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Aspen

Present

“Meet me at our old favorite hiding place at ten pm. I want to play a game.”

It was the text sent to me by my old friend’s phone number almost an hour ago. A number that had been inactive for ages.

I blocked him years ago because I knew I couldn’t let him go, and there were too many things happening in my life, so I also removed him from my contacts and then blocked a bunch of telemarketers so I wouldn’t know which was his when I decided to add him back.

He wasn’t a bad person, not really. I just couldn’t handle our friendship anymore after what happened two years ago.

I scoffed as I walked through the deserted graveyard.

“Friendship.”

Yeah, that was a lie that could’ve been seen a mile away.

We displayed our relationship as a friendship, we snuck away many times to kiss and make out, but we never really had sex.

But I needed him...

I felt my core pulsing as heat swarmed me.

Shit. Uh, think of something else...

Dying puppies... uh... little kids falling off roller coaster until they die.

I felt my heart ache at the thought, and the pulsing subsided.

Ah, thank fucking god. That’s better.

I had to do this every day for the past two years, and it was one hell of a denial, but it worked.

But as I inched closer to the abandoned house, I felt my heart pound harder against my ribcage.

Last time I saw Ace was two years ago... and he wasn’t particularly happy with me. He was angry because I wouldn’t give him answers, and I’m sure he blamed me for what happened.

He didn’t understand, and I couldn’t make him understand...

Not when my sister was still out there in hiding. If I told them where my brother was... he’d hunt Summer down for sure.

They’d lure her to him.

It still hurt... Shoving Ace away, subsiding into the fantasies I created in my mind so I could let myself come alone so I didn’t go seek him.

But... now...

Now that mom finally got the money to send me off to college...

Miraculously the same college as Ace, he finally found interest in me and contacted me through one of his friend’s cellphones, asking me to come talk.

I’d have to ask him how to unblock his number.

If he still liked me, that is.

I let out a breath into the cold, misty air, clutching my four-year-old parka as the cold wind pierced through me.

When I glanced at my phone, it was two ‘till ten, so I walked inside.

I knew he hated to be kept waiting... I started wondering if he’d changed after all this time.

Was he still the badass protective friend he was when he was eighteen?

I was one year younger than him, so our age never really mattered when it came to relationships.

It was my family.

They hated me. HATED me.

They never wanted to see me succeed. Only my mother did, and my sister, but I had to shove them away into hiding so they’d be safe.

I wasn’t safe, but I didn’t care. For all I knew, Orion could be watching me right now through all these dusty graves outside, but I didn’t care.

If I died, I died.

I’d rather die than let my little sister get taken away from me.

I glanced nervously around the dark shed, taking a deep, shuttering breath and letting it out.

This place always gave me the creeps—especially at night—it was so creaky and dusty and no one went in here; a perfect place to hide a crime.

“Hello?” I called into the darkness, my voice wavering.

It was definitely ten now. They should respond.

My heart pounded at the silence, and I took a shuttering breath and gazed around nervously.

I knew it wasn’t some random number who texted me, it was Ace’s best friend, Nick’s number. I’ve kept in contact with him occasionally to make sure everyone was alright.

He was nice to me, but he wasn’t my type.

But something chimed in my pocket, startling me a little.

I shuffled my phone out of my parka after wrapping my jacket further over me, gazing down at the screen.

Stay where you are.

Uh, okay.

I shuffled my feet as I stood by the door, folding my lips between my teeth nervously.

My phone chimed again.

Do you remember when we played hide and seek?

“Yes,” I said aloud, not sure if he could hear me.

Then find me.

I blinked.

Huh?

“What do you mean?” I questioned. “Find you?”

Hide and seek. Find me.

“Why?” I questioned into the darkness.

He hadn’t talked to me in years, why was he suddenly interested in old times? I cut them out, yes, but I do admit I contacted them to ask if Ace and everyone were okay. And he told me they didn’t need me anymore, and to stop texting them.

So why did he suddenly want to talk?

My phone lit up when my heart started aching.

Come on. It’ll be fun.

I shook my head in disappointment, tears filling my eyes, but I blinked them away. “I’m done playing your games, Ace.”

But a shadow hovered from the balcony above me, and I nearly screamed when the figure dropped from the railing and landed loudly in front of me.

My breaths quickened when his figure fully stood.

He was ten feet in front of me, and I was already sweating with the heat in the room.

He kept his place, and I noticed he had a black sweatshirt on, the hood drawn over his face and enclosing it in shadows despite the moonlight casting through the broken windows.

I took a step back, questioning if this was actually him.

Or just some murderer.

But he pulled his hood down, and I stilled.

I knew from his dark, black hair and familiar angled features that...

It was him... It was Ace.

He smiled at me. His knowing, crooked smile. “You’re still no fun, you know that?”

I stilled at this sudden playfulness, now questioning where our relationship stood.

He hated me; I was sure of it.

I could tell by the slight darkness to his eyes, the ones that I thought I knew.

But I hadn’t seen him in forever... and those eyes looked so foreign...

When he tipped his head to the side, I felt my eyes burn, and something else down deep inside, and I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“What do you want?” I questioned.

His eyes locked on mine then, and I could still tell he was playing with me. “Do I have to want something to see my best friend?”

I laughed then; a dry, angry laugh. “What? ‘Best friend?’ Don’t make me laugh.” I gazed up at him then. “You ditched me two years ago, and I just decided to let you because I knew you were pissed, and now, years later, you want to be friends?”

I was right... he ditched me first. He was the one who wanted distance, and after everything that went down at home, I knew I couldn’t confide in him anymore, so I ended up cutting him out.

I lied to myself a lot.

His eyes searched me, and I noticed his lips settle back into a small smile. “You’re angry,” he noticed.

“No, shit,” I snapped.

He raised his hands, claiming innocence, and took a step back.

It only took me watching his fingers curl down when I noticed something was up.

I stilled when three more figures dropped from the sides of the banister, slamming to the ground while surrounding me.

The door was still behind me, though.

But I didn’t find myself running.

“Hey, Aspen,” the man to my right said, and I turned to face him, recognizing his voice.

It was Miles; Ace’s best friend.

“It’s been a while,” the one on my left told me.

I gulped.

Kylo; the mean one.

But my eyes locked on the final one who remained silent, but I could still tell he was glaring at me.

Nick.

I looked back up to Ace then, noticing that they weren’t walking to me yet.

“Uhm... hi... all of you,” I said. “May I ask why I’m here?”

What a fucking reunion.

Ace strolled two steps toward me and stopped. “I just thought I’d stop and say hi,” he told me with a smile. “We’re moving to the same college, after all. We needed some kind of reunion.” He gazed at me through his long lashes then. “Do you remember this place, Aspen?”

I moved my head around the room, heart thudding against my ribcage when I realized.

Oh... shit.

That’s right.

This place... this place was where it happened...

I gazed up at Ace, seeing him watching me more out of curiosity now.

Almost three years ago, we were all here. Ace, Nick, Miles, and Kylo, but our best friend was here too.

Tyce... Tyce Walker...

He was part of our friend group in high school, and one night after my birthday, I snuck off with all of them and we came here of all places. We popped some vodka and drank even though we were clearly too young, and I was pretty rebellious which was probably why my father hated me so much.

But, my brother, Orion, came here... He found me drinking with my friends and he immediately pulled me out.

I told him I wasn’t leaving. I told him that he couldn’t control me anymore.

He let go of my arm and slapped me across the face. We were outside so Ace and everyone didn’t see it.

But Tyce was out taking a smoke, and he picked a fight with my brother for slapping me.

Orion shot him.

Right outside here, he did.

How could I forget that?

I gazed up at Ace then, heart thundering against my chest.

They finally figured out I knew the killer about a year later, and they tried to get it out of me.

I couldn’t give up my brother no matter how much I hated him. He had someone important tied into his fingers, and I couldn’t put her in danger.

But...

Ace brought me here on purpose.

He and his friends were going to try to pry answers from me again, but I couldn’t slip.

And Ace was watching me, clearly studying my reaction. “Do you remember this place, Aspen?”

“It’s hard not to,” I responded quietly.

But all of the sudden, Kylo took a menacing step toward me. “Are you still protecting that piece of shit?”

I closed my eyes, squeezing them shut before opening them again. “It’s hard to explain.”

They were all silent then, and I could feel Ace studying me.

I felt chills run through me, and I wanted to run. I wanted to get out of here and run and run, hoping to leave this nightmare behind. They hated me. I couldn’t explain what was happening because I couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t. They wouldn't understand, and they hated me because I wasn’t going to break.

I shivered at the wind howling through the windows, and I gazed up at the moon that was closing in by the clouds.

“Alright, guys,” Ace said after a moment, and I looked up to see him continuing to watch me, “back off.”

All his friends took a step back as if they were his puppies, and he watched me with more interest now.

“Aspen,” he said, “we came here for answers.”

I closed my eyes and folded my lips between my teeth. “I’m not giving them to you.”

“Why are you protecting him?” Ace questioned angrily then, and I gazed up to find his familiar angry stare.

There it was: the hatred.

This hurt. I couldn’t be here anymore.

But my phone chimed, and I glanced down at it to find a notification from my sister’s phone.

I went still.

“Fuck,” I whispered in fear, then glanced up to find Ace’s brows drawn together. “I have to go, it’s getting late.”

I could tell by his darkened eyes that he knew something was up.

I couldn’t do this right now.

I turned and opened the doors, launching out to the darkness seconds later.

I didn’t have time for this.

She better have a good explanation as to why she’s here right now.
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Ace

Present

I quickly and quietly ran through the woods behind Aspen, making sure I kept a fifty-foot distance so I wouldn’t alert her.

I was angry all those times ago, yes. But now?

Now I just wanted to know what the fuck was going on. She was clearly hiding something, and I could tell it had been weighing on her for ages.

I followed her slim form as she ran through the end of the trees and into the graveyard.

She was nineteen last I’d seen her, her birthday, which meant she was twenty-one now...

She was older now... she looked so grown up and womanly.

She was also very quiet as she ran through here, and I suspected she snuck around a lot even after our “activities.”

Something was off. Something.

She was nervous in the house, yes, I could sense it. But when she looked down at her phone.

I could tell even in the darkness her entire face went pale.

I told the boys to stay and that I’d be back, but I didn’t tell them I was following her.

I knew they’d follow me.

But with how soon I left after her, they probably already knew.

I felt confusion coil through me when I noticed she ran further in the graveyard.

Was she... going to...?

But I kept following her, keeping my eyes on her form in case I’d lose her.

She slowed her running after a moment, and I did, too.

She was. She was going there.

I followed her, hiding behind trees as she stepped carefully up to Tyce’s grave.

But my breath caught when I saw a girl sitting on the grave, one I didn’t recognize.

But I could tell that Aspen was shivering at the sight of Tyce.

She was guilty.

Then why wouldn’t she tell us where the fuck the murderer was?

But I found a spot behind a tree and watched them, wondering what was happening.

Jesus... the curiosity was killing me.

I was in for the show now.

Aspen kneeled by the girl on the grave, the girl who had brown, straight hair unlike Aspen’s fiery red strands.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” I heard Aspen say, but her voice had a gentleness I had never known.

The girl suddenly tackled her, and I nearly went to help, but I realized it was a hug.

“Please!” the girl cried, burying her face in Aspen’s shoulder. “Please, take me with you! Please!”

What... the fuck...?

“I can’t...” Aspen whispered, “Summer....”

Who was... “Summer?”

What was happening?

“Please!” the girl named Summer begged. “Please!”

“Summer...” Aspen said, trying to soothe her, “you’re seventeen.”

“Take me!” she cried. “Please, take me with you!”

“They’ll know...” Aspen said. “They’ll know you’re with me. I can’t.”

I stilled.

Who? Who’s they?

Huh?

“I don’t care!” Summer cried. 

Who were they talking about? 

“Your friends, Aspen,” Summer sobbed, sounding as if it was her own fault.

I watched Aspen freeze.

This “Summer” girl was talking about us. Why? Who was she? How did she know?

“Your friends,” Summer whispered almost painfully, and I looked to Aspen to find her completely frozen.

She shut down.

Why?

“You can’t keep doing this,” Summer told her. “You can’t protect him. You’re hurting yourself.”

My interest peaked further.

“I have to...” Aspen said quietly, as if she was about to cry and was concealing it.

Summer glanced at the gravestone. “This isn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it is,” Aspen said. “It is.”

“It shouldn’t be on your shoulders,” Summer pressed.

“But it is,” Aspen insisted. “And there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“Asp,” Summer whispered, “stop shutting them out.”

She was silent.

Were they talking about us again? Why was she shutting us out?

“Go back to hiding, Summer,” Aspen said then, a sudden sternness in her tone. “They can’t find you in there.”

Hold up...

Hiding?

They? Who the fuck was they?

“He killed him on purpose, Aspen,” Summer continued.

Something inside me pounded.

Talk. Continue. Explain. I needed to know.

“I know,” Aspen said shortly. “Go now.”

The girl named Summer stood while Aspen remained kneeling and scrambled off into the woods.

I watched Aspen for a moment after the girl vanished, wondering what she would do.

She collapsed on her knees by the grave, and my heart stilled at this sign of emotion.

What... the fuck was happening...?

I watched her press her forehead to the stone and whisper something.

I took a step to her, heat washing through me.

What did she say...? What did she say to him...?

But before I could go any further and alert her, she fell over, face colliding with the cold dirt.

“Shit.”

Panic pulsed through me, and I immediately ran over to her, watching her remain still against the ground, unmoving.

She was out cold.

I rolled her over, so her face met me, and skimmed my hands down her arms as she remained unconscious.

Why was she so skinny...?

I pulled my phone out of my pocket, dialing Miles.

“Dude,” he said while answering, “where the fuck are you? You’ve been gone for half-an-hour.”

“I need the car,” I told him then. “Tell Kylo to get the car, you and Nick get the fuck over to Tyce’s grave.”

“What the fuck are you doing there?” Miles said.

“GET THE FUCK OVER HERE,” I snapped.

“Fine, fine,” he said, and I heard him speak to the other two through the line before it went quiet.

I gazed down at Aspen, watching her pained expression as she remained limp under me.

I couldn’t help but tuck some hair behind her ear.

I smiled.

Just like old times...

*****
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Miles and Nick came running toward me while I sat above Aspen, watching her expression carefully as she slept.

“Kylo’s getting the car,” Miles said, catching his breath. “What happened?”

I stared down at Aspen. “She’s out cold. She was talking to some ‘Summer’ girl and then that girl ran off into the woods, and then she passed out.”

“Why did she pass out?” Nick questioned.

I pulled her jacket to the sides, lifting up her shirt to her stomach to show them.

“Look...” I whispered, skimming my fingers down her visible ribs, and I heard her moan softly in her sleep, “she hasn’t eaten in days, maybe weeks.”

Despite the clear sign of hunger, I noticed that her skin was still soft.

No... softer.

I absently stroked her navel, listening to her soothed moans.

“Shit...” Nick muttered.

“Where has she been all this time?” Miles questioned. “Seriously, no food? Is she broke or something?”

“She’s running from something,” I told them, watching her curiously. “Someone.”

They gave me a knowing look.

“Yes,” I responded, “I know. It might be him, but I’m not sure. Let’s just take her to my townhome.”

“Where does she live?” Miles questioned, gazing around.

“I don’t know,” I answered.

I just lifted her up and threw her over my shoulder when Kylo arrived with the car.

She didn’t wake one bit.

Fuck, she needed to eat something. I’d have to get my nurse to examine her.

“You knock her out?” Kylo questioned as I plopped her in the backseat. 

I shook my head as I pulled her on my lap, Miles getting in the passenger seat as Nick got in next to me.

“Something’s wrong,” I told them. “We’ll figure it out, just drive back to my townhome.”
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Aspen

Present

“You’re so beautiful, Aspen,” Ace whispered as he gently lowered his lips to mine, I sucked in a breath when his hand gently ran along my stomach and slipped in between my legs.

I moaned when he started stroking me through my panties, and he smiled, leaning over me while kissing the corners of my lips.

“Does that feel good?” he asked me.

I nodded, tipping my head back in pleasure.

“Yeah...” he murmured, sliding his hand into my panties and I started moaning louder. “Yeah, I bet it does, huh?” He looked down at me then. “When you wake up, are you going to touch yourself?”

I nodded, arching my back as he slipped a finger inside me. 

“Yeah?” he said. “Do I make you that hot?”

I nodded.

He chuckled then. “Look how wet you are,” he pulled his fingers out, “I bet you’re soaking the sheets while you’re sleeping, huh?” He leaned forward while pressing his lips to mine. “Wake up now and satisfy the ache.”

*****
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My eyes opened slowly, and I winced at the sunlight blinding me from the window.

I rolled over in the bed, burying my face into the pillow as my clit throbbed in my panties.

Why did this have to happen?

He constantly teased me, even in my fucking dreams.

I slipped my hand down into my favorite place and started lightly stroking my clit, hoping to ease the pain.

God I was so wet... I hope it didn’t bleed through my pants or I’d have to change the sheets again.

I moaned softly, tipping my head back as I rubbed faster, arching my back at how amazing this felt.

Does that feel good?

I felt it coming...

Yeah? Do I make you that hot?

I winced. Oh, God...

Look how wet you are.

I came, silently, but I still did, the orgasm spreading through my body as I dropped back in the sheets, turning over and pulling my hand out from my pants.

That’s better...

It was horrible, though... Every time I came, it wasn’t as strong as the last. I needed a bigger release, and I didn’t know how to get it.

Well... I did, but I couldn’t.

I blinked as I took in my surroundings.

Wait a minute.

I thought I was in my apartment... 

This isn’t my apartment.

The walls were painted a very light blue, the sheets I lay on completely white and silky, and there were ceiling-high windows that blared light into the room.

Where was I?

But a bigger thought crept into my mind. Did I just masturbate in someone else’s bed?

I quickly peeled back the sheets to check if there were any wet spots.

There weren’t, and I exhaled a sigh, gazing around the room again.

What happened...? How did I get here?

I closed my eyes, trying to bring back a memory of last night.

My eyes opened in shock.

I went to see Ace and then went to go make sure my sister was safe.

Fuck.

I suddenly felt weak at the graveyard and passed out.

Who took me? Whose house was this?

Judging by the wall decorations and countless paintings and statues, I would guess that this person was very rich.

Shit... and I just fucked myself in their white sheets.

Great job, Aspen.

But the door opened, and I nearly jumped out of the bed to hide, but then I stilled.

Ace peered into the room at me, clearly checking to see if I was awake.

His breath caught when his eyes locked on mine, and he smiled.

I couldn’t tell if it was a kind one or not.

I still felt weakened from my orgasm.

Shit!

I just FUCKED myself in HIS bed?!

THAT’S EVEN WORSE!

“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” he told me as I tried to regain my composure. “Sleep well?”

Too well, I thought.

But I nodded, questioning how and when he found me.

I took a deep breath, gazing around the room. “Is this your house?”

He nodded.

“Your bedroom?” I asked.

He nodded again. “I couldn’t put you in a guest room because everyone else is occupying them.” But his eyes narrowed at me, trailing down my form and I subconsciously pulled the sheets up to my waist, worried that I had a wet spot on my jeans. He gazed back up at me, brows raised. “Why are you blushing? Your face is beat red.”

I hesitated. “Nothing.”

He smiled, clearly trying to stifle a laugh. “Are you on your period?”

“What?” I said, now offended. “No! You’re not supposed to ask a girl that when they’re being moody, dickwad! It pisses them off.”

He eyed me with amusement now. “No, just... when I looked at you, you pulled the sheets up to hide your pants. A stain perhaps?”

I swallowed, my clit pulsing again.

Fuck. Great job, Ace. Now I’m needy.

I stayed where I was, and he chuckled and waved outside the door, gesturing for me to leave.

I listened, checking to see if there were stains on my jeans when he wasn’t looking and waddled out when I was in the clear.

Oh, wow.

Something was different about me. I felt strong and steady, not like I was walking on clouds for ages.

Ace was behind me then, pulling some hair off my shoulder while watching it fall.

When his thumb grazed that spot on my neck, I stifled a moan.

“How are you feeling?” he said, walking in front of me and eying my whole body.

Every place his eyes touched burned like a match.

“Good,” was all I could say.

He gazed up at me and smiled. “You don’t have to be nervous, Asp. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Nervous?” I echoed. “Haha. Nope. Far from it.”

He eyed me for a moment with a look that said, You serious? But shook his head and walked off. “Meet me in the kitchen.”

I took a loud gasp of air when is burning presence left me, and I closed my eyes.

If he walked in minutes earlier, he would’ve caught me.

Shit.

Is this how my body would react every time I saw him? I needed to learn to control it.

But I walked downstairs, taking a deep breath when I met his presence in the kitchen, seeing him prepare a bowl of chicken noodle soup.

I swallowed a lump in my throat, the arousal turning into grief.

That was... Tyce’s favorite food.

And Ace hated it, so it meant that he was preparing it for me.

I couldn’t eat that... And I could tell by the Mario can that it was Tyce’s soup... they didn’t sell those anymore. Not here, anyway.

Ace turned to me and set the bowl on the counter, nodding to the chair for me to sit.

I did, hesitantly, and watched the Bowser and Peach shaped noodles float around in the broth.

Just the sight of it made nausea coil my stomach.

I loved this stuff... but I couldn’t eat this. No.

“How long has it been since you ate?” Ace questioned me, leaning on the counter with his strong arms. “I had a nurse check on you, and your blood sugar was very low. She told me you needed to eat more, but that your organs weren’t failing, so you were okay for now.”

I stared at the bowl of soup.

“Whatever...” he said, rolling his eyes, “just... eat the fucking soup.”

“I can’t,” I told him before he could walk away.

He glared at me then, but I felt more nausea coil my stomach. “Aspen,” he warned.

“I can’t eat his food,” I told him, and he stopped, looking at me with confusion now.

But his brows drew together in concern now. “Aspen...” he repeated softer.

I scooted out of the table. “I have to go.”

He caught my arm before I could leave the kitchen. “You’re not leaving,” he told me with a stern tone. I glared at him, but it didn’t faze him, he just added, “Not until you eat.”

He let go of my arm then and nodded to the soup, stepping back and leaning against the entrance to the kitchen, clearly waiting for me to eat.

I swallowed something hard, the nausea burning me as I sat on the chair.

And forced the soup down.

I tried not to picture Tyce eating it, because it make me feel even sicker along with the pain forming inside me, but eventually, I finished, and I left the bowl stranded, shoving down the puke as I stepped back to Ace.

He clearly saw my face green a bit, and his brows drew together. “Aspen...?”

“Can I go now?” I asked him.

He nodded, but with caution as I stepped past him and started to the front door.

Shit... I was going to be sick.

I opened the door and started outside.

I hope he wasn’t following me, because I was going to puke pretty soon.

I couldn’t hold it down for long.

But right as I exited the house, a car bumped onto the driveway, and I could hear Ace’s footsteps behind me.

Fuck.

Right as Nick and Miles exited the car, followed by Kylo, and when Ace walked outside behind me, I couldn’t hold in in anymore.

I dropped onto my hands and knees and hurled, tears leaving my eyes at the memory of Tyce, and I could feel the entire world still as all the contents of the soup left my body.

I gasped when my stomach was empty, staring at the lawn lazily as I heard Ace’s footsteps rush toward me.

“Aspen!” he said, clearly panicked. “What the fuck?”

I clutched my stomach through my shirt, gagging at the horrible taste in my mouth, and I heard his friends pad toward me, as well.

“I told you,” I said to Ace, voice raspy, “I can’t eat his food....”

He stilled next to me, and I could tell his friends were looking at each other in confusion, but Ace started rubbing my back to soothe me.

His touch was light, but I still wasn’t sure if we were on good terms.

“Can you guys get me some mouth wash?” he asked, and Miles immediately ran into the house. Ace’s gaze focused on me then. “Does this happen every time you eat?”

I shook my head. “Only when I eat things he ate.”

Miles came rushing out with a giant bottle of mouth wash, and Ace took it and handed it to me. “Rinse,” he said.

I did, and spit onto the lawn. He didn’t seem to care, though.

But I felt him eyeing me, and his friend’s, too. “Aspen...” he said, “why are you protecting him?”

I clutched the grass under me, closing my eyes because the sight of my vomit was nauseating.

Ace could clearly tell I was guilty, but he didn’t understand why.

“It’s none of your business,” I told him, standing up shakily and walked off.

It was hard to say, but he had to back off.

He had to.

*****
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I made it to my apartment thirty minutes later, and I unlocked my door before stepping into the emptiness.

I had to pay for college and this room, I didn’t have enough money for new clothes and food, and I couldn’t get a job because I had to get a background check, and my background wasn’t the... greatest.

My phone beeped, and I gazed down at it.

Mom:

Hey, I Venmoed you a couple more thousand for your apartment and paid your phone bill. You should be good for another month.

Thanks, I texted back.

But there was a second text, and I gazed at the unknown number cautiously before clicking it.

You can’t hide her forever, Aspen.

My blood ran cold.

What do you want? I texted.

I know where you are now, Aspen. You can’t hide forever. You’re in the city again, but I will find out where you’re staying. And we can chat just like old times, yeah?

A new text popped up.

I hope your friends don’t hate you still, because once I find you, you’re mine, and they can’t help you because you keep blocking them out.

So stupid, Aspen. So stupid.

I breathed shallowly before hesitantly typing, Where are you?

Around. How’s Summer by the way? I’ve been hunting her for a while, you know. And I can’t seem to find her.

Another text.

You can’t hide her forever, Aspen.

I went still.

I immediately dropped my phone and picked up a glass vase, anger bursting through me as I screamed and threw it to the wall, watching it shatter to pieces at the impact as water rained around me.

I dropped to my knees then, sobbing into my hands as the pain coursed through me.

He wouldn’t find her... I made sure of it.

But she needed to stop coming out of that bomb shelter.

Fuck.

“FUCK!” I screamed, shattering another vase as I threw it to the wall. “FUCK!”

I put my face in my hands and cried into them, heart shattering to pieces as I rested my forehead on the ground, clutching the carpet as a fiery heat consumed me.

“I HATE YOU!” I screamed into the floor, clutching my hair tightly. “I HATE YOU!”
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Ace

Present

“Well... this is concerning,” I stated when I stared down at Aspen, seeing her passed out, again, on the floor. Only this time she looked like she was sleeping.

I gazed around the room with raised brows, noticing the walls were covered in water and there was glass shattered all over the floors, along with scattered flowers.

But when I locked eyes on the room, I noticed there was only one bed.

Was she the only one in here?

I was originally going to ask why she spent so much on flowers and not food, but I noticed the flowers in the vases were clearly picked from the school’s garden.

Huh.

My cousin, Jax, had been staring at her on the floor with raised brows, watching her sleep blissfully with a touch of annoyance.

And he slightly nudged her with his foot. “She alive?”

“She’s breathing,” I hissed, “stop, you dick.”

He threw his hands up in defeat and decided to walk around the room, examining her walls and floors.

I sighed, gazing down at Aspen as she slept on the floor. “So, you pass out in the graveyard, puke out food I give you, and then end up throwing a temper tantrum in your apartment when you left this time, not me. It’s not on me now, Aspen. It’s all you.”

“I thought you hated her,” Jax stated, shuffling through her books for information on the attacker.

I just rolled my eyes, and nudged her with a hand, hearing her groan in annoyance before her lashes parted.

Her eyes were glossed with drowsiness, and she seemed genuinely calm despite her next question, “How did you get in here...?”

“I have a key,” I responded, making her brows draw together. “Now get up,” I told her, “we’re going out to breakfast. All of us.”

She rolled over and gazed around her room. “I’m not hungry.”

“I don’t give a shit,” I said, “get up.”

“You’re too fucking pushy,” she told me, but still listened.
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Aspen

Present

I stared wide-eyed at the plate as a waitress set pancakes in front of me, her nodding to Ace as he watched my expression.

He ignored her, though.

“What?” he said then. “Never been to IHOP?””

“I think her brain’s exploding,” Nick said, chuckling.

“Yeah,” Kylo responded, shoveling hash browns into his mouth, “she’s going braindead right now.”

“Aspen,” Ace said with a touch of annoyance, “eat the food. Now.”

I listened, grabbing a fork and cutting off a bit of the pancake, taking a bite hesitantly and swallowed.

But once the flavor burst in my mouth, I felt my eyes light, and I stared eating faster.

Ace shook his head in fake disappointment and went to eat his meal.

“Why did you take me here?” I questioned him as I finished, pushing my plate away. “You hate me.”

He gazed up at me. “Because if you don’t eat, you’d die, Aspen.”

“And?”

“And we still need answers,” Jax responded. “We still hate you, you’re just a tool to us.”

My heart stopped for a moment, and I gazed up at Ace who was still eating, but slower.

“Oh,” I said, “I see. So, you don’t actually care, that’s good to know. It’s okay, though,” I said dryly despite the cold swarming inside, “it’s not like I thought you cared. You never did, did you?” I chuckled. “No one does, but at least I don’t play you like a fucking game.”

I shoved out of my seat and walked off to the bathroom to wash the syrup off my hands, and then walked back to the booth we were in to sit and wait for the bill.

“Aspen,” Nick whispered.

“Fuck off,” I told him. “Don’t worry, just wait for the bill and I’ll be out of your hair.”

“We can’t wait,” Jax responded. “You’re a worthless piece of shit.”

My heart froze over, but I dropped my head to meet the table, and stared at the wood for a moment.

“You never loved me,” I told Ace automatically. “You’re a fucking player, I’ve known for a while.” 

He still ate his food quietly, but I caught the slight dark tint to his eyes.

“Any girl is better than you,” Jax responded. “So much better.”

“Man, can you shut the fuck up?” Nick said then, making me stiffen. “You’re being a dick right now.”

“Why?” Jax said. “We all hate her; she’s been lying to us for ages.”

“It might seem that way,” Ace responded, and I closed my eyes as the cold consumed me, “but there’s more to the story than you think, so yeah, please shut up. You don’t know what’s going on, Jax, so stop interjecting when it’s not your place.”

I opened my eyes again.

Were they... standing up for me?

Or were they trying to make it so I wouldn’t run off?

I stared down at the table, wondering if I should’ve asked Ace the question I’ve been longing to ask for years.

Did you ever love me? At any point in time?

I remembered all those times we sat in abandoned places and made-out, how he touched me and ran his fingers lightly through my hair, how we kissed, and it felt so hot and warm. Did he feel it, too?

But my phone buzzed, and by the constant vibrations, I could tell it was a phone call.

I lifted my cell up then and swiped the screen despite the unknown number, clicking answer seconds later.

Probably a telemarketer.

“Hello?” I said, pushing some crumbs off the table.

“Hey, my little girl,” someone responded.

I froze at the sound of his voice, heart thudding against my chest.

The boys were still arguing, so they didn’t know who I was talking to.

I could feel Ace watching me, though. I could just tell.

“Heyyyy,” I said happily, pretending so I didn’t alert Ace or any of the guys. “You’ve never called me on this number before.”

In other words, How did you get it?

“I have a lot of phone friends,” he responded.

I stared off into the distance, adding with a touch of menace, “What do you want?”

“I see you’re out having fun,” he responded coldly, making me freeze. “It’s good you have friends, Aspen, but you should be careful after what happened with that other one... What was his name...? Tyce?”

I felt my face pale, and I glanced around nervously. “Where are you?”

“Around,” he responded. “But I can tell from here that that boy Ace is watching you pretty closely. You might want to stop acting afraid because he looks suspicious. The other guys are oblivious, though.”

I breathed shallowly, gripping the phone tightly as I whispered, “What do you want?”

“I want you,” he told me, “and I want Summer, but you’re keeping her from me and it’s really starting to piss me off, you know. If it takes killing every boy at that table to bring you both back, then so be it.”

I gritted my teeth, anger pulsing through me.

“So,” he responded, “easy way? Where is she?”

“Who?” I said, glancing at Ace to find him watching me through lowered lashes.

“Don’t play dumb, Aspen,” he said coldly. “I saw her at the graveyard. Do you think she needs another beautiful lesson? I’ll find her, or you can tell me right now before I march in there and shoot all of your friends.”

“Leave them alone,” I whispered.

“Then tell me where she is.”

“I can’t do that,” I responded.

“Aspen,” he warned, “I have my Glock right here in my pocket, and I have good aim. What do you think? Ace first? He’s easier to shoot.”

“LEAVE HIM ALONE, YOU FUCKER!” I screamed into the phone.

Everyone quieted, watching me breathe.

“Uh—oh,” he replied. “Now they’re watching you. What are you going to say, Aspen, huh? How are you slipping out of this one?”

“Leave us alone,” I told him then, feeling the entire restaurant's eyes on me.

“You know I can’t do that,” he responded. “Not unless you tell me where Summer is.”

I crawled over Nick and Miles in a panic, both of them yelping as I reached for the window and quickly pulled down the blinds, breathing shallowly when I climbed back and crawled off the chair, staring at the blinds in shock.

“Smart move,” he commented on the phone. 

“Where are you?” I questioned, voice wavering.

“Aspen,” Ace said then, “who are you talking to?”

“WHERE ARE YOU?” I yelled into the phone. “IF YOU DARE TOUCH ANY OF MY FRIENDS HERE, I SWEAR I WILL HUNT YOU DOWN AND FUCKING KILL YOU!”

He chuckled through the other line. “I’d like to see you try.”

The phone line clicked, and I stared down at it in shock.

“Aspen,” Ace said, standing now as well as the other guys, “was that him?”

“He could see me,” I whispered to myself, “he could see me. He’s outside. He can’t run far with his knee.”

Before Ace could question me further, I darted outside, running across the parking lot and scanning the streets for him.

“WHERE ARE YOU?” I screamed. “COME OUT HERE, YOU PUSSY!”

But my ears met were silence, and I screamed, grabbing my hair and nearly pulling the strands out.

“FUCK!” I yelled. “I HATE YOU! I HATE YOU, YOU FUCKER!”

Ace grabbed my shoulder from behind, startling me as he forced me to turn and face him.

His friends were behind him like a gang, and they were all staring at me with suspicion and mild concern.

Ace raised his brows. “You created quite a ruckus, Aspen. Everyone in there’s asking questions. One of them called the police.”

“My friend,” I said, gasping, “we were roleplaying. That’s all.”

He raised his brows.

I pulled a twenty-dollar bill from my pocket and placed it on his hand. “Here... for my meal. I have to go.”

I ran off then, and darted down the street before Ace could question me.
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Ace

Present

I followed Aspen, once again, through the streets as she ran down them.

We had been running through the city for almost half-an-hour, and the sky suddenly opened up and poured down on us.

Kylo, Miles, and Nick decided to go and take Jax home, and I told them I was going to follow Aspen and see where she was going. 

She took a sharp turn into the mid-city street, her hair and clothes drenched with the rain, and she ran father and farther until she came up short to a bench and sat down, putting her face in her hands to catch her breath.

I stopped a bit away from her, watching her and every person around to make sure she wasn’t meeting anyone here, and when no one came to her, I stepped over to the bench with an umbrella over my head, settling down and hovering the shield over us both so she wouldn’t get wetter.

I watched as she gazed up at me and sighed, wiping the rain off her eyes before staring into the distance.

She was still tense, but I couldn’t tell if it was because she was scared of the man on the phone or if it was me.

Jax said things he shouldn’t have. He hated her for some reason whereas all of us just want to know why she was acting this way.

She was hiding something, and we thought originally she was protecting the
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