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Nobody asked the Purity Club girls to dance.  
They stood in the corner looking like painted-up losers and Ryan Quinn was smack dab in the middle of the group.  
Relax. New beginning. New town. New group.  
New me.  
If this had been her old school, she’d have put some fire into this party— 
Not true. If this had been her old school, she’d have ditched the party for… no, she wasn’t going there. Being a 

member of the Purity Club was the perfect way to atone for the sins she’d committed then. As long as her past remained 
secret, she’d handle being ignored at the dance. 

After the king and queen had been announced, the PC girls were ready to leave. That was fine with her. She was 
bored out of her mind. Things probably weren’t going to get any more exciting at the PC sleepover, but at least she 
could shed her gown for Soffe shorts and a tank top.  

She lagged behind as they crossed the parking lot to Macey Brown’s mom’s Tahoe. The girls whispered, followed 
by a round of giggles. Were they laughing at her? Nah. She was just being paranoid. They’d included her in all of the 
pre-Homecoming stuff. She was the one who’d held back, not sure she was ready to open herself up to a new group.  

Once they were in the SUV, Macey cranked up the radio—and it wasn’t the Christian rock she usually listened to. 
They drove around town and sang along to the radio and for the first time, Ryan almost felt like she fit in. Macey 
parked in front of the courthouse fountain.  

“Come on, girls, let’s go.” 
Macey and Katie McDonald exchanged one of those looks that said they had a secret. All the girls laughed—they 

were in on it too. Uneasiness wafted across the hairs on the back of Ryan’s neck. She reminded herself she was being 
stupid, and forced a grin. “What’s funny?” 

Macey flashed a plastic smile. “You’ll see. Ladies—shoes.” They kicked off their heels and climbed out. Katie 
grabbed a plastic grocery sack with a bottle of dish soap sticking out of the top.  

We’re going to soap the fountain. PC girls committing minor vandalism? This was not in her change-my-life plan. 
She didn’t need this crap. She should’ve gone for loner status. But that was easier said than done, and being a fringe 
member of a marginally popular crowd was better than no group at all. 

Macey called out to her, “Come on, Ryan. Let’s have some fun.” 
So they were soaping the fountain. Even if they got caught, how bad could it be? Harmless fun. This was not 

Chicago. These were nice girls. And as far as they knew, she was a nice girl too. Stop holding back. Give them a 
chance. Ryan slipped from her strappy sandals and drew a deep breath. 

All in. 



The girls held up the hems of their dresses and climbed into the fountain, squealing and giggling as the cold hit 
their legs. Ryan stepped over the stone wall into the water, ignored the cold chill that shot from her toes to her head, 
and joined in the splashing and giggling.  

Macey waded over to her. “Ryan, I have to confess that we brought you here for a purpose.”  
The girls moved close to Ryan.  
She smiled, but wariness eased its way into her mind. “What? Is this an initiation?”  
Katie McDonald and Carle Davis each grabbed an arm.  
So, they’re going to dunk me. Relax.  
Macey looked back at her with cold black eyes. Her sweet Southern smile was replaced by a sneer. “On your 

knees.” 
I can deal. They’re just having fun. She dropped to her knees, and sucked in a breath as the cold water hit her torso.  
The other girls closed in. Jessica Stern pulled plastic scouring pads from the bag and passed them to the girls. 

Macey pulled the cap open on the soap. They had crazed looks in their eyes and despite her bravado, the hairs on the 
back of Ryan’s neck screamed that this was not good. “What are you doing?” 

“We discovered you’ve been a naughty girl.” 
Shit. Shit. Shit. She tried to laugh but all that came out was a nervous giggle. “What do you mean?” 
“I’m talking about abusing the temple God gave you. You’ve abused and shamed your body with sex and drugs.”  
Her captors tightened their hold. Ryan’s heart raced and she tried to pull away, but then it seemed like a thousand 

hands were on her. They poured soap over her and scrubbed. She screamed and they pushed her under. When they let 
her up, she coughed soapy water.  

Scouring pads scraped across her skin. She twisted and kicked to get away, but they held her down. Macey 
straddled Ryan and screamed, “You are soiled by the workings of the devil!” She ran the pad above the scoop neck of 
Ryan’s gown. Soap bubbles foamed in the water. “You’re evil and unclean.” She scrubbed the pad across Ryan’s face. 

The first pass felt like sand, but she kept working that damned pad. Over and over her cheeks, across her lips, 
down her neck. It felt as though fire raked across her with each angry stroke. 

She’s gone batshit crazy. She turned her face to get away from the torture, but Macey clamped a hand on her chin 
and dug the nylon deeper into Ryan’s skin with each stroke. 

Jessica yelled, “Stop it, Macey. That’s too much!” The hold on her right hand was released and Ryan fought to 
push Macey off. But the other girls were quick to pin down her arm again. A knee dug into the inside of each bicep. 
They held her legs by putting pressure on her kneecaps. She fought, but they kept her pinned.  

Jessica yelled again. “Macey, she’s bleeding. Let her go.” 
Macey released her chin and looked down on her. The whites of her eyes glowed in the lamplight, giving her a 

crazy, detached look. She held the scouring pad above Ryan’s face and squeezed.  
Soapy water mixed with blood showered down. Ryan clamped her eyes shut and prayed the torture would end.  
Macey dropped her voice an octave. “I command the darkness in you to come out.” 
A low, deep growl sounded from somewhere. The girls released her and squealed. She heard splashing as they 

scrambled to get out of the fountain. Ryan’s body shook as she sat up and tried to wash the soap from her eyes. Before 
she could open them, she heard splashing. 

Somebody was slogging through the water toward her.  
 

* 
 



Justin Hayes didn’t care that he’d been kicked out of the Homecoming dance, but he was pissed as hell that they 
treated Eric like a victim. When Coach Graves escorted Justin out, he lectured him about his anger and how he needed 
to get control of it before he wound up in trouble with the law.  

Jesus. How had he become the bad guy?  
When they got to Justin’s truck, Coach Graves put his hand on Justin’s shoulder, all fatherly, and said, “Son, think 

about what I said. You have to learn to let things go.” 
Justin opened the door and turned to Coach. He wanted to tell him he’d gotten it all wrong. But Justin had thrown 

the first punch and that was all that really mattered. He choked back all the things he wanted to say and closed the 
door.  

His hands gripped the steering wheel as he fought the urge to slam down the accelerator. He didn’t need more 
trouble. He needed to wrap his brain around the truth that had been revealed tonight. One more thing to add to his big, 
stinking shithole of a life.  

He made a right by the courthouse, where girls in their Homecoming gowns frolicked in the fountain. He pulled 
up alongside the curb and put it in Park. They’d soaped the fountain. At least someone was having fun tonight. 

As he watched the scene unfold, uneasiness filled him. Those girls weren’t dancing in the bubbles. They looked 
like they were trying to drown someone.  

Holy shit! They’re going to kill her.  
He jumped from his truck. A deep growl erupted as he ran toward them. The girls screamed and scrambled like 

rats from a sinking ship. Macey Brown stared at him as she stepped over the rim of the fountain, hatred blazing in her 
eyes. She wasn’t scared like the other girls. She was mad that he’d interrupted.  

He pushed past her. Ryan Quinn sat up and splashed water in her face. Her skin was raw and bleeding. He scooped 
her out of the water. She wasn’t crying—she was beyond that. She leaned her face into his chest and her body trembled 
in his arms. He opened the truck’s passenger door and slid her onto the seat.  

Macey stood in front of the hood with a pair of shoes in her hand. “You can have the whore. Jesus doesn’t want 
her and neither do we.” She chucked the shoes at him. 

He caught one. The other thunked onto the windshield. He grabbed the shoe and climbed behind the wheel.  
Macey stood on the sidewalk with her hands on her hips. Her prom dress clung to her body and pieces of her hair 

had come unpinned, making her look even crazier than she was. Katie tried to pull her away, but she wasn’t budging. 
As he drove away, Justin took a last look in the rearview. Macey remained on the sidewalk with her middle finger 
pointed toward heaven.  

Ryan shifted sideways and pressed her face against the seat. “Thank you.” 
The raw sound of her voice made his gut twist. “Are you okay?” 
She nodded. “You’re Justin Hayes.” 
“We have Shop together.” They’d never spoken because she and her sisters hung out with Austin McCoy. There’d 

been no one on this planet he hated more than Austin McCoy—he rubbed his cheek where Eric had managed to get a 
shot in—until tonight. 

He’d noticed her, though—her big blue eyes and the cute pixie haircut. He especially liked the paint-splattered 
shirt she’d worn on the first day of class. It wasn’t screen-printed paint either. These were real splatters. She’d caught 
him looking at it and with a buttload of attitude had said, “Self portrait.” There was something cool about a girl who’d 
say that.  

Even cooler was the way she’d handled Mr. Hesby when he tried to kick her out of class “because girls didn’t 
belong in Shop.” She’d stood her ground and talked him into letting her stay. He’d noticed other things too. Like the 
way she moved when she was cutting wood. It was like watching a dance.  



He looked at the girl curled up in the passenger seat. Soap matted her super-short hair and mascara stained her 
cheeks. Christ, what did she do to piss those girls off? “Where do you live? I’ll drive you home.”  

“Can we get some coffee or something first?” Her teeth chattered on the last word. 
He flipped the heat on high. “The Grind is still open.” He drove to the opposite side of the courthouse and parked 

in front of a tiny coffee shop. “What do you want? I’ll run in.” 
“Caramel latte.” She folded her legs under her and rubbed her arms. “They have my purse. I’ll pay you back.” 
“I got it. We’ll worry about your purse later.” He hurried into the coffee shop.  
Thank God, there wasn’t a line to order. His slacks were wet up to his knees and he was dripping on the floor. The 

few people who were there stared as he squished to the counter. He didn’t care. He just wanted to get the drinks and 
get back to Ryan. What the hell happened? Her arms and face were raw. He needed to take her home so her parents 
could tend to her.  

When he got back to the truck, he found her curled on the seat with one of his football jerseys draped over her. He 
handed her the drink and slipped off his loafers and socks.  

She warmed her hands on the cup. “I found—your shirt in the—the back seat. I can’t get—warm.” 
He took off his suit coat and handed it to her. “You need dry clothes.”  
She set her cup in the drink holder and turned her back toward him. “Unzip me.” 
“What?” 
She looked over her shoulder. “I’m not g-going to strip in front of you.” She pulled the jersey over her head and 

he leaned across the console to reach her zipper. His hands trembled and his fingers were clumsy as he worked the 
zipper down. She pulled her arms from the straps of her dress and into the sleeves of his shirt and did a whole lot of 
wiggling until the dress lay crumpled on the floorboards. She pulled her knees close, stretched the shirt over them, 
and blanketed his jacket across her lap. She sipped her coffee. “Thank you for saving me.”  

Justin stared through the windshield to keep from gawking at her. “Are you ready to go home?” 
“No. Not yet. I can’t.” 
He looked at the scrapes on her face and arms. He should get her to her parents, but after what she’d endured, he 

was going to let her call the shots. “Okay. Where do you want to go?” 
“Anywhere. I’m just not ready to face my parents.” 
He drove through quiet neighborhoods and tried to think of something to say. But the girl on the other side of the 

cab didn’t seem in the mood for small talk. She was probably in shock or something. He thought about calling his dad, 
but that would just complicate things.  

It didn’t take long to cover the streets of Hillside. He pulled up to a stop sign and looked at her. “Want to go to the 
park?” 

She shivered and nodded. 
He pulled into a spot in front of the playground. “Are you warm?” She nodded and he cut the engine. In the glow 

of the park lights, he could tell her face was beginning to swell. Blood beaded across her cheeks where the skin had 
been rubbed raw. “You need medical help.” 

“I—I just can’t. Not yet.” She pressed her finger to her upper lip and winced. “I’m sorry. You probably have 
somewhere to go…” 

“No. I don’t. It’s okay. I’ll stay with you as long as you want.” He pulled a spirit towel from the back seat. “I’ll be 
right back.” He jumped out of the truck, ran to the water fountain near the playground, and soaked the towel.  

He got back into the driver’s seat and faced her. “Here.” When he pressed the cloth to her right cheek, she flinched. 
“I’m sorry.”  

She took the rag and held it to her face. “It’s okay. Actually, it feels pretty good.”  



Justin watched water trickle down her neck as she squeezed the cloth against her throat, and told himself he was a 
jerk for thinking it was sexy. “What happened back there?” 

Her lower lip quivered and tears filled her eyes, but she didn’t cry. She pressed the back of her head into the seat. 
“At first I thought it was an initiation.” She moved the cloth to the left cheek. “Those girls are crazy.”  

He waited for her to finish the story, but was met with silence. Whatever happened, she wasn’t going to talk about 
it.  

Finally she let out a breath and said, “I saw you dancing. What happened to your date?” 
He shook his head. “I didn’t have a date. I—ah—was asked to leave.” 
“What’d you do?” 
“Got in a fight.”  
“Austin McCoy?” 
“Eric Perez.”  
She patted her arms with the cloth. “I know Eric. He’s in the Purity Club. I thought you guys were friends.” 
“Yeah. Not so much.” His body tensed as he thought about the note his sister had written. Eric had let him believe 

it was for Austin. When Justin figured out what Eric had done to his sister, the bastard had laughed. He’d effing 
laughed.  

“Hey, are you okay? You look like you’re about to explode.” 
He looked at the red marks on her arms and blew out a deep breath. “Yeah. I guess we both had our friends turn 

on us tonight.” 
“They were never my friends.” She pulled Justin’s suit coat up over her shoulders. “I have to get my stuff from 

Macey. I don’t even have my cell phone.” 
 “I’ll help you.” He started the truck. 
“How?” 
“Do you know her number?” He pulled his phone from the center console. 
“Not a clue.”  
He scrolled through his contacts. “I don’t think I know anybody who’d have her number.” He tossed his phone 

back on the console. “We’ll just go there. Give me directions.” 
“No. I can’t. I don’t want to see them.” 
“I’ll get your stuff. You can stay in the truck.” She was shaking her head before he finished his sentence. “You’ll 

be safe. They won’t even know you’re in my truck.” 
“No—just no.” Fear flashed in her eyes. He needed to back off. 
“Okay.” He looked at the clock on the dash. It was already after midnight. “What do you want to do?” 
“Just be.”  
What the hell did that mean? “O… kay. So do you want to hang out here for awhile?” 
She nodded and got out of the truck. 
Shit. He followed her to the swings. “You okay?” 
“Yeah.” She sat and dug her painted toes in the dirt. He liked the little silver ring on her middle toe.  
He rolled the bottoms of his trousers to midcalf and sat on the swing next to her. The dirt felt good on his bare feet. 

A breeze wafted through the air carrying a soapy scent. He smiled and looked at the girl with the clumpy hair. 
“What?” 
“You smell like Dawn dish soap.” 
“Didn’t you know? It’s all the rage.” She smiled back and his gut clenched.  



He’d sat at the table behind her in Shop for weeks and, other than her comment on her shirt, they’d never spoken. 
Not even a hello. He wasn’t usually shy around girls, but most girls didn’t look past him like he was invisible either. 
Now, here she was, next to him on a swing in the middle of the night. He twisted the swing toward her. “So, other 
than tonight, how do you like Hillside?” 

“It’s different from Chicago, that’s for sure. My dad grew up here. When the economy went south, so did we. He 
bought the feed store from my uncle. I like working in the store.”  

He lifted his feet and let the swing rock back and forth. “What was life like in Chicago?” 
She pushed off with her feet and gained altitude. “Life in Chicago was about as different as it gets.” 
“How so?” 
“For starters, we didn’t live in an ancient farmhouse. We actually had places to shop and I went to the Fine Arts 

Academy.” 
“That explains Shop class.” 
“Yes, and I paint. I love it all, but my favorite is woodworking. Something about the smell of the wood as it’s 

being cut….” She leaned forward and looked at him. For the first time since he’d rescued her, she didn’t look freaked 
out. “Crazy, huh?” 

“No. Not crazy.” He was tempted to tell her that he understood art because of Chelsea. But saying I get it because 
my dead sister was an artist just didn’t sound right.  

She leaned back and pumped the swing higher. He caught up to her. They swung in sync, the only noise the squeak 
of the chains. The wind felt good on his face. He looked at her to ask if it stung her raw skin. She wore a smile, but it 
looked forced and tears leaked from her closed eyes. 

He wanted to wrap her in his arms and squeeze away all the shit that had happened to her. He needed to take her 
home where her parents could deal with what those bitches had done to her. He let his swing stop, and then with the 
softest voice he could manage, he called, “Ryan.” She didn’t answer, but she let her swing slow too. “Ryan, I’m going 
to take you home now.” 

She nodded and dragged her feet until the swing stopped. When they stood, he couldn’t help himself. He pulled 
her into a hug. She didn’t wrap her arms around him, but she relaxed against his chest. He held her tight and rested 
his chin on the top of her head. His heart warmed at the feel of her pressed against him. He wanted to be her protector, 
to keep her safe from anybody who’d make her cry.  

As if she’d read his thoughts, she stiffened and pushed out of his embrace. “Well, that’s enough of that.” She took 
a deep breath and blew it out in a huff. “I’m good. Let’s go.” 

And just like that, the vulnerability he’d seen disappeared. She stretched to her full height and walked to the truck. 
He followed and started the engine. “Do you want to call your parents and warn them we’re coming?” 
Her stomach growled and she gave him a sideways look. “Is there anything open at three in the morning?” 
“Only gas stations.” 
“Can you spot me a few bucks?” 
“Yeah.” He pulled from the parking lot and headed toward the Quick Stop.  
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Ryan’s arms burned and her face felt like it had been scraped with a cheese grater. Justin was right; she needed to go 
home and let her mom care for her. The explanations, rehashing the shame she’d already brought her family—it was 
all just too much to think about now. 

It didn’t matter that her parents had said that what had happened to her in Chicago wasn’t her fault. She knew in 
her heart that it was. She’d made the decision to go to the party. If she hadn’t gone, if she hadn’t gotten drunk and 
high… if… if… if. She was sick of ifs. There had been no ifs in the fallout after it happened. She’d get high at the 
drop of a hat. And the sex? Well, what was the use in saying no when she’d already said yes?  

She’d wanted out of that life, though. Her therapist said that getting caught with her dad’s boss’s son was a “cry 
for help.” She begged to differ. It was trusting an idiot who’d forgotten to lock the door.  

The anger, pain, and tears in her dad’s eyes when he found them naked on his office couch was something she 
couldn’t erase from her brain—and neither was the way she’d laughed about it. Somehow that night, reason had 
penetrated her drugged-up brain and she’d made a decision to change. She didn’t know how, but she was going to find 
the good girl she hoped was still inside her. But the damage had been done and things had unraveled for the Quinn 
family at warp speed. 

She pressed the spirit towel to her face as Justin parked in front of the Quick Stop. He turned to her. “What do you 
want? I’ll run in.” 

“Junk food. I’m starving.” Her lips felt like they had a sudden outbreak of cold sores and the slightest movement 
of her mouth sent pinpricks of pain across her face. She spoke flatly—not quite opening her mouth enough to fully 
get the words out. She tried not to wince. Judging by the expression on Justin’s face, she hadn’t been successful.  

“Jeez. Don’t talk—just nod, or shake your head. Chips? Candy? Soda?” 
She nodded at all of the choices. 
He slipped his bare feet into his loafers and opened the truck door. “I’ll be right back.” 
She watched him all the way into the store. It wasn’t the first time she’d noticed Justin Hayes. He was the kind of 

guy who could get her into trouble, so she’d made an effort to look past him in Shop class. It wasn’t just the football-
player frame, or the twin dimples, or the way his dark brown hair seemed to fall over his Tootsie Roll eyes in just the 
right way. He had a player reputation with a bagful of issues. He hated her sister’s friend, Austin McCoy. Kelsey had 
actually had to rescue Austin after Justin had attacked him in the parking lot of a coffee house.  

Ryan had had enough crazy for one lifetime. So while tonight he was her rescuer, as soon as she mustered the 
courage to face her parents, she’d place him back in the People to Avoid category. 

Justin came back carrying two plastic sacks full of crap, and flashed those twin dimples at her as he climbed into 
the truck. “Okay, so we have chips.” He pulled out bags of Nacho Cheese tortilla chips, corn chips, and Cool Ranch 



potato chips. “We have coke.” He handed her a can of Dr. Pepper, a Coke, and a Sprite. He opened the other bag. 
“Now in the candy section, we have M&M’s—plain and peanut—Snickers, and to add variety, Pixy Stix.” 

“What? No dip?”  
Those dimples deepened. “What do you want? I’ll go back.” He reached for the door.  
She caught his arm. “Kidding. This is great.” 
He sat back. “So, are we gonna sit in front of the Quick Stop and pig out or do you want to go somewhere?” 
“Let’s drive.” 
“Where?” 
She held the wet cloth against her mouth and found it easier to talk. “Anywhere. Show me your town.” She opened 

the bag of potato chips. “Which drink do you want?” 
“Either Coke or DP.” 
She handed him the Coke and opened the DP for herself. He started the truck and pulled from the parking space. 

“My town?” 
She nodded. “What makes Hillside special to you?” She held out the bag and he took a few chips. “Drive me 

through your life.” 
He made a right at the light and snaked through the quiet streets of Hillside to the hospital. “This is where it all 

began.”  
“Okay, that’s taking it way back. Fast forward a little.” She bit into a Cool Ranch chip and discovered a new hell. 

She fanned her face. “Salt bad.” With one hand she pressed the towel to her eyes to catch any wayward tears before 
the salt from those seared her cheeks. With the other hand she held the can against her sore, swollen lips. Jesus. I look 
like a freak. 

When the burn eased, she lowered the drink and towel and cut her eyes to Justin. 
He’d half turned in his seat and those cute little dimples weren’t showing anymore. His face was too serious, his 

eyes too full of concern. “How about some ibuprofen? I can go back and get you some.” 
“What, are you sixty? Who calls it that?” Do not smile. Don’t smile. Ouch. You shouldn’t have smiled.  
“My parents are nurses. So, drugs or no?” 
“No. Drive.” And stop making me smile. 
He drove past the elementary school and pointed to a field just beyond the playground. “That’s where I learned to 

play ball.” He slowed to a stop and gazed across the empty field. “Back then we were all friends—Austin, Travis, 
Eric, and me. We used to squirrel hunt at Austin’s place. His mom would let us camp out in the woods near their 
house—probably to keep us away from Austin’s dad. He was freaking crazy. There’s this clearing on top of a hill. 
You can see the valley below. It’s amazing. At night the stars are so bright it feels like you could reach up and snatch 
them.” He drove forward again. “I guess that’s where I spent most of my days. What about you? You ever hunt 
squirrel?” 

She shook her head. Hunting for her had been completely different. Magnificent Mile different.  
“So there’s not a lot to see in Hillside. But I have an idea of another place we can go. Ever been to the trestle?”  
She pressed the cloth to her mouth. “No. But I thought football players were banned from there.”  
“We’re banned from drinking at the trestle. Besides, at four in the morning, nobody will be there. But we don’t 

have to go. Do you want me to take you home?” 
“No. Let’s go to the trestle.” 
As he guided the truck down the highway, the only sound was the radio and Justin crunching the rest of the chips. 

Ryan had opted for the M&M’s. She sat sideways in her seat, watched Justin as he drove, and wished she had her 
sketchpad.  



He had a nice profile, even with the little zit on his cheek. His hair had fallen across his forehead, almost covering 
his thick brows, and his lips were full and even. But as she studied him, she saw something else. It was slight, but 
there were almost invisible lines angling down from his cheekbones. Her art teacher in Chicago called them courage 
lines. He said they appeared when people had survived a great tragedy. 

She knew Justin’s sister had been killed in a car accident a few years earlier. Was that where he’d earned those 
lines?  

He exited the freeway and smiled at her as he signaled a right turn. In a flash those lines disappeared, replaced by 
the boyish dimples. “Feeling better?” 

She nodded. It was a lie. Her face, chest, and arms were raw and swelling. She did not feel better. But she was 
better than she would be when she got home. She hoped she could sneak into the house before they saw that she wore 
nothing over her undies but Justin Hayes’s football jersey.  

He exited onto a dirt road. A rusted, bullet-hole-riddled BRIDGE IS OUT sign was illuminated briefly by the 
headlights. “We’re here.” He pulled to a grassy area close to the bridge. The full moon lit the rusted metal of the 
trestle. “So what do you think of our river?” 

“River? Where?” Crap. Smiled again. 
“It’s not the Chicago River. But it’s a great place to hang out.” He raised his brows as though he were waiting for 

her approval. 
“It’s cute.” 
He turned the engine off, but the radio played on. He crumpled the empty chip bag and stuffed it in one of the 

plastic sacks. He sat back and took a long swig of Coke. When he turned to her, she saw more than concern in his 
face. Repulsion? “Ryan, what happened to you tonight was horrible. I don’t know why they did it and I don’t really 
care. Anybody who’d do that to another human being is sick.” 

God, how bad was her face? What if they’d scarred her for life?  
She flicked the visor down and checked her reflection in the mirror. She looked like a circular sander had attacked 

her. Most of the damage was around her mouth. Tears threatened again, followed by a wave of fear that her face might 
be permanently damaged.  

She slung open the passenger door, jumped from the truck, and ran toward the water. Justin followed, hollering 
frantically, “Ryan! Wait!” As she reached the bank, he grabbed her and pulled her back. He held her against him. 
“Don’t. You don’t know what’s down there.” 

She pushed him away. “I wasn’t going to jump.”  
He took a step back and held up his hands. “I’m sorry. The way you took off, I thought…” 
She shook her head. “No. I’m not that stupid. I just needed some air. Besides, I don’t want them to get away with 

this.” She hadn’t realized it until she’d said the words, but she was pissed. She may not have qualified for the Purity 
Club, but nobody deserved what they’d done to her. A cool breeze kicked up, offering solace to her face and strength 
to her spirit.  

She turned and faced the water with her arms outstretched in the wind. From that horrible night at Loren’s party 
two years ago until tonight, she’d let people dictate her actions. “I will not be a victim.” 

“Good.” He reached toward her and she stepped away.  
“Tonight, the warrior is born.” Hell, yeah. If this were a movie, Katy Perry would be singing Roar in the 

background. 
“Damn right.” This time he didn’t try to touch her, but he looked totally at a loss for what to do. “Ah, hey, Ryan? 

Wanna take that warrior attitude back a few feet? You are real close to the edge of the cliff. You can’t see it in the 
dark, but it’s about a ten-foot drop to limestone.” 



She dug her toes in and a wisp of dirt fell away under them. She jumped back and fell on her bottom. “Why didn’t 
you tell me sooner?” 

He helped her up. “You were having a moment.” He flashed those dimples. “Truck?” 
“Yeah.” She felt a little shaky as she walked back. She wasn’t sure if it was from her newfound strength, nearly 

falling to her death, or those dimples. But holy crap, if it was the dimples, it’d destroy her.  
So I won’t let it be the dimples. After tonight, we’ll be strangers again. 

 

* 
 

Justin shivered as he climbed behind the wheel. “Mind if I turn the heat on?” She shook her head and he started 
the engine. This had to be the weirdest night of his entire life. Who was this girl? She’d scared the crap out of him 
when she’d torn out toward the river. His heart pounded just thinking about what could have happened.  

He wasn’t sure if she was crazy or cool, but either way, he liked it. She curled up sideways on the passenger side 
again and he spread his suit coat over her. He watched her try not to open her mouth as a yawn escaped, and his gut 
tightened at the pain that crossed her face when she failed. He clenched the steering wheel to keep from reaching out 
to her. He had a feeling that would win him another view of the warrior.  

It was after five and the sun was breaking on the horizon. He turned to her. “Ryan, I’m taking you home.” It wasn’t 
a question and she didn’t argue. She nodded and tried to stifle another yawn.  

She gave him directions and he backed up. The trestle was halfway between Hillside and Spring Creek. Her house 
was on the opposite side of Hillside—at least thirty minutes. She rested her head on the console between their seats 
and was asleep before he hit the town limit. He ignored the urge to stroke her soap-matted hair.  

What the hell had happened tonight? He should thank Eric for being such a douche. If he hadn’t been kicked out 
of the dance, he’d never have driven by the fountain at the exact moment when Warrior Ryan needed a rescue. He let 
out a sigh. She was amazing, incredible, extremely hot—and he couldn’t wait to get to know her better. 
 


