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POV: JULIAN 

The rain wasn't the poetic kind. It was the messy, freezing, October kind that turned the world into a grey blur and made the blood on my knuckles ache with a dull, throbbing rhythm.

I sat in the driver’s seat of my car, the engine idling with a low, mechanical growl that echoed the static in my head. I was parked in the shadows of the East Wing dorms, right where the streetlights didn't quite reach. My eyes were locked on a single window on the third floor. Elena’s window. It was dark.

She was in there, probably sleeping-or staring at the ceiling, hating me with every breath she took. Both options felt like a knife to the ribs.

I looked down at my hands. They were a mess. Swollen, purple, and crusted with a mixture of my blood and Leo’s. I’d spent three hours in a holding cell tonight, listening to the drip of a leaky faucet and the sound of my own heartbeat, before the Vance family lawyer showed up with enough money to make the "assault" charges look like a misunderstanding.

But there was no lawyer for what I’d done to Elena. There was no bail for the truth.

My hand drifted to the pocket of my leather jacket. I felt the crinkle of the paper-the list. It was a stupid, crumpled piece of notebook paper that had somehow become the most lethal weapon in my possession.

I pulled it out, the interior light of the car flickering as I smoothed it against the steering wheel. It was a list of names. A list of targets. And right at the top, written in my own arrogant, careless scrawl from two months ago, was her name.

ELENA RAYMOND: THE SUNBEAM.

Beside it, a series of checkmarks.

¤ The Coffee Shop Incident (Check).

¤ The Library Flip (Check).

¤The Midterm Intervention (Check).

I stared at the ink until my vision blurred. Two months ago, this had been a game. It had been a way to kill the boredom of being a trust-fund kid with too much talent and not enough soul. Leo had laughed. Cassandra had smirked. And I? I had been the king of the "Beautiful Mess," thinking I could puppet-master a girl’s heart for a ten-thousand-dollar pot and a few laughs at the Alpha house.

I didn't believe in souls back then. I certainly didn't believe in mine.

Then she smiled. Not the "Good Girl" smile she gave the professors, but that sharp, sassy, I-see-right-through-you smile she only gave to me. And suddenly, the list wasn't a game. It was a roadmap to my own destruction.

"You're a dead man, Vance," I whispered to the empty car.

I remembered the way she’d looked in that midnight-blue dress tonight. Like a goddess born from the very fire that was trying to consume us. She had looked at me with so much trust-so much raw, unadulterated love-and I had let her walk right into the trap I’d built with my own hands.

The worst part? I wasn't even unrepentant about the fight. I’d do it again. I’d break every bone in Leo’s body by putting his hand on her. That was the "Beast" in me-the possessive, dark part that would burn the world down just to keep her warm.

But the list... the list was the "Monster."

It was proof that I’d hunted her. It was the evidence that every "accidental" meeting, every "spontaneous" kiss, and every "vulnerable" confession had started as a line item on a wager.

How do you tell the person who saved you that you only met them because you were looking for someone to ruin?

A movement at the dorm entrance caught my eye. A figure stepped out into the rain, huddled under a large, black umbrella. My heart stopped. I knew that walk. Even from fifty yards away, I knew the set of her shoulders.

It was Elena.

She wasn't heading for the library. She wasn't heading for the coffee shop. She was walking toward the edge of the campus, toward the woods. Toward the place where we’d had our first real conversation.

I shoved the list back into my pocket, my pulse spiking. It was 4:00 AM. She shouldn't be out. Not after the bonfire. Not after what Marcus said to her.

I watched her for a second, my hand on the gear shift. I should let her go. I should give her the space she deserves. I should be the "Safe Harbor" she needed by staying the hell away from her.

But I’m Julian Vance. I don't do "safe." And I definitely don't let go.

I shifted the car into drive and crept forward, keeping the headlights off. I followed her from a distance, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

She stopped at the trailhead, the one that led to the old observatory. She stood there for a long time, the umbrella tilting as she looked up at the grey, weeping sky.
She looked so small. So fragile. And yet, I knew that if she turned around and saw me, she’d have enough fire in her to incinerate me where I sat.

I wanted to run to her. I wanted to drop to my knees in the mud and beg her to forgive me. I wanted to tell her that the list was a lie, that the bet was a mistake, and that I’d give every cent of the Vance fortune just to hear her call me "Julian" one more time without that edge of heartbreak in her voice.

But as I watched her, she reached into her pocket. She pulled out her phone, the screen illuminating her face-pale, tear-streaked, and hauntingly beautiful.

She was typing.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder. I didn't have to look at it to know it was her. I felt it in my bones.

I picked it up with a trembling hand.

ELENA: I’m at the observatory. If you want to tell me the truth about Sarah, come now. If you don’t, don’t ever look for me again.

I stared at the screen. Sarah. The name that haunted my nightmares. The girl from three years ago. The girl who proved that I didn't just break hearts-I broke lives.

The list in my pocket felt like it was burning through the leather.

She didn't know about the bet yet. Leo was waiting for the right moment to play that card. But she knew about Sarah. Or she knew enough to be dangerous.

I looked at her silhouette against the trees. She was a "Good Girl" playing a dangerous game, and I was the "Alpha" who was about to lose everything.

I had two choices. I could go up there and lie. I could spin a story that made me the victim and Sarah the villain. I could keep Elena in my bed and in my life for a few more weeks until the next twist hit.

Or I could tell her the truth. The whole, ugly, bloody truth.

I’d lose her. I knew that. A girl like Elena Raymond doesn't stay with a guy who has a list in his pocket and a ghost in his closet.

But as I watched her start to walk up the trail, her umbrella disappearing into the mist, I realized that I’d rather be hated for who I was than loved for the lie I’d created.

I turned off the engine. The silence that followed was heavy, melancholic, and terrifying.

I opened the car door, the rain instantly soaking through my shirt. I didn't care. I started walking toward the trail, my boots sinking into the mud, my bruised knuckles stinging.

Volume 1 was the attraction.

Volume 2 was a mess.

Volume 3... Volume 3 was the reckoning.

And as I reached the first bend in the trail, I saw her standing at the top of the hill, waiting for me. She looked like a judge. She looked like an angel.

She looked like the end of my world.

"Okay, Sunbeam," I whispered, the rain masking the sound of my voice. "Let’s see if you still want the truth when you realize it’s the only thing that’s going to set you free."

I didn't stop. I didn't turn back. I walked right into the storm, knowing that by the time the sun came up, the "Beautiful Mess" would be nothing but ash.
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POV: ELENA 

Consequences don’t just knock on your door. They kick it in, set your life on fire, and then ask why you’re sweating.

I woke up at 10:00 AM to a room that felt entirely too bright and a head that felt like it had been used for target practice at a batting cage. My mouth tasted like stale tequila and woodsmoke-the perfume of a girl who had officially traded her future for a front-row seat to a riot.

For a split second, I stayed still. I kept my eyes closed, trying to pretend I was still the Elena Raymond from a month ago. The one who worried about Constitutional Law flashcards and whether her highlighter matched her sticky notes. But the weight of the air in the room was different. It was heavy. It was melancholic.

It was the silence of someone who had burned every bridge she owned and was now standing on an island of one.

I reached for my phone on the nightstand, my fingers trembling. The screen illuminated, the brightness stabbing at my eyes.

1 New Message: Marcus.

My heart did a jagged little skip. For a second-just a delusional, desperate second-I thought maybe he’d cooled off. Maybe he’d realized that twenty years of friendship couldn't be erased by one night of chaos. Maybe he was checking in to see if I was okay.

I swiped open.

MARCUS (2:44 AM): Don't bother coming to the house to get your stuff. I put it in a box on the porch. Elena, I mean it-don't call me. You’re dead to me. Have a nice life with your monster.

The air left my lungs in one sharp, agonizing wheeze.

"Dead to me."

The words didn't just hurt; they felt final. Like a gavel coming down in a courtroom. Marcus, the guy who had held my hand when I scraped my knees at six, the guy who had been my "Safe Harbor" when my mother’s expectations got too high, had officially evicted me.

I sat up, the room spinning for a nauseating moment. I caught my reflection in the full-length mirror leaning against my closet. I still had the dark plum lipstick smeared around my mouth like a bruise.
My hair was a matted disaster. And the midnight-blue silk dress-the "darker" version of me Julian had gifted me-was crumpled on the floor, stained with beer and mud.

It looked like a crime scene.

"Great job, El," I whispered, my voice a pathetic rasp. "You really nailed the 'Strong Female Lead' vibe. You’re homeless, friendless, and you smell like a bar floor."

I forced myself out of bed, my muscles aching from the tension of the bonfire fight. I needed a shower. I needed to scrub the scent of Julian Vance and bad decisions off my skin. But as I headed for the bathroom, a soft knock sounded at the door.

I froze. Julian? Leo? My mother with a straightjacket?

I crept toward the door and looked through the peephole. It wasn't a guy. It was my roommate, Chloe. She looked like she hadn't slept either.

I opened the door an inch. "If you're here to tell me I'm the most hated person on campus, save your breath. I’ve already read the reviews."

Chloe didn't laugh. She didn't even give me her usual sarcastic smirk. She just handed me a steaming cup of coffee and a folded-up copy of the University Chronicle.

"You might want to drink that before you look at the front page," she said quietly.

"That bad?"

"Elena... it’s not just the fight. Someone leaked a video. Not just of the recording from the speakers, but of the fight itself. And there’s a thread on the campus forum. They’re calling you the 'Alpha's Accomplice.'"

I took the coffee, the heat seeping into my frozen fingers. "Accomplice? I was the one who dumped ice water on them!"

"Doesn't matter. They saw you in that dress. They saw you leave with him." Chloe looked at me with a mix of pity and fear. "The Dean’s office called the room. They want you there at noon. Together with Julian."

The coffee suddenly felt like lead in my stomach. "The Dean? For what?"

"Disciplinary hearing. For the riot. And Elena... There are rumors about a second ledger. Something about Sarah."

The name hit me like a physical blow. Sarah. The girl from the recording. The girl Julian was supposed to tell me about at the observatory last night-before the police arrived.

"Thanks, Chloe," I said, my voice barely audible.

I shut the door and leaned my forehead against the wood. The silence was back, and it was deafening. I was losing my grip on everything. 
The "Beautiful Mess" had turned into a full-blown wreckage, and I was pinned under the debris.

I grabbed the Chronicle and unfolded it. There was a grainy photo of Julian with his hands around Leo’s throat. And there I was in the background, looking like a ghost in silk, watching my world burn.

But it was the headline that made my blood turn to ice.

THE PRICE OF A BET: VANCE’S 'SUNBEAM' REVEALED AS A $10,000 WAGER.

I dropped the paper. My hands were shaking so hard the coffee splashed over the rim, burning my wrist. I didn't even feel it.

A wager. Leo had mentioned a bet. Julian had tried to explain it away as something "from before." But seeing it in print, seeing it framed as the reason I was even in Julian’s orbit... it felt like my soul was being shredded.

I wasn't a girlfriend. I wasn't a partner. I was a transaction.

"Ten thousand dollars," I whispered, a jagged, hysterical laugh escaping me. "I hope he at least got a good tax write-off."

The sass was gone. The resilience was crumbling. I felt like I was ten years old again, failing a piano recital while my mother watched from the front row with a stopwatch. I was a failure. I was a fool.

I walked back to the mirror. I looked at the dark lipstick again. I reached out and wiped it across my cheek with the back of my hand, leaving a streak of purple like war paint.

"No," I said, my voice getting louder. "No. I am not going down like this."

Julian might have started this as a bet. Leo might have played me like a fiddle. And Marcus might have decided I was dead to him. But I was still Elena Raymond. I was the girl who survived my mother’s coldness and the girl who handled the toughest professors in the department.

If my old life was gone, then fine. Let it stay dead.

I was going to that hearing. I was going to look Julian in the eye, and I was going to get the truth. Not the "brooding artist" version. Not the "Alpha" version. I wanted the real, ugly, $10,000 version.

And then? Then I was going to decide if I was going to save him, or if I was going to be the one to light the final match.

I turned on the shower, the steam filling the room. I stripped off the ruined silk dress and stepped into the scalding water. It hurt, but the pain felt grounding. It felt real.

As I scrubbed the last of the bonfire smoke from my hair, my phone buzzed again from the counter. I reached out my wet hand and checked the screen.

It wasn't Marcus. It wasn't the Dean.

LEO: I’m outside the dorm in the black SUV. You don't have to walk to the hearing alone, Elena. Let me help you fix this.

I stared at the message. The "White Knight" was making his move.

I looked at the ruined dress on the floor. I looked at the bruise forming on my arm where Julian had grabbed me to pull me away from the fight.

I had a choice.

I could go with Leo-the safe, manipulative, clean version of the future. Or I could face the monster who had turned my life into a wager.

I dried myself off and pulled on my toughest pair of boots and a black leather jacket I’d bought myself months ago. I didn't put on the silk. I didn't put on the sundress. I put on my armor.

I walked out of the dorm, my head held high despite the whispers in the hallway. I reached the curb where Leo’s sleek SUV was idling. He rolled down the window, his jaw still bruised but his smile perfectly practiced.

"Elena," he said, his voice like velvet. "Get in. We’ll handle this together."

I looked at him. Then I looked toward the administration building, where I knew Julian would be waiting.

"You're right about one thing, Leo," I said, my voice cold and sharp as a razor. "This is going to be a tragedy. I just haven't decided who the victim is yet."

I didn't get in the car.

I started walking toward the Dean’s office, my boots clicking against the pavement with a lethal, rhythmic intensity.

Volume 3 was starting, and I was done being the prize. It was time to be the judge.
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