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POV: JULIAN 

The air in the town always smells like unearned opportunity and cheap laundry detergent. It’s a scent that makes me want to scrape my skin off with a rusted blade.

I leaned my elbows against the iron railing of the third-floor balcony, the cold metal biting into my forearms through the thin fabric of my black hoodie. Below me, the madness had begun. It was move-in day,the annual migration of the "fresh meat." I watched them with a detached sort of disgust, a familiar hollow ache thrumming in the center of my chest.

People call it a "void" when they’re trying to be poetic. For me, it isn’t some grand, philosophical emptiness. It’s just a dull, persistent silence. It’s the sound of a heart that stopped giving a damn a long time ago.

"Look at them," a voice drawled from behind me. I didn't have to turn to know it was Leo. I could smell the expensive clove cigarettes and the arrogance. "So many bright eyes. So many souls for us to crush before the first midterms."

I didn't laugh. I didn't even crack a smile. "They’re pathetic," I muttered, my voice raspy from a night spent drinking things that should probably be used to strip paint.

Down in the parking lot, the scene was a chaotic blur of minivans and over-packed SUVs. It was a sea of pastel polo shirts, "Class of" t-shirts, and parents who looked like they were one goodbye away from a nervous breakdown. I watched a guy in a bright red cap struggle with a mini-fridge, nearly dropping it on his toes.

Welcome to the best four years of your life, I thought, the sarcasm tasting like ash in my mouth. Prepare to be disappointed.

This university was supposed to be a fresh start for these kids. To me, it was just a hunting ground. A place where the privileged came to play at being adults while guys like me,guys who had actually seen the world without a safety net,watched from the shadows, waiting for the inevitable crack in the facade.

I hated the hope most of all. It was so loud. You could see it in the way they walked, the way they hugged their mothers, the way they looked up at these ivy-covered buildings like they were the gates to heaven. They had no idea that the ivy was just covering up the rot.

"You're doing it again," Leo said, stepping up beside me and lighting a smoke.

"Doing what?"

"The brooding thing. You look like you’re contemplating a mass extinction event."

"Just observing the cycle, Leo. The sheep arrive, the wolves eat, the wool gets stained red. Same story, different year."

I turned my gaze back to the asphalt, my eyes scanning the crowd with a cynical flick. I’d seen it all before. The party girls who would be crying in a bathroom stall by October. The athletes who would trade their dignity for a starting spot. The geniuses who would realize that being the smartest person in a small town meant jack-shit in a pond full of sharks.

And then, I saw her.

A silver sedan pulled into a spot near the curb, moving with a precision that felt out of place amidst the erratic parking of the other parents. A woman hopped out of the driver's side,stiff-backed, hair in a bun so tight it probably gave her a headache. She started barking orders before her feet even hit the pavement.

But it was the girl who stepped out of the passenger side that made the air catch in my throat.

She wasn't wearing scrap-material denim or a crop top that left nothing to the imagination. She was wearing a floral skirt that hit just above her knees and a cardigan. A literal cardigan.
In this heat. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a sensible ponytail, and even from three stories up, I could tell her skin was flawless.

She looked... clean.

Not just physically clean,though she looked like she’d been scrubbed with industrial-grade soap,but untainted. She looked like she’d never told a lie she didn't apologize for immediately. She looked like she still believed in things like "curfews" and "honor rolls" and "happily ever afters."

She was a walking, breathing target.

"Who are you looking at?" Leo asked, leaning over the rail. He whistled low when he spotted the silver car. "Whoa. Look at Little Miss Sunbeam. She looks like she stepped straight out of a 1950s Sears catalog."

"She looks like she’s in the wrong movie," I said, my voice dropping an octave.

I couldn't take my eyes off her. She was holding a planner,a literal, physical planner,and she was nodding along to whatever her mother was saying. She looked nervous, her small hands twisting the strap of her bag, but there was a weirdly clinical vibe to her. She wasn't just moving in; she was executing a plan.

I felt a sudden, violent surge of irritation. What was someone like that doing here? 
This place would chew her up and spit her out in a week. She was too soft. Too bright. She was a goddamn fluorescent light in a room full of people who preferred the dark.

"She’s cute in a 'save the whales' kind of way," Leo mused, blowing a cloud of smoke into the breeze. "I bet she’s never even had a beer. I bet she says 'oh my goodness' when she stubs her toe."

"She’s a bore," I snapped, though the lie felt heavy on my tongue.

The girl looked up then.

It was purely accidental. She was just scanning the building, probably looking for her room number, but for a split second, her eyes landed on the balcony. I didn't move. I didn't blink. I just stared down at her with all the cold, calculated bitterness I had spent years perfecting.

Even from this distance, I saw her flinch. It was subtle,just a small hitch in her shoulders,before she quickly looked back down at her planner.

A smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth. Good. She should be scared. She should get back in that silver car with her stiff-necked mother and drive back to whatever gated community spawned her.

"You’re going to break that one, aren't you?" Leo asked, his voice full of a dark, knowing amusement.

I didn't answer him. I just watched her as she started unloading boxes, her movements small and careful. She was so vastly different from the girls I usually spent my time with,the ones who knew the score, the ones who didn't expect anything more than a blurred night and a silent morning.

The void in my chest flared, a sharp, sudden spark of something that felt dangerously like curiosity. I hated it. Curiosity was for people who had something to find. I knew exactly what was out there: more of the same.

But as I watched her disappear into the dorm entrance, lugging a suitcase that probably held nothing but ironed shirts and good intentions, a thought took root in the back of my mind. It was a dark, twisted thing, fed by the cynicism that ran through my veins like poison.

I wanted to see what would happen to all that light when it hit the shadows. I wanted to see if she would scream or if she would break. I wanted to know if a girl that clean could ever truly get her hands dirty.

"Julian?" Leo prompted.

I pushed off the railing, pulling my hood up to cover my face. The sun was too bright today. It was annoying.

"I’m going for a drink," I said, turning my back on the parking lot, the "fresh meat," and the girl with the floral skirt.

"It’s ten in the morning," Leo called out, laughing.

"Even better."

I walked toward the door, the silence in my chest settling back into its familiar, hollow rhythm. I told myself I’d already forgotten her. I told myself she was just another face in a crowd of nobodies.

But as I stepped into the dim hallway of the frat house, the image of her looking up at the balcony remained burned into my retinas. She was a question I didn't want to answer. She was a complication I didn't need.

She was everything I hated.

And for the first time in a long, long time, I found myself looking forward to the start of the semester. Not because of the classes or the parties or the mindless hookups.

But because I wanted to be the one who showed Little Miss Sunbeam exactly what happens when the sun goes down.

I reached the stairs, my boots thudding against the wood with a final, heavy sound.

Welcome to university, sweetheart, I thought, a cold smile finally touching my lips. I can’t wait to ruin you.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


POV:ELENA 

Elena! Elena, are you ready? We are going to be late, and you know how I feel about being behind schedule!"

My mother’s voice pierced through the silence of my bedroom, sharp enough to cut glass. It wasn't just a question; it was a demand. I closed my eyes for a second, inhaling the familiar scent of vanilla candles and laundry starch that had defined my life for eighteen years.

"I’m coming, Mom!" I shouted back, though my hands didn't move.

I was focused on the bed. My bed. For the last time, I was smoothing out the pale blue comforter, ensuring the hospital corners were so crisp they could draw blood. Every wrinkle had to be vanquished. Every pillow had to be perfectly fluffed and angled at precisely forty-five degrees.

It was a ritual. If my room was perfect, then my life was perfect. If the bed was made, the anxiety clawing at the walls of my stomach might just stay contained. But today, the knot was winning. It was a cold, hard lump of lead sitting right under my ribs, vibrating with every heartbeat.

Today was the day. The day I left this house, this town, and the carefully curated safety of my mother’s expectations.

"Elena!" The footsteps thudded on the stairs,fast, rhythmic, and impatient.

I gave the center of the duvet one last, desperate smooth. It was perfect. It was a masterpiece of domestic order. And tonight, I wouldn't be sleeping in it. The thought sent a fresh jolt of panic through me. I grabbed my rolling suitcase, the handle slick against my palm.

My door swung open, and there she was. Carol Raymond in all her manicured glory. Her hair was pulled back into a bun so tight it looked painful, and her eyes scanned my room like a general inspecting the barracks.

"The car is packed," she announced, checking her watch. "Marcus has been waiting in the driveway for ten minutes. You know he has that orientation meeting this afternoon, and we cannot have him rushing because you were fussing over a pillow."

"I’m ready, Mom. I just... I wanted to make sure everything was in its place."

She softened, just a fraction. She stepped inside and straightened a picture frame on my dresser,a photo of me and Marcus at prom.
We looked like the quintessential couple: me in a modest rose-colored gown, him in a classic black tux, both of us smiling like we had the world figured out.

"It’s a big day," she said, her voice dropping the drill-sergeant edge. "WCU is a prestigious place, Elena. You’ve worked so hard for this. Don't let the... distractions of college life derail you. Keep your head down, keep your grades up, and remember who you are."

Who I am. I nodded, though I wasn't entirely sure I knew the answer to that. I was the girl who never missed a deadline. The girl who never stayed out past eleven. The girl who had been dating the same "safe" boy since sophomore year.

"I know, Mom. I won't let you down."

"Good." She clapped her hands together, the moment of sentimentality over. "Now, grab your bag. We have a three-hour drive and I want to beat the midday traffic."

I took one last look around my room. It looked like a museum exhibit of a life I was outgrowing. Then, I turned my back on it and followed her out.

The humidity hit me the moment I stepped onto the porch. It was one of those thick, suffocating Washington mornings where the air felt like a wet wool blanket. Standing by the trunk of my mom’s silver sedan was Marcus.

God, Marcus. He looked so... dependable. He was wearing a crisp navy polo and khakis, his hair neatly combed. When he saw me, his face broke into that easy, familiar smile that usually made me feel safe. Today, it just made me feel guilty.

"Ready to go, El?" he asked, stepping forward to take my suitcase. He leaned in, kissing my forehead. He smelled like peppermint and the soap his mother bought in bulk.

"As ready as I’ll ever be," I whispered.

"You’re going to kill it," he said, his voice full of that unwavering confidence he always had in me. "Straight A’s, Dean's List, the whole nine yards. And I’ll be just an hour away at the tech institute if you need anything. We’ve got this."

We. It was always us. I climbed into the passenger seat, buckling my seatbelt with a click that felt strangely final.

As we pulled out of the driveway, I watched my house shrink in the rearview mirror. I thought about the bed I’d just made. It was sitting there, pristine and empty, a monument to the girl I was supposed to be.

I tried to focus on Marcus’s voice as he talked about his class schedule, or my mother’s constant commentary on the "irresponsible" drivers on the interstate, but my mind kept drifting forward. To the dorm. 
To the roommate I hadn't met yet. To the vast, terrifying unknown of Western Central University.

The knot in my stomach tightened.

"You okay?" Marcus reached over, squeezing my hand. "You’re really quiet."

"Just nerves," I lied, forcing a smile. "Big changes, you know?"

"Changes are good," he said firmly. "But some things don't change. Like us. Right?"

"Right," I said. But even as I said it, a weird sensation washed over me. It was like a premonition,a sudden, sharp feeling that the world I knew was about to be obliterated.

By the time the sign for the WCU exit appeared, the sky had turned a bruised, heavy grey. The campus was a sprawl of old brick buildings and massive oaks, swarming with cars and students. It was loud, chaotic, and smelled like damp earth and gasoline.

My mother was white-knuckling the steering wheel. "Look at this. It’s a zoo. I told you we should have left thirty minutes earlier."

We crawled through the traffic toward Central Hall. My dorm. Every time I saw a group of older students,guys in leather jackets or girls with dyed hair and piercings,I felt a fresh wave of intimidation. 
They looked so settled. So grown. I felt like a child playing dress-up in my sensible floral skirt.

"Here we are," Mom said, pulling into a temporary unloading zone. "Room B-412. Let's get these boxes moved. Marcus, grab the heavy ones."

The hallway of the fourth floor was a nightmare. It was narrow, poorly lit, and echoed with the sounds of slamming doors and shouting. The air was thick with the smell of stale popcorn and cheap perfume.

I clutched my room key like a talisman. B-412. B-412.

When we reached the door, I hesitated. This was the threshold. Once I opened this door, the "Elena Raymond" who lived in a house with vanilla candles would be gone.

"Well? Open it, Elena. We don't have all day," Mom urged.

I slid the key into the lock and turned.

The door swung open, and I froze.

The room was half-covered in things that didn't belong to me. A massive tapestry of a skull draped over one wall. Strings of red Christmas lights hung haphazardly from the ceiling. There was a stack of vinyl records on one desk and a smell that I could only describe as... Clove cigarettes and something spicy.

And then there was the girl.

She was sitting on the bed that was supposed to be mine, her legs crossed. Her hair was a shocking shade of magenta, shaved on one side, and she was wearing a black tank top that showed off arms covered in intricate, dark tattoos. She was holding a piercing needle to her own ear, a drop of blood beading on her lobe.

She looked up, her kohl-rimmed eyes scanning us with a mixture of boredom and amusement.

"Oh," she said, her voice a low, raspy drawl. "The roommate is here. And she brought the welcoming committee."

My mother let out a sound that was half-gasp, half-strangled-sob. Marcus stepped closer to me, his hand resting protectively on the small of my back.

"I’m Sky," the girl said, setting the needle down on a textbook,which I realized was Advanced Calculus,and hopping off the bed. She was tall, lean, and radiated a kind of effortless cool that made me want to hide under the nearest rug. "And you must be... let me guess... Elena?"

"Yes," I managed to say, my voice sounding small even to my own ears. "I’m Elena."

Sky grinned, showing a silver tongue piercing. "Well, Elena. Welcome to the madhouse. Hope you like loud music and bad decisions."

I looked at my mother, whose face was turning a dangerous shade of purple. I looked at Marcus, who looked like he wanted to physically carry me out of the building. Then I looked back at Sky, and the red lights, and the skull tapestry.

The lead knot in my stomach didn't just vibrate; it exploded.

I walked over to the empty bed,the one Sky hadn't claimed,and set my bag down. My hands were shaking. I looked at the bare mattress, the cold metal frame.

I thought about my bed at home. Perfect. Starch-white. Safe.

I wasn't in my room anymore. I wasn't in my town. And as I looked at Sky, who was now casually lighting a cigarette despite the "No Smoking" sign on the door, I realized with a jolt of pure, unadulterated terror that the "plan" my mother had for me was already falling apart.

And I hadn't even been here for five minutes.

"You can't smoke in here!" my mother finally exploded, stepping forward.

The sky just blew a slow, deliberate cloud of smoke toward the ceiling and winked at me. "Honey, you’re in college now. You’ll learn pretty fast that the rules are just... suggestions."

She looked past us, toward the open door. "Hey, Julian! Get in here! The neighbors are moving in!"

A shadow fell across the doorway, and a man stepped inside. He was tall, dressed entirely in black, with messy dark hair and eyes that looked like they had seen everything and hated most of it. He leaned against the doorframe, his gaze sweeping over me with a cold, stripping intensity that made
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