reading them.

Gosh, was I wrong to want every inch of him?

Maybe.

But I didn’t care.

I couldn’t wait.
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Chapter Six-Fire and Fuel
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Monday rolled around quicker than I expected.

The weekend haze hadn’t worn off, and I was still glowing from my not-so-innocent late-night activities. I stood in front of the mirror, brushing highlighter onto my cheekbones when my phone lit up.

Ethan:

Took the job. Can’t wait to tell you more. First day’s today.

A grin tugged at my lips. I typed back quickly.

Me:

Congrats. Still on for later?

Ethan:

Wouldn’t miss it. Have a great day, sweetie.

Sweetie.

That word danced around in my head like a forbidden song. I smiled like a goddamn idiot. For a moment, the chaos in my life faded into static. It was just me, my lip gloss, and a man I wasn’t supposed to want.

I finished getting ready — uniform flawless, skirt rolled just short enough to provoke whispers. The Graysons weren’t the only ones who knew how to make a scene.

My parents were gone again. Spain this time, I think? I lost track. It was always some deal, some investor, some excuse to abandon me in this castle of a house.

I didn’t mind. Their absence was my freedom.

I grabbed my bag and slid into my car, heading to Starbucks to meet the girls before school.
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STARBUCKS.

We always claimed the same corner booth. The world felt smaller there — like nothing could touch us. Emma was sipping her usual caramel frappuccino, Averie was picking at a croissant she’d never finish, and Melanie sat nervously beside me, eyes wide, fingers twitching like she didn’t belong.

Because she didn’t. Not yet.

She was still in her trial phase.

“Melanie,” I said sweetly, stirring my iced coffee, “has anyone told you that you’ve been getting a lot of attention lately?”

Her face flushed immediately.

I loved that.

“Um... no?” she replied, voice barely above a whisper.

Emma smirked and leaned in. “Well, let’s just say a certain someone noticed you at the party.”

Melanie’s brows pulled together. “Who?”

I didn’t answer.

Instead, I let it hang.

Averie looked hesitant, eyes flicking to me like she was still unsure we should go through with it.

Emma didn’t wait.

“Thornton,” she said.

Melanie’s lips parted. Her face turned beet red. She blinked rapidly, then looked down at her drink like it suddenly became very interesting.

“He... noticed me?”

I gave her a knowing smile. “He asked about you. He thinks you’re sweet.”

She bit her lip, trying not to grin, but failing. That was all it took. One seed. One name. And she was hooked.

But what I wasn’t prepared for — the sharp, cold sting in my gut. It ripped through me before I could hide it. I sipped my coffee too fast, forcing a smile.

Emma caught it. Of course she did.

My phone buzzed in my lap.

Emma:

You sure you’re okay with this?

I glanced at her. She didn’t look up, just kept sipping, but I knew. She knew about me and Thornton. I told her everything — she was the only one who knew what he felt like between my legs, what he sounded like when he came.

I typed back slowly.

Me:

Not really. But it’s the means to an end.

Pause.

Me:

Besides... I’ve been talking to someone. Ethan.

He’s the perfect distraction.

She looked at me again — not judgmental, not smug — just aware.

Then she nodded.

We went back to our drinks like nothing had happened.

Melanie was still glowing at the thought of Thornton.

Averie said nothing, as usual.

And me?

I watched it all unfold from the center of my empire — feeling the burn of jealousy under my skin, the thrill of deceit rushing through my veins.

I was falling for one boy.

Selling another.

And controlling it all.

We got to school just before the bell.

The moment we stepped onto campus, Melody was waiting. Like a storm cloud ready to ruin a perfectly sunny day.

Her eyes were sharper than usual — narrow, defensive, mean.

“You really think you can steal my sister from me, you bitch?” she hissed.

Melanie stiffened beside me.

I opened my locker with a smile. “Melanie, sweetie, care to answer your sister?”

Melanie hesitated, but something changed in her. Something new.

“Mel,” Melody snapped, “what the hell is this?”

“I’m fine,” Melanie said, louder than I expected. “Why don’t you lay off Ava’s dick, you act like you gave a fuck about me!”

Oop.

Even I was surprised.

Emma shot me a grin. Averie looked up for the first time that morning.

Melody’s mouth fell open. She blinked once, then twice, like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“You are so fucking hilarious, you were warned Melanie, you think Ava gives a fuck about you. You just wait and see,” she snapped, turning on her heel and storming off.

We laughed. Loudly.

Melanie defending me?

My pieces were falling into place, slowly but surely.
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FIRST CLASS OF THE day?

History.

Why? Who puts history at the top of a Monday morning?

We took our usual seats — my girls always close, always loyal. Melanie followed us like a shadow, notebook already out.

Then he walked in.

And my heart dropped.

Emma and I locked eyes.

Shit.

Why was Ethan walking into this classroom?

He moved to the board, grabbing a marker with shaky fingers. I tried to keep my composure, but I felt like I couldn’t breathe. The walls were closing in. His eyes scanned the room, then landed on me.

Frozen.

His mouth parted like he was about to speak, but nothing came out. We were statues — caught in the middle of a fire we both started.

Did one of my lies really catch up to me?

Had I been so sloppy as to never ask which school he was starting at?

Dammit, Ava.

He shook his head, looked down, then turned back to the class.

“My name is Ethan Conway,” he said, voice low. “I’ll be your substitute teacher for history this semester.”

I was going to throw up.

Without a word, I grabbed my bag and stormed out.

The hallway spun. I stumbled into the bathroom, threw cold water on my face, trying to breathe. My hands were shaking. My vision blurred.

Was this what a panic attack felt like?

Moments later, Emma, Averie, and Melanie burst in behind me.

“Ava, what the hell is going on?” Averie shouted.

I looked at Emma, then back to Averie.

“Ethan and I have been texting since Thornton’s party. I had no idea he’d be teaching here.”

Silence.

They all exchanged glances.

“Fuck,” Averie muttered.

“Shit,” Emma whispered.

Melanie just blinked, lost as always.

I leaned over the sink, water dripping down my wrists.

What a tangled fucking web indeed.
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