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If you are one of the lucky ones, life will offer you: 

Love, Trust, Innocence, Happiness.

These are the gifts that mold you, shape you, guide you through the years.

If you are one of the lucky ones, your world will be filled with beauty, and very little heartache. If you are one of the lucky ones.

I started out as one of the lucky ones. Before my world turned dark.

A world filled with betrayal. Unbelievable.

Unthinkable. Unimaginable. Inconceivable...

FEAR.
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All I could smell was stale beer and the rank odor of sweat as I fought the terror threatening to swallow me whole. His hulking frame loomed over me, a dark shadow in the crowded room. His eyes were bloodshot, fixated on mine, and a web of intricate tattoos covered his arms like a grim warning. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drum I was sure everyone around me could hear.

"Hey, little lady," he slurred, his words thick and slow. "What's a pretty thing like you doing all alone? Oh wait, haven't we met before?"

"No, we haven't," I said, forcing the words out with a firmness I didn't feel.

He grinned, a flash of yellowed teeth. "We haven't? Yeah, I guess you're right. No way I'd forget a face like yours."

He leaned in closer, and I instinctively pulled back, my eyes darting through the crowd for any sign of Sophia, my best friend from college. She had promised to stay by my side when she talked me into coming out for her birthday, but now, she was nowhere to be found.

A drop of sweat trickled down the back of my neck. The walls of the bar felt like they were closing in, the air growing heavy and suffocating as his hand slid onto my thigh, creeping upward.

"Go away," I said, my voice barely a whisper.

"How about I buy you a drink before we head back to my place for a little fun?" he leered, his grip tightening.

"I'm not interested," I snapped, shoving his hand away.

Panic surged through me as I scrambled out of the chair. "Get away from me," I shouted, my voice cracking.

I tried to get around him, but his massive body was an impenetrable wall. His eyes darkened with anger, and he blocked my every move, cutting off my escape. The music and laughter around us grew louder, but his words were muffled, lost in the roar of my own terror.

I was tired of this twisted dance. I feinted left, and when he shifted, I bolted right, surging toward the exit. But just as I thought I was free, a hand like a vise clamped around my wrist, yanking me back violently. I spun into his chest, the air knocked from my lungs.

I was losing control. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and black spots danced before my eyes. Bad things happen when you lose control. I needed to breathe, desperately, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't get enough air.

Then, strong arms wrapped around my waist, pulling me away from him and into a firm, warm chest. A gentle voice whispered in my ear, "Don't worry, love. I got you."

A moment of pure relief washed over me before the darkness took over completely.
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I couldn’t wait for school to end. Today was my twelfth birthday, and Mom and Dad were finally letting me have a sleepover. They had told me they were picking up my birthday present after I left for school this morning. I was hoping for a puppy.

Marcy and Kimberly were my best friends. We'd been inseparable since preschool, and we did everything together. We had spent weeks planning the night, pizza, a sundae bar, fixing each other’s hair, makeup, and of course, talking about boys.

I just had to survive math class, and then I’d be free to start my fun-filled weekend.

Suddenly, Mrs. Kimball, our principal, knocked on the door and spoke quietly with my teacher in the hallway. Then she stepped inside.

“Peyton, could you please come with me and bring your things?” she said. Something in her eyes made my stomach twist with a knot of dread.

Marcy and Kimberly whispered excitedly, guessing Mom and Dad were picking me up early for my surprise. But I knew better. Something wasn’t right.

I walked silently beside Mrs. Kimball to her office, and that’s when I saw Bobby. My brother.

He was ten years older than me, and we weren’t close. The last time I saw him was when Mom and Dad kicked him out after finding drugs and alcohol in his room again.

“Peyton, please take a seat,” Mrs. Kimball said, her voice gentle.

I looked at Bobby. He looked completely broken. I sat down and grabbed his hand. From that moment on, my life was never the same.

It became the day my nightmare began.
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I had just walked into the bar with my best friend, Tyler, when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Trouble was brewing; I could feel it in the air.

Scanning the crowded room, my eyes landed on a girl. She was small and delicate, with long blonde hair that framed her face like a halo. But it wasn't her beauty that stopped me, it was the look in her eyes.

Pure fear.

I broke away from Tyler, weaving through the bodies, never taking my eyes off her. She stood abruptly, trying to move around a man whose arms were covered in intricate tattoos. This wasn't a lovers' quarrel; something was deeply wrong.

She darted past him, and our eyes met for a split second, just before he grabbed her wrist and yanked her back, spinning her violently into his chest.

I didn't hesitate.

I reached around her waist, pulling her securely against my own chest. Her back pressed against me, her breathing shallow and frantic. I leaned down and whispered in her ear, "I got you, love. I got you."

"Hey!" the tattooed man barked. "She's mine, now let her go!"

"The girl clearly doesn't see it that way," I said, my voice calm but firm. "So I suggest you back off."

Her body sagged against me, she'd passed out. She was light as a feather, and I lifted her easily into my arms. I didn't trust the guy in front of me, so I kept my eyes locked on him, refusing to turn my back.

"I said she's mine!" he shouted, lunging at me.

Drunk and sloppy, his punch was slow. I caught his fist mid-air and twisted his wrist until he dropped to his knees with a grunt of pain.

Tyler was already at my side, watching my back.

Without another word, I slid my arm beneath her legs and carried her out of the bar. The cool night air hit us like a wave, but I barely noticed.

All I could feel was her in my arms.

And how right it felt.
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I could hear Sophia talking, but her words were muffled as I clawed my way toward consciousness.

“Just sit her down on the bench. She won’t want you touching her when she comes to,” Sophia said.

I felt myself becoming more aware of my surroundings. Memories of what had happened began to surface, and my heart rate spiked as I realized I was cradled in someone’s arms.

“Shhh... my love, I got you. You’re safe,” he said, his voice gentle.

I slowly opened my eyes and looked into his. They were the most beautiful eyes I’d ever seen, clear blue, framed by full, dark lashes. They held a deep sadness, but beneath it... something else. Something I hadn’t seen, or felt, in years.

Hope.

For reasons I couldn’t comprehend, I felt safe with him. I slowly sat up and slid next to him on the bench, totally embarrassed by what had just happened.

Sophia sat down on my other side, careful not to touch me. She had seen this happen a few times before, back when we first met. She didn’t understand, because I refused to talk about it, but she accepted it. She loved me anyway.

I remembered one time, during finals week our sophomore year, I had locked myself in the dorm bathroom, shaking, unable to breathe. Sophia had waited outside for an hour, refusing to leave. When I finally opened the door, she didn’t ask questions. She just sat beside me on the cold tile floor and hummed softly until the storm passed.

I took a few deep breaths and looked at her. “I’m sorry I ruined your birthday.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, her voice light. “You’re probably just dehydrated. It was awfully hot in there. You know you don’t do well in heat.”

She rambled on, trying to make light of it.

Tyler jumped in. “I’ll tell you what, how about we go to Jet’s Place and buy you girls some burgers?”

“That sounds perfect,” I said, relieved he wasn’t going to make a big deal out of what just happened. Especially since this had never happened around him before.

Tyler is Sophia's older brother. I didn’t meet him until my junior year of college, after he was discharged from the military. It took a while, but he became one of the few people I truly trust.
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It’s been two weeks since I met Peyton, and she’s all I can think about.

After we went to Jet’s Place, I tried to ask her what had happened, but she brushed me off, clearly not ready to talk. She kept herself closed off, avoiding eye contact. Still, I caught her staring at me from time to time when she thought I wouldn’t notice.

It took everything I had not to stare back. She’s absolutely gorgeous.

Her hair is a mix of blonde and natural highlights, and her eyes are an incredible shade of emerald green. But there’s a sadness in them that I recognize, a reflection of what I see in my own eyes every day. And her lips... those soft, kissable lips make me want things I haven’t wanted in years. I know I shouldn’t want her. Lord knows I don’t deserve her. But I do. The question is: what am I going to do about it?

I’ve been hanging out at Tyler’s house for the past hour, hoping to catch a glimpse of Peyton while trying to steer clear of Rachel. Tyler and his sisters are throwing a big cookout and pool party, there must be thirty people here. Unfortunately for me, Sophia’s friend Rachel has her sights set on me.

She’s attractive enough, I guess, shoulder-length red hair, confident, but she does nothing for me. Every time she opens her mouth, it’s like nails on a chalkboard. "Ryker, come swimming with me," she whines, stepping way too close. I take a step back, trying to be polite.

"Come on, Ryker. At least take your shirt off. Let’s see those muscles you’re hiding," she says, running her hand up my chest. I think she’s trying to be sexy, but it just comes off as cheap, and desperate.

"Look, Rachel, I’m sure you’re a nice girl and all, but I’m just not interested." She stares at me like I’ve lost my mind, then purses her lips and turns away. Flipping her hair over her shoulder, she tosses back, "You say that now, but you clearly haven’t seen me in my bikini."

I shake my head and walk to the other side of the pool, trying to put some distance between us. And then I see her.

If I thought Peyton was beautiful before, it’s nothing compared to how she looks now. She’s wearing white shorts that show off her tanned legs and a bright floral shirt that slips off her shoulders. Her hair’s pulled up in a messy bun. She’s not skinny like most girls, she’s strong. Toned arms, powerful legs, curves in all the right places.

I realize I’ve been standing there, completely mesmerized, when Sophia elbows me in the side. “You like her,” she says knowingly.

“I don’t know you all that well,” she continues, “but my brother says he trusts you with his life. So I’m choosing to trust you too.” She takes a deep breath and looks me in the eye. “I love that girl like a sister. I want to see her happy, truly happy. And for some reason, I think you might be the one to make that happen.” Her eyes glisten. "Please promise me you won’t hurt her."

“Do you know what happened to her?” I ask quietly. She looks over at Peyton, then back at me. “No. I don’t,” she says, before walking away.

Just as I’m about to make my way toward Peyton, Tyler calls me over to meet a few more of his friends.
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I managed to hide in the kitchen for almost an hour before Sophia came in and insisted I’d done enough. I’d kept myself busy, making veggie trays, fruit trays, anything to avoid going outside. Parties aren’t my thing. Too many people. Too much noise. But Sophia and her family have been so good to me, and I couldn’t say no.

From the kitchen window, I watched Rachel trying to get Ryker’s attention. She’s been friends with Sophia since elementary school. She acts like she’s my friend too, but I’m pretty sure she secretly hates me. That’s fine. If I’m being honest, she’s not my favorite person either. I saw Ryker backing away every time Rachel got near him. Then she ran her hand up his chest, and I felt my own chest tighten.

Sophia chuckled behind me. “Why, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you like him.” Embarrassed to be caught staring, I grabbed the last veggie tray and walked out the door. Did I mention how much I hate parties?

I spent another hour trying to blend into the background, pretending I was enjoying myself. I tried sneaking back inside to clean up, but Sophia wouldn’t hear of it. I watched Sophia move through the crowd, the perfect hostess, just like her mother always was. Her parents were wonderful people. They accepted me into their family from the moment we met. They were killed by a drunk driver our junior year of college.

Tyler had just been discharged from the military three weeks earlier. He stepped in without hesitation, took care of Sophia and Julie, their older sister, who was preparing for her wedding. Julie wanted to postpone it, but Tyler wouldn’t let her. He handled everything, from the funeral to the wedding. I found it fascinating, watching Tyler with his sisters. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have a brother who actually takes care of you. Mine was... well, mine was Satan himself.

A few of Rachel’s guy friends were getting rowdy, clearly drunk. As I tried to make my way back toward the house, Rachel grabbed my arm.

“Come on, Peyton. Come swim with me and my friends.”

I tried to pull away without making a scene. She knows I don’t swim. I don’t know what she’s trying to do.

One of the guys, Tommy, I think, draped his arm around me and pulled me close. “Yeah, come swim with us.”

I pulled away again. “Um, no thank you. I don’t feel like swimming.”

I turned to leave, but another guy stepped behind me. “Come on, sweetie. It’ll be fun,” he said.

Rachel kept them riled up. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid to get your hair wet. Guys, I think she’s afraid to get wet!”

I tried to laugh it off, tried not to make a scene, but it was getting harder. I glanced toward the water... and then I felt him looking at me. Ryker tilted his head, clearly wondering what was going on. Our eyes met, and that unexplainable connection surged through me again. He gave a slight nod, acknowledging me, and stood up.

Before I could understand what was happening, I was catapulted through the air, straight into the water.

I remember my brother being mad that he had to watch me when Mom went to the store.

“Bobby, I need you to take care of your sister while I go to the grocery store. I’ll be gone for about an hour.”

“Come on, Mom. Joe and I are going swimming. Can’t you just take her with you?”

“Bobby, just watch your sister. She loves spending time with her big brother. Just make sure she doesn’t get in the pool until I get home.”

I loved playing in the water. Mom and Dad said I’d start swimming lessons soon. Joe was Bobby’s best friend. He was always at our house, from what I could remember at the tender age of five. After Mom left, Bobby and Joe started smoking something that smelled awful. “Bobby, come play with me,” I begged.

“Tell you what, how about we go for a swim?” Bobby snickered.

“Mommy said no swimming.”

“You said you wanted to play, Peyton. I’m going to teach you how to swim.” He picked me up and threw me into the center of the pool.

I could hear him laughing as I hit the water. I couldn’t breathe.
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I never did make it over to talk to Peyton. For most of the night, I was busy dodging Rachel, who, despite my best efforts, just wouldn’t take no for an answer. She clung to me like static, always finding a reason to be nearby and laughing a little too loud at things I didn’t say.

Instead, I watched Peyton from a distance. You can learn a lot about someone by the way they move. Peyton was clearly uncomfortable in the crowd. She kept to the edges, her eyes darting and shoulders tense. I saw her try to sneak inside three separate times, only for Sophia to intercept her each time with a gentle hand and a reassuring smile.

Rachel noticed me watching. I didn’t care. Tyler had told me Rachel and Sophia had been friends for years. Something about the way Rachel looked at Peyton made me think she wasn’t thrilled about the new girl in the mix. Jealousy, maybe. Or something worse.

The party was still going strong. Music thumped through the speakers, and a few people had clearly had too much to drink. I spotted Rachel again, this time with Peyton. She grabbed her by the arm and dragged her toward a group of guys near the pool. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but Peyton’s expression said enough. She tried to pull away. One of the guys slung his arm around her back, pulling her close. She flinched and tried again to escape. Rachel laughed, finding the whole thing hilarious.

Peyton’s eyes flicked toward the water, then locked onto mine. I tilted my head, trying to read her. Panic. Desperation. A silent plea. And then I understood. She couldn’t swim.

I gave her a slight nod, letting her know I understood. I stood quickly, ready to move. But before I could take two steps, one of the guys shoved her into the deep end of the pool.

Without hesitation, I vaulted over a lounge chair and dove in.

Most people who can’t swim panic. They thrash and fight, making it harder to help them. But Peyton didn’t fight. She didn’t even try to swim. She sank like a stone, her body limp in the water. I reached her in seconds, wrapping my arm around her waist and turning her toward me. With two powerful kicks, I broke the surface. Her eyes fluttered open, and she gasped for air.

No one seemed to notice.

“Put your arms and legs around me,” I said softly. “I’ve got you. No one will even notice you can’t swim.”

She did exactly as I asked, clinging to me without hesitation. I swam to the edge and lifted her gently onto the side of the pool. She sat quietly, dripping and stunned, as I removed her shoes and climbed out beside her.

Sophia rushed over, eyes wide. “What happened?”

Before either of us could answer, she looked up and saw Rachel laughing with the guys. The laughter didn’t last long.

Tyler stormed over, his face thunderous. He didn’t yell, he didn’t have to. He confronted them, said something sharp and final, then escorted them to the door. He’d already arranged designated drivers for anyone who’d been drinking. He always thought ahead. He glanced at me, his eyes asking the question without words. I gave him a thumbs-up.

Then I turned to Peyton and offered her my hand.
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