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  Dedication

To my family, for the love and support 

you've shown me while I pursue my dreams. 
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  Prologue


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 used to be one of the lucky ones…

Before my world took an unexpected turn…

A world filled with loss…

Heartache…

Fear…

And…

Unthinkable... Unimaginable... Inconceivable…

Betrayal.










  
  Chapter One

Sophia


It was 3:00 a.m. when we finally made it back to the house. The five of us were exhausted, though no one expected sleep to come. We drifted into the living room, silent and chilled to the bone. Tyler flicked on the fireplace, its soft crackle the only sound as Radio sank into the chair closest to the flames. Ryker pulled Peyton down beside him on the couch, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. Tyler settled on the floor near the coffee table. 
It was strange, surreal, even. Just hours ago, we’d stood helplessly in the dark, watching an old farmhouse devoured by fire. Watching it burn with Peyton and Ryker still inside.
No one spoke. We sat suspended in the quiet. 
Eventually, Tyler looked over to me. His voice was soft, almost apologetic. “I know you’re tired,” he said, “but… would you make some of your famous hot chocolate?”
I managed a smile, small and worn. “Yeah. Of course.”
In the kitchen, I moved on autopilot. My body knew what to do, but my mind was somewhere else. The past few days had been a walking nightmare. Rachel and I had been friends since elementary school.
And now she was dead.
Worse, I didn’t know how to feel about it.
I’d ignored the way she treated Peyton. I’d made excuses. But never in my darkest dreams did I imagine she was capable of kidnapping my friend, let alone planning to kill her.
I added extra marshmallows to Peyton’s cup, just the way she liked it. As I reached for the tray, Tyler appeared in the doorway.
“I’ll take that,” he said, his voice soft. “Thanks for making this.” He paused, searching my face. “You doing okay?”
I hesitated. “I don’t really know,” I admitted. “It’s all just… a lot.”
“Yeah,” he said, taking the tray. “It is.”
Back in the living room, Peyton’s eyes lit up when I handed her the mug. “Extra marshmallows,” she said with a grateful smile. “Thank you.”
That is the one thing about Peyton, she always appreciates the little things, like extra marshmallows.
We sat in silence, the warmth of the cocoa doing little to thaw the chill inside. Tyler let out a laugh. We all turned to look at him.
He leaned back, pointing between Ryker and Peyton. “I must admit… I did not see this coming. You two? I still can’t believe you actually knew each other all those years ago. But Ryker…why did you think she was dead?”
Peyton turned to him, her gaze soft and searching. “I waited for you,” she murmured. “But you never came back. You promised.”
Ryker reached out, gently brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I did come back,” he said, voice thick as he remembered that day. “When I got there, the house was on fire. I tried to get to you, but the firemen held me back. I kept shouting that you were inside.  They said it was too late. I waited for hours, watching them battle the flames and sift through the wreckage. Eventually, they pulled out a body. I lost it. I asked if it was a girl, if it was you. They said yes… but she was beyond recognition.”
A tear slid down Peyton’s cheek. “So you didn’t forget about me?” she whispered.
“I could never forget you,” he said, pulling her into his arms.
“How long did you wait for him?” I asked, unable to hold back the question.
Ryker looked into Peyton’s eyes, his voice steady. “Two years, two months, and thirteen haunted days.”
Peyton leaned into Ryker, resting her head on his shoulder. Her eyes met ours, and for the first time, she spoke about the day of the fire.
“My brother had entered me into this big poker tournament,” she began, voice trembling. “It was the first time I would be allowed to leave the house in three years. Veronica, my brother's girlfriend I think, dressed me  up in preparation. She did my hair, picked out my clothes, even gave me her lucky bracelet. But before the fire started… she passed out. I tried to wake her, tried to drag her out, but I couldn’t.”
Her voice cracked. “I ran. I didn’t know where to go. I ended up at the airport, completely alone. That’s where Mimi found me. She saved me that day. She snuck me out of the airport and slowly brought me back to life.”
No one spoke. We knew there was more to the story, but didn’t want to press her. Ryker looked pale, yet not surprised. Not like the rest of us.
When Peyton finished, Ryker’s voice broke the silence. 
“I heard her crying through the wall,” he said quietly. “Her room was right next to mine. I remember hearing a man scream, then a loud crash. I don’t know why, but I had to make sure she was okay.”
He paused, eyes distant. “I loosened a couple boards between our rooms. Just enough to crawl through. I’d bring her food. Do my homework there every day.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
He looked down, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “It’s funny. The day we moved into that awful place, I thought my life was over. Turns out, it was just beginning. But when my parents said we were leaving… I felt my heart stop. The thought of leaving her behind brought me to my knees.  I was fifteen. I had no way to save her.”
Peyton suddenly sat up, her eyes wide. “I didn’t think to ask you,” she said softly. “How did you figure out it was me?”
“Allow me,” Tyler said, cutting in with a grin. “Your boy here found your necklace while we were out searching for clues. Pocketed it without a word. Later that night, he pulled it out and  stared at it, letting it dangle from his fingers. Two hearts—one engraved with ‘Tink,’ the other with ‘Jimmy.’”
Sophia’s eyes widened. “I remember how upset you were when you lost it. You wore it every day until it mysteriously disappeared. Rachel must’ve taken it… I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“It’s okay,” Peyton said softly, turning to me with a faint smile.
Radio leaned forward, curiosity etched across his face. “I have to ask… Peyton and Ryker doesn’t sound anything like Tink and Jimmy.”
Ryker’s gaze dropped to the floor, his voice low and steady. “I was born James Ryker, named after my father. Everyone called me Jimmy back then. But after my parents made me leave without helping Tink, I refused to answer to that name. The only person I ever wanted to hear call me Jimmy was her.”
He looked at Peyton, eyes filled with something deeper than nostalgia. “Funny thing is… I never actually heard her say it. I never heard her speak. When I saw her for the first time the first thing I noticed was her long blonde hair and her beautiful green eyes. She reminded me of Tinkerbell.”
The room fell quiet again, the weight of his words settling over us.
“When I turned eighteen,” Ryker continued, “I legally changed my name. My parents hated it. They wanted me to follow in my father’s footsteps. They said sharing his name would make it more prestigious.”
I blinked, stunned. “Wait… your father was Senator James R. Monroe?” I murmured. “How did I not know that?”
Peyton’s hand flew to her mouth. “I’m so sorry,” she said, eyes wide with shock.
“Don’t be,” Ryker replied plainly. “I’m not. He wasn’t a good man. I hadn’t spoken to him since I enlisted. I only went to the funeral to make sure my mom had everything she needed. I haven’t spoken to her since.”
“Wait a second,” I said, sitting forward. “Hold on… back up a second. What do you mean you never heard her speak?”
Peyton looked at Ryker for a long moment, then dropped her gaze. Her voice was barely above a whisper.
“The day you met me… I’d snuck out of my room looking for food. I hadn’t eaten in days. A girl I’d never seen before came out of my brother’s room and started asking questions. She tried to sneak me out, but Bobby came back too soon.”
She paused, her hands trembling in her lap.
“He hit her. So hard she fell and struck her head on the table. She died instantly.”
The room went still.
“I was terrified,” Peyton continued. “I thought if I said anything to you, he’d kill you too. I couldn’t take that chance.”
“Wow,” I breathed. “You’ve been through so much.”
I could see the exhaustion etched into her face, the kind that went deeper than physical fatigue. The kind that lived in the bones.
“I know there’s so much more we’d all like to know,” I said gently, “but I think it’s best if we get some much-needed rest.”
Ryker and Peyton both looked relieved. I smiled softly. “I’m sure you two don’t want to be separated. You can take the spare room.”
Ryker stretched out, pulling Peyton closer. “If it’s all the same to you,” he murmured, “I’d rather stay here on the couch. I don’t have the energy to move.”
I don’t think they were awake long enough to hear us stand. Tyler grabbed another blanket and draped it over them, careful not to disturb their peace. He slapped Radio lightly on the shoulder.
“I’ll show you where you can sleep,” he said. “Come on, sis. You need rest too. They’ll be okay.”
I moved slowly down the hallway, each step heavier than the last. The fatigue was all-consuming, pressing into my body like lead. I hadn’t even heard Peyton’s full story yet, but what she’d shared was already more than I could wrap my head around. The things she’d endured… they were beyond comprehension.
And I hadn’t seen it. Worse—I hadn’t wanted to.
Stupid. Blind. I let Rachel’s charm and manipulation cloud my judgment. I ignored the signs, brushed off the tension, convinced myself it wasn’t my place to interfere. But it was. It always was.
How could I have been such a horrible friend?
I reached my room and closed the door behind me, leaning against it as the guilt settled in. It was all my fault. I let it happen. I let her suffer. If only I could make it right.








  
  Chapter Two

Sophia


Sleep never truly came. My mind spun in restless circles, replaying every moment I wished I could change. Before my parents were killed in an accident, we had been arguing, me insisting on independence, them only trying to protect me. That last fight clung to me like a curse. The guilt was all-consuming, and somewhere along the way I convinced myself that if I kept the peace with everyone else, I’d never feel that kind of regret again. Yet here I am, drowning in it all the same. 
I sat on the bed listening to the early birds singing outside my window. Tears burned behind my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. Peyton needed me. I drew a long breath, pulling myself together, when a soft knock broke the silence. Tugging my sweater over my head, I opened the door.
“Peyton, is everything alright?” My voice carried more concern than I meant to show.
She stood in the hallway, her shoulders hunched, her voice quiet. “Would you mind if I take a quick shower? Ryker’s still sleeping, and I didn’t want to disturb him. He looks so exhausted, even in his sleep.”
I reached for her hand and pulled her gently inside. “He barely slept the whole time you were gone,” I said, guiding her toward the dresser. “He loves you so much.” I handed her a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt, smiling faintly. “Here you go.”
She managed a small laugh, and I squeezed her shoulder. “Take your time. I’ll make breakfast and keep an eye on Ryker in case he wakes.”
Peyton disappeared into the en-suite, the sound of running water filling the silence she left behind. I moved to the kitchen, pulling out eggs and bacon, the motions mechanical, almost soothing. Yet every crack of the shell, every hiss of the pan, carried the weight of memory. My parents’ voices echoed in my head, their warnings, their care, the fight that had been our last.
I heard Ryker stir in the living room, a muffled groan breaking through the quiet. I peeked in to find him shifting restlessly, his face pale, his chest rising and falling with uneven breaths. He looked fragile, worn down by nights of worry.
I sat on the edge of the coffee table, brushing a strand of hair from his forehead. “She’s here,” I whispered, though he was too deep in sleep to hear. “She’s safe.”
The shower shut off, and moments later Peyton emerged, wrapped in the oversized sweatshirt, her damp hair clinging to her cheeks. She looked younger somehow, vulnerable in a way that made my chest ache.
“Breakfast smells good,” she said softly, her eyes flicking toward Ryker. “Is he okay?”
I nodded, forcing a smile. “He’ll be okay now. You’re back.”
But even as I said it, the guilt pressed harder. I had promised myself I’d never let anyone suffer because of my silence again.
“Come on, let’s get some breakfast,” I said quietly, trying to steady my voice. “The biscuits should be ready to come out of the oven.”
Peyton slid onto the stool at the counter, her damp hair tucked behind her ears, her hands wrapped around the mug I placed in front of her. She stared into the rising steam as though it might carry her away from the memories pressing in.
“I didn’t think I would make it out of there alive,” she admitted, her voice trembling as she looked at me. “I had no idea Rachel hated me that much. And Mike…” She shuddered. “He always gave me the heebie-jeebies, but I never dreamed he’d be capable of murder.”
The words hung in the air, heavy and raw. I set the tray of biscuits on the counter, the smell of butter and flour filling the room.
“Mike had all of us fooled. Tyler and I have known him for years, and we never saw it. Apparently, he stopped taking his medication, and Rachel…. I swallowed hard. I know I ignored the way she treated you, but I still don’t understand what made her snap. I’m so sorry, I should have known.” I said, fighting back tears.
Peyton’s eyes glistened, her fingers tightening around the mug. “That’s what terrifies me,” she whispered. “That someone you trust can change so completely, and you don’t realize it until it’s too late but you are not to blame Sophia. I don’t blame you at all.”
I reached across the counter, covering her hand with mine. “You survived. “That’s what matters now. We’ll figure out the rest together.”
Tyler stepped into the kitchen with Radio at his side. Both looked more rested than either of us. Tyler grinned, giving me a quick squeeze before sliding onto the stool beside Peyton.
“It smells delicious in here, sis,” he said, his voice warm, almost normal.
I set the plates of bacon, eggs, and hot biscuits in front of them, the steam rising in soft curls. “Eat while it’s hot,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady.
For a moment, the kitchen was filled only with the soft scrape of forks against china, the muted rhythm of breakfast. A soft groan from the other room.
Ryker.
Peyton’s head snapped toward the sound, her fork clattering against the plate as though the noise had jolted her entire body. Her eyes widened, her breath catching.
“He needs me,” she whispered, already pushing back her chair. The food lay forgotten, the warmth of the biscuits untouched.
She rose quickly, the oversized sweatshirt brushing against her knees as she moved toward the hallway, urgency in every step. The air seemed to shift with her departure, the weight of unspoken fears pressing harder against the walls.
I watched her go, my own chest tightening. Breakfast had been meant to bring a moment of normalcy. But Ryker’s groan had shattered it, pulling us all back into the storm we couldn’t escape.
“Will he be okay?” I asked my brother.
Tyler leaned back in his chair, his expression steady. “He’s one of the strongest people I know,” he said firmly. “He’ll be okay.”






  
   Chapter Three

Peyton


Idropped to my knees beside the couch, my fingers tracing the sharp lines of Ryker’s face. His skin was warm beneath my touch, a reminder of all the ways he had healed me since we found each other again. For so long, I had carried the weight of absence, but now, at last, I could do something to help him. 
It still felt impossible to believe that Jimmy was Ryker. The boy who had once saved me, who had kept me alive when the world seemed determined to forget me. I remembered the nights when hunger gnawed at me, and he had found a way to keep me fed. I remembered the comfort of human touch, the fragile safety of knowing someone cared for me.
Time had changed him. In the years we were apart, he had shed the scrawny frame and buzzed hair of the boy I once knew. The blue eyes remained, piercing and unyielding, but now they belonged to a man, tall, strong, with hair as black as coal and a presence that filled the room. Gorgeous, yes, but more than that: hardened by survival, reshaped by pain, and yet still carrying the same quiet strength that had saved me not once but twice.
Ryker’s lashes fluttered, a faint moan escaping his lips through ragged breaths. I froze, my hand still resting against his cheek, afraid that if I moved the moment would vanish. Slowly, his eyes opened. Piercing blue, the same eyes I remembered. 
“Peyton, my love.” His voice was hoarse, fragile, as though speaking cost him more than he had to give.
My throat tightened. “It’s me,” I whispered, brushing back the coal-dark strands of hair that fell across his forehead. “I never stopped thinking about you.”
For a heartbeat, silence stretched between us, heavy with everything left unsaid. Then his fingers curled weakly around mine, the touch grounding me in a way nothing else could.
“You kept me alive once,” I said, my voice trembling. “Fed me when I had nothing, reminded me what it meant to be human. I tried not to think of you. Sometimes the pain of your leaving was too much.”
A faint smile ghosted across his lips, the kind that carried both recognition and disbelief. “There was something about you when I found you in that bar. The need to protect you was so overwhelming, and I couldn’t figure out why. I know what it is now.” He brushed his thumb against my hand. “You, are my soulmate, my destiny.”
Tears pricked at my eyes, but I held them back.
“My forever,” he whispered, before leaning in to kiss me softly on the lips.







  
   Chapter Four

Sophia


For years, I had buried that last conversation with my parents, locking it away in the quiet corners of my mind. I told myself it was just a fight—the kind every kid has—nothing more. But now, with Rachel’s betrayal still raw, the way she tried to kill Peyton, the way she died in the process… it all came rushing back like a tide I couldn’t outrun. 
In sleep, the memory sharpened. My father’s raised voice thundered through the dream, my own defiance slicing back at him, my mother’s trembling pleas threading through the air. They pressed in on me like ghosts.
I hadn’t let myself think about it in ages, but I was trapped inside it again, reliving the moment I’d tried so hard to bury.
Guilt clawed at me as I realized I had failed them, failed Peyton, failed everyone I loved. Rachel’s madness had twisted my judgment in ways I still couldn’t explain. In the dream, everything blurred together, her betrayal, my parents’ disappointment.
I jolted awake, heart hammering, breath ragged, phantom voices still ringing in my ears. For a moment, I was certain they had been there, watching. But beneath the weight of regret, something else stirred. Strength. The kind my parents had always tried to give me, even when I pushed it away. The kind of strength Peyton had.
Rachel’s death had shaken me to my core, but it had also forced me to see the truth with painful clarity. I couldn’t rewrite the past. I couldn’t undo the choices that led me here. But the future? That was still mine to shape.
I drew in a slow breath, letting the air settle the tremor in my chest.
I wasn’t broken. Just a little splintered. And splintered things could still hold strong. Couldn’t they?
I swung my legs over the side of the bed and sat up, drawing in slow, steady breaths until my heartbeat eased. The clock gleamed in the dim room and I silenced the alarm. I only lost an extra half hour of sleep, better than I expected. Enough time to linger under the hot spray of the shower, to let the steam loosen the knots in my muscles. I’d need it. A week had passed since the fire, and it was time to get back to reality. Today was the big meeting—the one where we’d pitch ideas for the upcoming holiday marketing campaign.
A small smile tugged at my lips as I wondered whether Todd would actually pitch the bogus strategy I’d “accidentally” left on my desk. It wouldn’t surprise me. He’d stolen one of my ideas a few months ago. Luckily, that one hadn’t been very good. Still, the thought nagged at me. Someone had definitely been rifling through my drawers, and I was starting to wonder just how far they’d go.
I heard my boss yelling the moment I stepped through the office doors. Judy, his long‑suffering secretary, slipped out of his office and shut the door behind her. He kept ranting, probably not even noticing she wasn’t there anymore.
“Good morning, Judy,” I said as I walked past her. The elevator dinged, and I stepped inside only to realize I’d be sharing it with Todd.
Besides Judy, I was the only woman working at Denver Corp. The biggest marketing firm around, and I had to prove myself every single day.
“Sophia, good to see you back in the office,” Todd said, eyes twinkling like he knew something I didn’t.
“Good to be back,” I replied, fighting the smile threatening to break through. He was absolutely going to use the bogus idea. It was almost sad, if he weren’t so lazy, he might actually be good at this job.
We stepped off the elevator and entered the conference room. I took my usual seat and waited for our boss to join us. 
I’d chosen my spot carefully, far from Mr. Denver. He always dressed like he was auditioning for a CEO magazine cover, all tailored suits and glossy ties.  But no amount of tailored suits could hide the unsettling energy he carried with him. Those bushy eyebrows, that tragic comb‑over… it wasn’t his appearance alone that made my skin crawl. It was the way his eyes lingered a beat too long, the way he smiled like he knew secrets no one wanted him to have.
I kept my gaze fixed on the conference table, pretending to review my notes as the rest of the team filtered in. The room buzzed with low chatter.  Beneath it all, a quiet tension pulsed. Today's pitches could make or break someone’s career.
And I had a feeling Todd was about to break his own.
“Alright, people,” Mr. Denver barked, slapping his folder onto the table. “Holiday campaign pitches. Let’s make this quick. The Anderson’s will be here at 3:00 today and we need to have time to fix any problems. Todd, you’re up first.”
Of course he was.
Todd straightened his tie, shot me a smug little grin, and stood. He carried himself like a man about to unveil the next global phenomenon. I folded my hands in my lap, doing everything in my power not to smile.
“Thank you, Mr. Denver,” Todd began, clearing his throat dramatically. “This year, I’m proposing a bold, innovative holiday coffee campaign that will revolutionize the way consumers experience seasonal beverages.”
A few heads lifted. He had their attention.
I bit the inside of my cheek. Oh, this was going to be good.
Todd clicked the remote, and the first slide flashed onto the screen: a stock photo of a coffee cup wearing a Santa hat. The title read:
“HOLIDAY MAGIC: COFFEE THAT WARMS THE SOUL… AND MAYBE YOUR TOES.”
My bogus tagline. The one I’d scribbled on a sticky note as a joke and left for him.
Todd continued confidently. “Our theme centers around the idea that coffee should not only warm your heart, but also, quite literally, your toes.”
A murmur rippled through the room.
Mr. Richards squinted. “Your… toes?”
Todd nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. Imagine a limited‑edition holiday blend that comes with complimentary heated insoles. We call it.” He clicked again. “‘Toe‑Bean Warmers.’”
The slide displayed a pair of cartoon feet sticking out of a coffee cup.
I nearly choked.
Someone down the table whispered, “Is this… real?”
Todd plowed ahead. “Consumers love novelty. They love warmth. They love feet—”
A collective wince.
He froze. “I mean, warm feet,” he corrected quickly, cheeks reddening. “Warm feet. The holidays are cold. People want comfort. This campaign delivers both caffeine and thermal support.”
Mr. Richards stared at the screen as if trying to decode an alien language. “Toe… bean warmers.”
Todd forged ahead, sweating now, pulling on his tie. “Yes, sir. And that’s not all.” He clicked to the next slide.
“The slogan can be: SIP. SAVOR. SNUGGLE YOUR FEET.”
I had written that one while laughing so hard I snorted.
The room fell into stunned silence.
Finally, Mr. Richards leaned back in his chair, eyebrows climbing dangerously high. “Todd… where exactly did this idea come from?”
Todd puffed up his chest. “I found the notes on Sophia’s desk. I assumed she left them there for me to review.”
Every head turned toward me.
I shrugged and lifted my coffee cup, keeping my expression perfectly neutral. “Interesting assumption.”
Todd blinked, unsure.
Mr. Richards pinched the bridge of his nose. “Todd, I want you to listen very carefully. We are a marketing firm. Not a… foot‑warming novelty company.”
A few muffled laughs escaped around the table.
Todd’s face drained of color.
Shaking his head, Mr. Richards sighed. “Sit down. Please. Before you hurt yourself.”
Todd sank into his chair, fumbling with his papers as he kept his eyes down.
I took a slow sip of my coffee, savoring the moment.
Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad after all.
Todd stared down at his papers, cheeks still burning from humiliation. The room buzzed with barely contained laughter, and even Mr. Richards looked like he needed a moment to recover from the trauma of “Toe‑Bean Warmers.”
He cleared his throat. “Alright. Moving on. Sophia, please—save us.”
A few people chuckled. I stood, smoothing my blazer, and clicked to my first slide. The screen shifted from Todd’s cartoon feet to a clean, elegant design in deep reds and golds.
“Good morning,” I began, my voice steady. “This year’s holiday campaign is built around one idea: connection. Because the moments people remember most aren’t things, they're the people they share them with.” 
The room quieted. Even Todd looked up.
I clicked again. Images of families, friends, coworkers, all sharing coffee in warm, candid moments filled the screen.
“The holidays are chaotic. People crave something grounding
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