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Important Content Information





Breaking Hailey is not a standalone and ends on a cliffhanger. It is book one in a duet, so please take this under consideration before reading. You’ve been warned.




As a dark romance, the book contains a number of themes that may be triggering to some readers. I always considered trigger warnings to be little spoilers, but I want my readers to know what they’re getting into, so a full list of triggers can be found on my website: www.iadice.com 




Breaking Hailey is dark and the MMC is not a cinnamon roll. He makes questionable decisions and his moral compass is skewed. And to top it off, this book is also plot heavy, meaning that there is a lot of suspense, mystery, and… well, plot. If you’re looking for a quick and easy read, this won’t be for you.
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I hope you’ll love every minute you spend in this world.




Love,

I. A. Dice


1

Carter

There’s beauty in chaos.

I noticed that eight years ago, during my first day in Chicago, learning the ropes from Dante and his men.

Beauty. In. Chaos.

Every brand of chaos if you pay enough attention.

Take tonight as an example: an evening in Bravo—loud music, drunk men, people dancing, shouting, talking...

At face value, it’s fucking chaotic. There’s no rhyme or rhythm to a thousand strangers locked under one roof.

But on my first night in Bravo’s sister club—Delta—I learned how beautiful chaos is if you look closely.

And I look. I watch.

There’s the easy-to-spot, obvious beauty in the throng of ripe female bodies moving in sync with the pumping beat. In the sweat glistening between the valleys of breasts crammed into tight crop tops. Exposed stomachs adorned with navel piercings or delicate waist chains. Short skirts, high heels, the drunken sway of hips.

Then there’s a less obvious beauty in people’s interactions. The male shoulder pats, female cheek kisses, skin against skin while dancing. Throats swallowing liquor, joyful smiles, glossy eyes... the excited hum of conversations drowned by a thumping bassline.

And there’s another beauty only connoisseurs appreciate.

My favorite kind...

Beauty in carnage. In the disorder of meaningless club brawls, scraped knuckles, toothless mouths, and broken bones.

There’s an even more sinister beauty in thick, crimson blood seeping from deep wounds carved into some fucker’s skin. The cacophony of screams, pleas, tears...

But that’s another story.

Tonight, I bask in beautiful carnage.

“No Baila” by Ondreaz thumps from the speakers, sound-tracking the brawl before me. Saturdays around here are Latino rhythms. Not my favorite music, but Latin melodies get those female hips swinging, so I don’t complain.

Fists cut the air, some women scream, cry, and flee, others join in, shattering glasses against male heads. My dick hardens when a petite blonde, arms akimbo, shoves her pointy heel into a tall-as-a-tree steroid-packed asshole’s junk.

No kids for him.

And she’s coming home with me.

What started this anarchy is anyone’s guess. The fight was already in full swing when I came out from the back office. There’s a universal reason behind ninety percent of Bravo’s bloody evenings: honor. More specifically, some unfledged smooth operator defending his girl’s honor.

I approve the defending part—your girl, your priority. What I don’t approve is the mess they make in the club I’ve been entrusted to run for the past four years.

With my back propped against the bar, I lift a glass of whiskey on the rocks to my lips, swallowing a small sip. There’s already a mess so I might as well enjoy the show. Who knows? One of those fuckers might take a shot at me.

It’s been a while since I disemboweled anyone. I might get lucky tonight.

“How much longer?” Broadway asks, his elbow resting on the wooden counter, a crystal glass of neat whiskey beside him.

He doesn’t water his alcohol down.

“Not long now.”

He nods, impatient eyes skimming over the crowd. Broadway’s my so-called right-hand man. He’s ruthless, loyal to a fault, and—what I appreciate most—not afraid to question me.

I’m not the boss in Chicago, that’s Dante Carrow, a man I consider a mentor and friend. I’m his right-hand man, which earned me a small, trusted crew of my own.

Broadway’s a part of it. My right-hand man, vetted by Dante but answering to me. As his catchy nickname suggests, he aspired for the stage, honing his craft for years...

Until one sunny day three years ago when he fucked the wrong girl and got his knees broken with a baseball bat. Long story short, he single-handedly exercised revenge, wheelchair-binding four men for the rest of their miserable lives. Coincidentally, those four fuckers had been giving Dante headaches, so Broadway’s stunt earned him a spot on my team.

He pops a peanut into his mouth, watching a bodybuilder lift a teenage-looking guy over his head, ready to toss him into the crowd.

“How about now?” Broadway asks. His fingers hover and flex over the bowl like he wants to make peanut butter with his fist.

“Almost,” I muse when the kid goes airborne.

He doesn’t fly far...

Three of his friends reach to catch him but go down like bowling pins when he plows into them. An empty glass smacks the back of the bodybuilder’s head, making him spin on the sole of his heavy combat boot. He glares at the feisty blonde from earlier, his eyes narrowed, murder on his mind.

She doesn’t bat an eyelash, unfazed by the raging slab of muscles, her hand raised, another glass at the ready.

Fuck, we will not get home fast enough if she keeps this up. I’ll fuck her on the elevator ride to the underground parking lot.

Holding his gaze, she winds her elbow back and throws...

The glass bounces off the guy’s buzzed scalp, leaving a visible dent. The fury simmering in his gaze tells me he doesn’t care she’s a four-foot-eight woman in heels while he’s a seven-foot chunk of beef. He’ll smack her about no questions asked.

Now that’s a sin I can’t overlook.

“Carter,” Broadway urges, shoulders squared and hands in tight fists. “Give me the green light.”

“Yeah, go.” I push away from the bar and signal the other two thirds of my team—Koby and Ryder—with a flick of my wrist. They’re chatting up two gorgeous babes at the far end of the sleek bar, not as interested in the brawl as Broadway and I.

Not half as impatient to throw their fists either.

Any other day, they’re up there with Broadway, but tonight is Saturday. The one day during an otherwise busy week when we unwind.

Whoever started the fight violated that sacred, unwritten rule. The annoyance droning around Koby clearly states he’s not pleased about being interrupted... and pissing him off is a bad idea.

All three of my men jump straight into the action. It’s impossible to count how many other people are moving, dodging, and flinging punches, but twenty is a reasonable guess.

Broadway’s there first and knocks out four within seconds. His fists are the size of Thor’s hammer, and he slings them around as if they’re not fucking deadly.

Ryder’s more brain than fists, so he grabs the tiny blonde by the waist, dragging her away from the brawl. Now he’s got his hands around her, she’s under his protection and God forbid the bodybuilder hurts a hair on her head. It’d send a normally composed Ryder flying off the handle.

And Koby... in a lazy ass tempo: elbow, fist, kick, elbow and three men down. He’s a force of nature. Fucking hailstorm if the hail’s the size of golf balls. Texas born and raised, he doesn’t play games and his temper snaps as easily as a dry twig.

Me? I’m not as easy to throw off balance. Not a hothead anymore. I’ve seen it all by now, but in the rare cases when my temper skyrockets, I’m wrath personified.

With both sleeves of my white shirt rolled halfway up my forearms, exposing the serpents and skulls inked into my skin, I move, aiming for the seven-foot of artificially gained muscles.

I’m a foot shorter and his bicep is the size of my thigh. He could crack my skull open without breaking a sweat but...

This isn’t a fucking street fight.

Like Koby, I don’t play games. I don’t position myself in the losing spot for any reason, so instead of throwing my fists, I pull my Glock from a holster tucked against the small of my back and I flick the safety.

The music changes to the Alesso remix of J. Balvin’s “Mi Gente”, the bass shaking the floor, but even in the deafening noise, the distinct click summons attention.

I doubt anyone heard, but they saw.

One elbow nudges another, then another, and curious heads whip toward me. Eyes bulge out of their sockets, trained on the barrel aimed at the back of the bodybuilder’s head.

A gun in the heart of the dance floor isn’t that unusual but my gun isn’t a regular occurrence. I don’t execute for the sake of executing: a trait I didn’t inherit from my father.

Pointless bloodshed is just that—pointless.

I didn’t pull the gun out intending to shoot. It’s simply the fastest way to break up a brawl when it’s no longer entertaining.

People notice. More heads whip around, focusing on the glinting metal in my palm.

The sudden stillness makes the bodybuilder turn, coming face to face with the gun, yet he doesn’t falter. He doesn’t even blink. Most civilians would shit their pants standing in this guy’s shoes. Not him, though. He stares into the barrel, not a care in the world, which tells me he’s not a civilian.

He’s either a wannabe soldier looking for a way into Dante’s crew, or a bottom-ranking soldier dumb enough to think challenging me will fast-track his promotion.

He wouldn’t be the first to hope that piercing holes in my armor could earn him my place.

The corner of his mouth curls into a cocky, condescending smirk. “Chicken,” he mouths, flexing his veiny muscles. “Can’t take me on without a gun?!” Now he yells. Loud enough for everyone in the vicinity to hear his desperation. “Fucking CHICKEN! You call yourself a gangster?!”

Not even once.

“You thought this would be a fist fight? Think again.”

He raises both hands, making a show as he twirls. “This is the guy you’re all afraid of?! He’s a fucking pussy! Look at him!”

I pull the trigger.

The bullet shatters his kneecap. The silencer muffles the worst of the bang from the club but the soft whoosh sure frightens those standing nearby.

The fighting ceased the moment my finger slid onto the trigger and now everyone’s gathered in a circle, watching the walking tree fall to his uninjured knee. He doesn’t cry out, which is pretty fucking impressive.

A bullet to the knee hurts like a bitch. If he wasn’t a tool, he’d be considered for Dante’s newly formed Team Muscle.

“This isn’t a fair fight,” he grinds out, marshaling his expression to mask the pain of torn tendons and shattered bones. “This is how we’re gonna play? Fine by me, chicken. Give me a fucking gun and let’s go!”

I cock an amused brow. “Fair? What delusional reality do you live in? Life isn’t fair. You come into my club, raise a hand at a woman and you expect fair?”

My phone vibrates in my pocket. One glance at my smartwatch has this little shitshow coming to a premature end. I would’ve enjoyed dragging this out. I would’ve enjoyed dragging him out to have more fun in private, but my father rarely calls. And never with good news so I release another bullet, shattering the guy’s other kneecap.

This time, he does cry out. No wonder: he just ran out of knees. He falls clumsily to his side, blood oozing onto the stark white, illuminated floor.

I come closer, crouching beside him. “There’s plenty more where those two came from. If I ever see you again, one will end up in your fucking skull.”

Flipping the safety back on, I turn, rise and nod at Koby and Ryder, simultaneously shoving the gun back in its holster.

My phone doesn’t stop ringing.

Rhett Willard knows this game better than I do. He’s had thirty years more than me to learn the ropes, thirty years more to live through every scenario imaginable. He knows I might be in the middle of a meeting, invasion, or torture session, so he patiently waits until I wrap up.

I motion at the bartender, signaling that I want a drink delivered to my office, then press my palm to a biometric scanner and enter a narrow, dark corridor.

I don’t answer the call until I pinch a cigarette between my lips, filling my lungs with smoke. “Rhett.”
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Hailey

I squint against the fluorescent lights, groaning when stabbing pain pierces my skull. I move to shield my eyes, but my fingers barely twitch, my arm heavy and numb.

Each breath feels like inhaling glass shards. The sterile smell of antiseptic irritates my nose, sending a spine-tingling chill down my back. The rhythmic beeping and the soft hum of air conditioning sounds like a haunted melody played on a dissonant violin.

My mind’s heavy, hazy, so disoriented it’s as if I’m still asleep, or waking from a long, exhausting dream.

The clues are there: the lights, the sounds, but my thoughts swirl around the answer for eons before I finally connect the dots: hospital.

Little by little I peek through my eyelashes, confirming the guess. The bright lights burn my retinas again, intensifying the headache that’s splitting my skull wide open.

The first vines of fear sneaking my gut are quickly tamed by acidic annoyance. I don’t like this helplessness and confusion. And I don’t like the colors—red, white, orange, and blue—twinkling and growing bigger before my eyes until they explode like fireworks in the night sky.

I’m starting to think I’ve been drugged...

Though surely drugs would minimize this pain not just make me all drooly and disoriented. That’s not the case right now. Every inch of my body hurts. Every inch is three times heavier than it should be, as if someone ramped up earth’s gravitational pull to match Jupiter’s.

Questions pop into my head like jack-in-the-boxes springing to life. Why? How? What happened?

Each demands an answer while I have none. Zero. Not even my own name. There’s a big black hole in the center of my brain, swallowing all information.

God, what is my name?

I swallow hard, shifting uncomfortably under the damp bed sheets clinging to my skin.

I’m overwhelmed and groggy, like I woke up from a decade-long nap, but it’ll pass. The big, fat nothingness in my mind where the answers to why, how, and what should be will clear as soon as I come to my senses.

The answers will come.

As soon as I calm down, they’ll come, I’m sure.

I just need caffeine.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I center my breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Too bad calming down on command is nearly impossible: my fingers tingle if I try to move them, and I can’t assess my body for damages without burning my eyes out.

Still, I try. I ignore the icy centipedes marching down my arms as my fingers inch across the rough bed sheets, searching for the nurse call button.

It should be within my reach, close in case of emergency...

It isn’t. I can’t find it.

Damn it!

My heart collides with my ribs again, the steady beep of the monitor no longer so steady. It matches my racing pulse, fueling a vicious cycle... The faster it beeps, the higher my anxiety level. The higher the level, the faster the beep.

I’m panicking.

It’s a terrifying feeling. Helpless and... familiar even though it’s been years.

My panic-attack-free streak is about to break because I can’t contain the thoughts consuming my mind or the fear exploding inside every cell of my body. I swear the beeping grows louder and louder and louder still and I-I... I can’t breathe.

Calm down.

I desperately grasp for control, for a semblance of calm, but panic courses through my veins, distorts reality, and mingles with the pain throbbing everywhere at once.

Parting my lips, I swallow small gulps of disinfected air that catch halfway down to my lungs.

Calm down. You’re alive. You’re okay. Breathe.

Breathe.

Fucking breathe!

“Hailey.” Dad’s voice cuts through the buzz filling my mind like a knife slicing butter.

Air leaves my lungs in a relieved gush. Hailey.

That’s my name. Hailey Scarlett Vaughn.

The swish of sliding doors muffles the whooshing in my ears and the mechanical beeps. Blinds ruffle softly as heavy boots shuffle on the floor.

It’s familiar. The heavy thump, the rhythm of his steps... Calming. Safe.

I swallow a ragged breath, marveling in the rush of oxygen filling my expanding lungs.

“It’s okay, sunshine,” Dad coos. “You’re fine. Try to calm down, okay? You’re safe, I promise.”

His calloused, warm hand covers mine, the familiarity of his touch so comforting that tears spring to my eyes. Relief rushes in, pushing the panic down enough to stabilize my breathing.

“Dad?” I rasp out, my vocal cords stuck together like strands of overcooked spaghetti.

“I’m here.” His fingers flex around mine, his tone loaded and emotional. “You’re okay, you’re in a hospital.”

I peek a little. The room’s blurry before I adjust, the burning sensation now manageable. Dad stands by the bed, his eyes heavy, bloodshot, and highlighted by dark circles. The salt and pepper of his hair, the crinkles around his mouth, deep lines marking his forehead... that’s not familiar. Not entirely. He looks like he aged ten years overnight.

“What—” I croak, the word sandpapering my dry throat. Using both hands for support, I try sitting up, but my body’s so heavy I barely move. “What happened?”

Dad’s quick to help, fluffing the pillows behind my back before carefully propping me up against them.

“Easy. Don’t rush, you must be sore.” His jaw works in tight circles and his eyes glisten with unshed tears. “You were in a car accident.”

“An accident?” I echo, knotting my eyebrows together. My mind whirls, searching for memories. There’s still nothing, save for my name and now Dad. I know me and I know him, but the accident... “I... I can’t remember.”

“That’s okay, sunshine.” He releases my hand to drag a chair closer. “Don’t worry about it. The doctor said you might be confused when you wake up. Your tire blew and you veered off the road.” He blinks at me, pinching his lips. He does that when he’s overwhelmed. “You went down a slope. The car rolled three times before you hit a tree.”

I peer down the length of my body, mostly hidden under the white sheets and hospital gown. It’s hard to judge where I’m injured or if anything’s missing.

Everything hurts.

I wiggle my toes, marveling in another wave of relief. All limbs present. That’s a start.

“How bad is it?”

“Could’ve been much worse,” Dad admits on a shaky exhale. He’s calming down. Tears no longer fill his blue eyes, and a small, crooked smile curls his mouth at the corners. “You’re a tough one. Always were. You’ll be fine. Just a few new scars for your collection. The biggest one will be here.” He touches the hollow of my shoulder. “A tree branch went through the window... speared you to the seat.”

I might not remember the accident, but I do remember that Dad always lays down the cold hard truth. Most parents—my mom included—would say something along the lines of don’t worry about it now, just rest, but not Dad.

I inhale sharply, realizing I can remember things. Not recent events or the accident, but... I remember stuff from years ago like the fact Dad doesn’t sugarcoat... that he never lies to me. Regardless of how painful the truth is.

When I snuck into his workshop as a little girl and accidentally cut my hand open on a saw, tearing through flesh and ligaments, Dad didn’t pretend that the stitching wouldn’t hurt.

When I fell off a tree three years later, ripping my thigh open against a sharp branch, he didn’t make out there’d be no mark when it healed.

When I fell off a bike at thirteen and split my lip hard enough it needed three stitches, Dad didn’t say it wouldn’t scar, even though by then I hated every scar marking my body.

I don’t need more scars. Thanks to my childhood clumsiness, I’m covered in them...

“Three broken ribs,” Dad continues, weaving his fingers through mine again. “Head trauma, internal bleeding, and twenty-nine stitches in total.” A heavy sigh saws past his lips. “You had me halfway to the grave with worry for a while, sunshine, but you’ll recover. I promise.”

That’s enough to calm me. Just as he never lies, Dad always keeps his promises.

I nod, my gaze sweeping the room. “Where’s Mom?”

“Mom?” Dad echoes. Surprise flashes across his face, giving way to a look I can’t quite place. “What do you mean, sunshine? She’s—” A single snort from his mouth sounds odd and makes little sense. His eyes grow rounder, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, running a heavy hand down his face. “I need to get the doctor. I won’t be long.”

“No! Please don’t leave,” I blurt out, reaching for him.

“I won’t be a minute. Matthews is right outside. He’ll keep an eye on you.” He slips out of the room, shooting me a smile that’s meant to be reassuring but doesn’t touch his eyes.

Flexing my fingers, I breathe through my mouth. He’ll come back. He won’t leave me here alone... it’s absurd that the thought even entered my mind.

I’m fine. In pain, but fine. I can wait.

Angling my head, I watch the door slide shut. Blinds are drawn along the entire glass wall, but I can make out Dad outside my room, gesticulating at someone.

Probably this Matthews guy. He’s tall and broad, his posture stiff as he nods along to whatever Dad’s saying. I don’t recognize his silhouette or surname, so he must be new. Though maybe not... I don’t know most of Dad’s colleagues.

I wonder why there’s a cop stationed at my door.

Maybe he’s here to ask questions about the accident.

A soft, unamused laugh bubbles in my chest. He can ask away, but it’ll be me looking for answers given that he must know more than I do.

With a frustrated huff, I fall back on the pillows, regretting it when the top of my head threatens to pop off.

Shouldn’t I be pumped full of painkillers?

Where’s the nurse call button?

With my eyes shut, I distract myself from the pain, focusing on clearing the blackness coating my mind.

What’s the last thing I remember?

College.

Rain.

A car... blue, small. Yes, my stormy-blue Golf. My parents leased it out for my seventeenth birthday and Dad chose that color because it matches my eyes.

I chuckle at the memory and how Mom and I teased Dad afterward that his black Ford didn’t match his eyes.

What else do I remember?

Taking the wheel. The rain pelted against the windscreen so hard the wipers couldn’t keep up. I cursed Climate Change as I gathered my hair into a ponytail.

It hardly ever rains in Florida in December.

I remember backing out of the parking space, joining the traffic, and...

My head throbs harder the more I push my brain for answers. I can’t find anything beyond seeing Tampa’s streets blurred by the unlikely rain. Whenever I grasp another detail, it slips through my fingers like sand.

I think my phone rang in my purse.

Did I reach for it? Is that why I crashed?

No... I remember pulling over to answer. The rain was falling in sheets, so I veered as far onto the side of the road as possible, switched on the hazard and the fog lights to make my little blue car more visible.

Maybe it didn’t work.

Maybe someone clocked the rear end...

No, Dad said my tire blew. I must’ve crashed after the phone call. Though a blown tire could be both the cause of an accident and the symptom.

Urgh!

Who called?

I massage my temples, my dizziness morphing into frustration. Dad said he’d only be a moment, but the clock ticks, ticks, ticks some more, and I’m alone, surrounded by hospital machines. My heartrate kicks up its pace the longer Dad’s gone.

What’s taking so long?
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Carter

“It’s Aalyiah,” Rhett barks into the phone, no emotion to his voice. “Meet me in Cleveland.”

Beep, the line goes silent. He’s a man of few words.

A few words that have my heart surging, blood pumping, muscles tensing so fucking hard it’s agony. I grip the desk with both hands, hang my head low, and inhale steady, deep breaths.

My eighteen-year-old sister is the only person in this world I deeply care about. My little ray of sunshine. Her pretty, innocent face flashes before my eyes as I stop my brain jumping to the worst conclusions.

Rhett wouldn’t act so detached if the worst had happened.

She’s his little ray of sunshine too. The apple of Daddy’s eye. Heartless bastard or not, Rhett loves Aalyiah more than words could describe. She’s the only child he wanted. The one he meticulously planned with his late wife, and the one he’d give up his life for.

I’m a byproduct of a short, heated affair. Old Rhett had no idea he made a human until I was eleven years old and my mother died. She never told him face to face, but she made a note in her will, stating Rhett should take care of me after her passing. I didn’t find out about Rhett for another five years.

He didn’t respect my mother’s wishes. He paid my aunt to raise me, then knocked on the door on my sixteenth birthday: when I was old enough to learn the ropes.

I would’ve spat in his face but he brought a gift... the fucker who battered my mother to death. Rhett took me outside, opened the trunk and there he was—Francis Sawyer—all mine to do with as I pleased.

And I did.

In a beat-up warehouse on the outskirts of Columbus, Ohio, I spent twelve hours under Rhett’s watchful eye, torturing the man who killed my mother. I watched him die a slow, agonizing death, reveling in both the pleasure I got from his screams and the satisfaction from Rhett’s approval.

Looking back, I know Francis was a test... and bait. After that night, Rhett held me in the palm of his hand. We grew closer while he trained me as a ruthless killer.

Then, eight years ago, he sent me to work under Dante Carrow in Chicago, making me Rhett’s secret weapon, off the Ohio police’s radar.

The door to my office screeches open. Broadway’s distinct, light steps enter the room. “You good, Boss?”

“Rhett called,” I say, snapping upright.

Broadway’s one of the few people I trust unconditionally. One of seven in Chicago who know my last name isn’t Beckett like my mother’s maiden name.

It’s Willard.

We only entrusted the inner circle with that information. My father wanted to keep it on the downlow, hypothesizing that a certain level of anonymity and lack of immediate connection between us might come in handy.

It has a few times.

“You look like you’ve seen a fucking ghost, Carter.” Broadway’s analyzing gaze follows my every move as I snatch my car keys from the desk. “What did the old man want?”

“He only said Aalyiah.” I offer him the little information I have. “You’re in charge while I’m gone. Keep this place running smoothly. Report to me every evening and don’t fuck up.”

He nods, a solemn look crossing his features.

With a phone to my ear, I head out, taking the private elevator to the underground parking lot.

“I know.” Dante answers my call. “Rhett briefed me before he called you.”

“Then you probably know more than I do,” I huff, dread prickling my neck. “I’ll keep you posted if I can.”

He makes an approving noise at the back of his throat.

I’ve known the man for eight years so I can easily picture him in Delta, seated in the VIP booth, his green, calculating eyes following his wife’s every move despite an army of bouncers trailing after her like oversized guard dogs.

“Be careful,” he says before cutting the call, never one to trust my father.

“Always am,” I mutter, tossing the phone onto the passenger seat and burning out of the parking lot.
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Hailey

An hour goes by before a nurse enters my room, wearing a kind smile. It doesn’t touch her eyes, though. It’s practiced, artificial compassion.

Still, the presence of another person cuts off my impending breakdown. Tears blur my vision, intensifying helplessness and pain. I’m usually tougher than this.

“Where’s my dad?” I pinch the sheets between my fingers, accordioning the edge.

It helps ward off my burgeoning anxiousness.

“He’s with your doctor. They won’t be long,” she assures. “Do you need anything, sweetheart?”

“Painkillers, please. My head is killing me.

“Oh, of course, let me...” She trails off, checking the clipboard at the foot of my bed.

She flips a few pages, her eyes skimming whatever’s written, and then she whips her phone out, taking pictures of my medical records.

My eyes narrow in confusion...

“I have to pop it all in the system,” she explains.

“Oh... okay.” I try to prop myself higher but give up quickly as searing pain jolts my dislocated shoulder. “Where’s the nurse call button? I can’t find it.”

She rounds the bed and, with another polished smile, bends down, retrieving the missing button from the floor. “Must’ve fallen off when you were moving about.”

Coma patients can do that? I’ve barely moved a muscle since I opened my eyes.

She casts a quick glance at my vitals, and pulls the IV stand closer, fiddling with the flow regulator before adjusting the pillows behind my back.

Dad did it better.

“The pain should go away soon,” she says, her voice stretching like bubble gum. “Just relax.”

My eyes start swimming, my head lolling side to side. I glare at the nurse, fighting the sudden drowsiness, but it hits like a wave. My eyelids droop and hands fall away from the sheets, my accordion fold unfolding...

I can’t lift a single impossibly heavy finger.

“What...?” I murmur, the end of the sentence falling into the same abyss my memories must be trapped in.

◆◆◆

I squint against the fluorescent lights.

Wait... that already happened.

A relieved sigh escapes me at the lack of pain.

Whatever they’re pumping into my veins works miracles. I could go for a run right now... must be morphine.

The brightness in my hospital room still scorches my eyes but adjusting to it takes less time, and seeing my father, sitting in a chair beside me, somehow makes the task easier.

There’s a doctor standing at the foot of my bed. He’s a short man, clad in a white lab coat over a dove-gray suit. A long beard adorns his chin, pinched into a thin ponytail, and held together with a small rubber band.

His stern expression, with both brows almost meeting in the middle, is softened by the round frames of his glasses.

“How are you feeling, Hailey?” he asks, scanning the clipboard in his hand. “Can you remember where you are?”

“In a hospital,” I manage, my voice gruff from all the sleep I’m getting.

I glance out the window. It’s dark... it wasn’t when the nurse stopped by to drug me earlier. My eyes swivel to the clock on the wall: three hours have passed.

“Yes, good.” He nods twice, flicks a page and peers up at me. “I’m Dr. Phillips. I’m a neurologist and I’ve been looking after you since the accident.”

The way he says it rubs me the wrong way. Since the accident... like it’s been a while. I file that piece of information away to ask once he’s done talking.

In a stilted voice, like a kid reading out their book report, he relays the story my dad told me about the accident. That my car was found wrapped around a tree and the authorities believe I swerved to avoid a wild animal—a deer, perhaps—but that doesn’t sound right.

“I thought my tire blew.”

“We can’t be sure at this stage, sunshine,” Dad blurts, glaring at Dr. Phillips. “There are two possible scenarios. The investigation is still ongoing, so it could’ve been the tire, or an animal. The reason isn’t important.”

Maybe not to him.

I’d like to know if it was my fault or not.

“Tire. It had to be,” I say, convinced I’m not in this bed because I forgot Dad’s advice.

He always says it’s safer to hit an animal than yank the wheel. If I remember that now, I would’ve remembered when it happened. Though I’m not so certain I’d have it in me to run over an innocent animal.

A picture of a deer in headlights swims in my head.

It can’t be real, can it? I clearly see big, beady eyes and no way would I have time to stare at an animal long enough to notice its eyes in a crash.

It’s a figment of my imagination.

Or maybe the deer was there. Maybe I couldn’t bring myself to kill it, or swerved on instinct, spinning the wheel to avoid collision, and made things worse.

Neither explanation sounds right. My tires were changed last month.

“I have a few questions,” the doctor continues, clipping the board back to the bed rail. “Your father mentioned you can’t remember the accident. Can you tell me the last thing you do remember?”

Dad pales, his knee bouncing against the floor. The atmosphere turns cold as if a draft breached the room. He knots his fingers in his lap, his lips pinched together, the wrinkles around his eyes more prominent. Deeper, somehow.

“Um... I remember leaving college. It was raining as I got behind the wheel.” I narrow my eyes, desperate for details. “My phone rang. I can’t remember who it was, but I pulled over to answer and then... and then—”

“No need to stress, Hailey,” Dr. Phillips interjects gently. “You suffered a heavy blow to your head. There was quite a bit of swelling around your brain. It’s gone down now, but not completely. You might be dizzy, disoriented, and sore for a few days. You’re recovering well, but don’t strain yourself, okay?” He waits for my nod before he continues, “Can you tell me what day it is?”

Remembering the since the accident line, I examine my nails, checking how long they’ve grown—the only indication of passing time that comes to mind.

“I’m not sure. My nails are longer than I normally wear them. I think I’ve been here a while.”

“Clever,” the doctor praises, sending me a tight-lipped smile. “You’ve been in a coma for nine days. What’s your full name and age?”

“Hailey Scarlett Vaughn. I’m eighteen.”

Dad draws a sharp breath, then quickly swallows a pained sound at the back of his throat, eyes shut tight. My blood runs cold as I watch his teeth sink into his bottom lip.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart picking up the pace.

“Hailey.” Dr. Phillips draws my attention. Two lines crease his forehead while my father doubles over, burying his face in both hands. “What month is it?”

“What? Why? What’s happening?”

“Try not to panic. Stay calm and answer the question.”

Not panic? How? Dad looks fucking see-through. His chin wobbles and hands shake as he digs his fists into his eyes.

How am I supposed to stay calm? This doesn’t seem like a standard question. Especially not when coupled with my father’s reaction and the concern lining the doctor’s forehead.

“December,” I clip, anxiety coloring my voice. “Christmas is just around the corner.”

He clears his throat, his heavy gaze idling between Dad and me. “I’m afraid that’s not correct, Hailey. It’s late August, not December.”

The room tilts dangerously, shifting like I’m on a swaying ship deck. My heart plummets, something cold and wet flooding my lungs. I clutch the sheets to anchor myself, but it’s not working.

Silence eats into my brain, even though I know the monitors must be going crazy given the hard throb of my pulse.

August? How’s that—

“I... I don’t get it,” I stammer, finding a voice. “August?”

He nods and I blink, incapable of anything else.

My brain’s slow, but I find my balance while staring at his round glasses.

“But... you said I was out for nine days not eight months!”

“I believe you’re experiencing significant memory loss due to the head trauma,” he explains. “It seems you’ve lost almost two years. You’re not eighteen, Hailey. You’re twenty. You’re supposed to start your junior year this week.”
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Carter

Cleveland is a five-hour drive from Chicago. With two coffee breaks, I arrive at the safe house close to four in the morning.

From the buzzing club to thunderous music blaring inside my car, then the dead stillness and silence of the early morning.

The sky’s black, the stars few and far between, but it won’t stay like this long.

I wrench my car door open, my muscles protesting the long drive that seized me in the driver’s position. Whipping myself left and right, I groan at the tension quickly ebbing away, accompanied by a satisfying pop in my lower back.

Robbed of the sensory distractions my alternative rock playlist offered, anxiety once again rears its ugly head, bringing my dark thoughts back. My heart kicks up, drumming a jittery rhythm against my ribs, an airless, mounting sense of impending doom filling my lungs.

Shaking the last of the stiffness off my limbs, I crack my neck for good measure, staring at the run-of-the-mill suburban home my father calls a safe house.

The rickety nineteen-sixties structure bears enough wear and tear to blend into the background. Perfectly unremarkable, like the others lining both sides of the scarcely lit street. Most lamps are bent, broken, or missing. The remaining few cast a dim glow over the littered streets.

I don’t take a single step forward, staring at the dark, newspaper-covered windows. Rhett must be inside already, waiting to break the news. Probably growing impatient since he surely heard my car pull up.

He knows I’m here and he knows I’m stalling.

Let him wait. I need this moment because once I enter that fucking house, everything will change. It’s inevitable.

I was summoned here when my grandmother died five years ago. Again, when Rhett’s sick, abusive brother was stabbed to death by his wife. And then when my aunt took her own life last summer, severing the last connection I had to my mother.

I’m standing my ground, pretending that nothing’s wrong for as long as possible. Unfortunately, it’s not long enough.

The front door cracks open after less than half a minute. Apollo, Rhett’s most trusted man, exits the house, offering me a tight nod, his face unreadable.

He’s avoiding eye contact.

That’s a bad sign...

“He’s waiting for you,” Apollo says, holding his hand out for my keys.

I know the drill. Dawn is almost here and, soon, the sun will rise, illuminating the weeds poking out between the cracks in the driveway and highlighting my shiny, cherry-red Corvette.

A brand-new, expensive, sporty car will catch too much attention in this neighborhood, so Apollo will park it out the back like he did the last three times.

The track record of those meetings doesn’t bode well. Neither does the forceful shoulder squeeze Apollo offers as I pass him in the doorway, dropping my keys onto his open palm.

He closes the door behind me, the narrow corridor lit by retro light fixtures. Orange-and-brown geometrical wallpaper peels off the top half of the walls, the once-light-green carpet now missing half its thread count. The interior hasn’t seen a décor change since this place was built in the sixties.

I step toward the living room like I’m walking on fucking tissue paper. I disregard the mounting unease fraying my nerves and the smell of decay filling the stale, dusty air.

Call it sentiment, but there’s an odd charm about this rundown house... Even if I’ve only ever heard tidings of death within its walls.

Veering left, I step across a threshold marked clearly by the carpet change: from seen-better-days green to dirty pink.

My father occupies an armchair by the large fireplace, his long, brown coat draped over the backrest, his hat firmly in place where it belongs: on top of his head.

Rhett’s sense of style is older than him, his black leather shoes so polished you could check in the reflection whether you have something stuck in your teeth.

He and Apollo must’ve arrived a while ago given the heat coming off the orange glow of the fire, and the near-melted ice in the glass of bourbon by Rhett’s arm.

His face is as impassive as always, the scar marking his nose and lips as sinister as any other day, but the haunted look clouding his black irises stirs a new flavor of hell inside me.

The rush returns. Adrenaline and anxiety course through me, shattering the hope I didn’t hold much of to begin with. Deep down, I knew what he’d say the moment I arrived, but... it’s true what Dante says.

Hope dies last.

“How?” is all I push past my clenched teeth, my world crumbling as his unspoken confirmation falls like a guillotine.

It severs the sliver of mercy I acquired under Dante’s mentorship clean off my bones. Whoever’s responsible for my little sister’s death... their days are numbered.

“Suicide,” Rhett barks out, sipping his drink.

Suicide.

Suicide.

Suicide.

The longer the word bounces around my mind, stealing the breath from my chest, the more meaningless it sounds. I’ve lived through my share of darkness, but taking my life never crossed my mind.

I’m reeling that I wasn’t there for Aalyiah when she needed me. I’m reeling that she’s gone. That she couldn’t escape whatever labyrinth of seemingly unfixable issues she fell into.

Everything can be fixed.

We’d have found a way if she fucking called me.

I should’ve been there for her. I should’ve known she was struggling but... she was so bright and happy whenever we spoke.

My little ray of sunshine.

Always smiling. Always seeing the positives, the goodness... even inside monsters like her father and brother.

“Sit.” Rhett points out an armchair directly opposite him, then clinks his glass against an empty one sitting beside an almost full bottle of bourbon. “Drink.”

It’s not an invitation.

It’s an order. One I know better than to disobey.

Despite the years he didn’t know I existed, the years I spent with my aunt, and those I spent working for Dante, Rhett Willard introduces a sense of danger into my world.

It doesn’t matter that at this point I’ve killed and tortured more men than he ever has.

He is the boss in Ohio. Always has been, always will be until the day he heaves his last breath.

No one threatens the man. He’s an entity in himself. While Dante sits on top of the food chain, his allies spanning across multiple states and most of Europe, Rhett is the lone ranger no one bothers.

You don’t poke a bear without losing an arm.

He’s as ruthless as they come. Unpredictable. Void of any moral compass. He only cares about himself, and that attitude appeals to the worst of the worst. Rhett has no allies, officially, but there are men who’d stand by his side for personal gain. Men who admire and follow him blindly.

“I said, sit,” he denotes.

I move. On autopilot, on weak, shaky legs, I cross the living room, sinking into the faded-yellow wingback chair, a cloud of dust swirling in the air. Silently, I marshal the misery tearing me apart as I fill the crystal glass to the brim.

My hands shake so hard I spill some over my jeans.

Fuck. My heart’s shattered, the pieces morphing into tiny shards of glass that make sieves out of my lungs.

I take a hefty swig. The amber liquid burns my throat and numbs my tongue but doesn’t ease the pain.

My little sister.

Dead.

Gone.

Suicide.

“Why?” I rasp. “When? What the fuck happened?”

Rhett pins me with a cool, calculated stare. He’s composed. Too fucking composed even for him.

It isn’t the reaction I’d expect from a man who’s lost his daughter. There’s sadness in his eyes, but it’s dimmed. Dull, processed... accepted.

“Almost two weeks ago.”

I jump to my feet. “Two weeks?”

I’m pacing. It’s either that or shooting everything in sight. Back and forth, my heavy boots mark the pink carpet. The room sways, spins, and Rhett’s silence drives me wild.

“She’s been dead for two fucking weeks and you’re only telling me now?!” I whirl to face him, my true, dark colors—closely matching his—on full display as my grief morphs into rage. “Start. Talking!”

“Carter.” Apollo’s voice breaches the silence, calm and steady, but his gun, aimed between my eyes, tells me he’s not as composed as he sounds. “Put it down, son.”

My eyebrows knot in the middle, confusion twisting my gut. Why the fuck—?

I trail his line of sight, finding my gun grasped in my right hand, safety flipped, my index finger grazing the trigger. I’m not aiming anywhere in particular, but I am holding it.

Shoving the cold steel back into the holster, I snatch the half-empty glass, chugging until there’s not one drop left. Then, I refill, gulping more until the burn fills my stomach. Until I trust myself to sit and listen without murdering Rhett for keeping my sister’s death a secret.

“Did she tell you about her boyfriend?” he asks, his assessing eyes narrowed.

“Boyfriend? She had a boyfriend? She was a fucking child, Rhett! Why—”

“I’ll take that as a no,” he cuts in, letting my anger fly over his head.

He runs a hand down his face, the gold signet on his finger reflecting the crackling fire. I wear the same one—a token of his acceptance.

“She wasn’t a child, Carter, she was eighteen.”

Eighteen is no age to start dating. Especially without telling me first so I could check the guy through and through. So I could drive to Columbus, take him out for a drink and threaten to cut his balls off if he failed to worship Aalyiah and the ground beneath her feet.

I swallow hard, flexing my fingers into tight fists and holding them back. Knocking Rhett out won’t accomplish anything. It won’t change the facts and it definitely won’t change his attitude toward me.

He never treated me like his son, always a soldier, never considered me and Aalyiah siblings even though we’re both biologically his.

We weren’t raised in the same house. I was sixteen, deadly, angry, and ruthless when I moved into Rhett’s mansion and met Aalyiah. She was eight... innocent, curious, so smart.

I could’ve been in the foulest of moods but one look at her fixed all my problems. I had unbelievable patience toward that girl and once Rhett ordered me to work with Dante in Chicago, we called and texted often.

Regardless of Rhett’s flaws and fucked-up world-view, keeping Aalyiah’s boyfriend, and now her death, away from my ears is a brand-new low.

He had no right.

He had no reason, but... he could so he did.

And now she’s gone.

My favorite person in the world. Gone.

“Alex was an undercover cop.” Rhett drops another bomb.

He’s on a roll tonight.

Was doesn’t skip my attention but there’s more to unpack here. I’m not surprised Alex is no longer with us. Rhett probably hung the fucker upside down, slashed his stomach, and watched his intestines slowly unwind while he sat back, drinking bourbon and enjoying the show.

“A cop...” I clip, staring my father down. “How did that not come to light the moment he laid eyes on Aalyiah?”

Rhett grinds his molars, displeased that his security measures failed and pissed off I have the guts to point it out.

“Vaughn handpicked him without anyone’s knowledge or approval. You could say he went rogue.”

A stellar cop like Vaughn never struck me as a rule-breaker. He’s the lead investigator in my father’s case. Has been for a year, slowly gathering information and causing more trouble alone than the combined dozens before him ever could.

Most of the evidence is speculative, but Rhett’s not a careful man. Instead of easing off when Vaughn moved to Ohio and took a magnifying glass to his business, he’s been branching out under his nose. Not a clever move considering that Vaughn sure is a force to be reckoned with.

And Rhett knows that, though still underestimates the man at every turn. Last year, when Vaughn was assigned to Rhett’s case, he told me the two of them go way back. Years, to be precise. He was sparse with the details but, from the little he let on, I believe he killed Vaughn’s partner when Rhett had dealings in Florida.

My father acts untouchable, a king of his own castle, but he’s not untouchable. He’s sloppier with age and an undercover cop infiltrating his family, our family, proves that.

“The hard check we ran on Alex came up clean,” he continues, swirling the two fingers of bourbon in his glass. “Not one reference to the police force. Either Vaughn cleaned him out good, or he wasn’t a cop to start with.” He glows red, the next sentence hard to voice given that he never openly admits his mistakes. “We should’ve dug deeper, I admit.”

I guess he feels at least a bit shit about keeping Aalyiah’s death from me if he’s throwing me this bone.

“That is on me,” he adds through clenched teeth.

That cost him his daughter. My sister. The one person in this fucked-up world I’d happily die for.

“Tell me what happened,” I urge, cracking my knuckles.

“Alex had a girl on the side. I don’t know how Aalyiah found out, but it broke her heart. She loved that scum.” He heaves a sigh, swallowing the last of his bourbon. “One evening, two lives and two years’ worth of memories lost.”

He finally goes into what few details he has.

“She left a note. Two sentences. He’s a cop, Daddy. He doesn’t love me... he loves her.” He pauses, closing his eyes briefly, every next word calculated. “I sent everyone after Alex. Babyface found him on the road with his girl in the car.”

He refills his drink, then mine. I wouldn’t notice his hands shaking softly if not for his gold signet ring clanking against the crystal glasses.

“The order was clear. I wanted him and the slut alive. I had to know what information he gathered, how much he passed to Vaughn, if he had any hard evidence, and what case they were building, but...” A deep, defeated sigh escapes him. “Babyface got impatient.”

Babyface is Rhett’s muscle man. No brain, no hair, no imagination. Dumb as they come, and equally brutal.

“He was tailing them,” Rhett continues. “They were getting away and Babyface said he nudged the car, but...” He motions at Apollo who passes me a handful of pictures.

The make and model of the silver sedan is unrecognizable. It must’ve rolled down a hill before wrapping itself around a tree. The driver’s side is folded inwards, the roof’s collapsed, and windows shattered.

No way anyone could’ve survived that.

“Who was driving?” I ask, peering up at Rhett.

I know the answer. Rhett’s already speaking about Alex in past tense, but...

Hope. Dies. Last.

There’s nothing more I want in this moment than to find and skin the fucker alive. Slowly. So fucking slowly.

“He was. Dead on impact.”

Lucky bastard.

“Babyface said he checked his pulse,” Rhett continues. “And when he found him dead, he put a few bullets in his head out of sheer fucking frustration.”

He probably realized Alex dying when Rhett specifically asked for him alive would cost Babyface his head.

I hand Apollo the pictures, grateful that he sets a second bottle of bourbon beside my empty glass. He’s the only person in my father’s entourage I respect.

“And the girl?” I ask. “Dead?”

“It was close for a hot minute but she made it. According to Babyface the cops were too close to risk dragging her out of the car or making her into a sieve.”

“Who is she?”

Rhett’s fingernails turn white on the glass. “Now that’s the real kicker. She’s the second mistake I made and the reason Babyface is no longer breathing.” Building on my mounting sense of dread, Rhett lights a cigar.

Apollo drops another picture in my lap, this time of a girl. I guess Alex had a type... young and innocent-looking pretty little things.

“Her name is Hailey.” Rhett blows out a cloud of thick smoke, pinching a cigar between his lips as he takes another drag. “I should’ve checked who she was before I sent Babyface after Alex. I would’ve sent Apollo had I known. He’s less inclined for theatrics, but it’s too late to list what I could’ve done differently. Thankfully, Hailey’s alive, or we wouldn’t be speaking right now.”

On the spot, I conjure two reasons why not. One, the most obvious: he’d be dead, executed for harming whoever this Hailey is. Rhett’s jittery when he talks about her, his eyes dart away and his words don’t come easily.

He knows he’s in deep shit.

The other reason is less obvious, but it’s happened a few times the past eight years: we wouldn’t be talking unless he needed a fucking favor. He wouldn’t tell me about Aalyiah if he didn’t need me to do his dirty work.

The thought hits like lightning, scorching my veins, pushing me to grab Rhett’s wrinkled throat and squeeze hard.

I squander the impulse, dropping my gaze to the picture. I take my time, scrutinizing every detail of Hailey’s face, her deep, steel-blue eyes, strawberry-blond hair, heart-shaped face, and full lips, wondering if she’s another boss’s daughter, sister, or wife. She’s clearly someone whose death would demand Rhett’s, so she must be fucking important, but I’ve never seen her before. I can’t find any resemblance to the big players—those few capable of making Rhett feel uneasy.

“Who is she?” I repeat the question.

“That, my son, is Vaughn’s only daughter.”
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Hailey

Two years.

God... two years of my life... gone.

The news crushes me like a collapsing building.

Even though the cogs in my head inched toward the same conclusion based on Dad’s reaction, it still feels like the doctor pulled a rug from under my feet. Like he stopped me on the edge of a cliff and kicked my back.

My palms turn icy cold, clammy, slick with sweat.

Two years.

Two years of experiences, memories, relationships lost in a maze of synapses and brain tissue. A chasm swallows my mind and I’m staring into a black hole.

It feels... impossible. Surreal. Fucking cruel.

“But... I remember driving. I remember the rain...” I chant as the room starts swaying.

My vision blurs at the edges.

The buzzing in my ears drowns out Dr. Phillips and no amount of blinking helps my eyes focus. His face remains a contorted haze, his silhouette a moving, ghost-like cloud of white and gray, floating toward the IV stand.

I glance at my father, searching for a lie, begging him to say it’s a cruel joke, but his face crumbles, eyes tear up, hand covers mine, and that’s it.

A silent confirmation.

A slow, agonizing howl tears through my chest.

Each beep, each mechanical sigh of the ventilator, reminds me of this new, twisted reality. I’ve never felt so lost. Like I’m drowning in the empty silence of my memories. Silence that screams louder than any noise I ever heard.

I pinch myself, hoping I’ll wake up, but even as I break skin, I’m still in the hospital bed, two years of my life gone.

“It’s temporary, isn’t it?” I blurt out, wiping the tears off my face. “I mean... I’ll remember, right? I remember a little. College, my blue car, the rain... It’ll take time but it’ll all come back to me, won’t it? It’s not permanent. It can’t be.”

“It wasn’t raining the day of your accident,” Dad says quietly. “It’s a different day you remember. You don’t have your little blue car anymore. We sold it, sunshine.”

“What you’re experiencing is post-traumatic amnesia,” Dr. Phillips explains, pressing a few buttons on a nearby machine. It spits out a graph in red and blue lines on paper. “It happens sometimes after severe brain injury. In your case it’s retrograde, meaning you don’t remember a period of time before the traumatic event: the accident. It might be temporary—”

“Temporary?” I latch onto the word. “How long before I remember? A day? A week?”

“It can be temporary,” he repeats more forcefully. “But it can also be permanent. Given your injuries, the location of the brain swelling, and previous similar cases I’ve handled, there’s a good chance your memories will gradually return as your brain heals.”

New hope fills my veins but the hesitation in his eyes speaks volumes: he can’t make any promises...

“Do you have any questions?” he asks.

“Yes.” I turn to Dad. “Where’s Mom?”

Dad’s face falls. The atmosphere turns heavy, the temperature dropping as if a ghost passed by.

He inhales a shaky breath, peering at Dr. Phillips like he’s silently pleading for... I don’t know. Help? Strength?

A nod is all he gets.

A silent go-ahead.

Permission to speak.

My stomach tightens in response. The anticipation is almost painful, even more so when Dad looks at me. There’s something in his tearful gaze I can’t quite place. Fear? No. More like... guilt?

“Hailey...” His voice wobbles. “Your mom... she—”

“She what?”

Panic resurfaces like a tidal wave threatening to pull me under. Somewhere deep inside, I know the answer. It’s in the wrinkles around Dad’s eyes, carved there by rivers of sorrowful tears, but I shove the truth away, pleading that it’s not what I think, pleading that I misunderstood.

“What happened to Mom?”

“She... she passed away.” Dad pushes the words out in a strained whisper. “Last year in March. She had cancer, sunshine. It happened so fast... three months and she was gone.”

The truth drops like a stone in still water, the ripples shattering my world. The sound of my heart breaking in half is so loud it’s all I hear over the high-pitched ringing in my ears.

“No...” I gasp, shaking my head. “No, that can’t be...”

She was in the kitchen last night, baking and humming some eighties song. Her hair was thrown up in a careless bun and her baby-blue eyes sparkled with joy. With life.

She was there. I can see it.

She was healthy, happy, radiant. I remember it so clearly.

My vision tunnels. My heart collides with my ribs like a trapped bird fighting against the bars of its cage. My breath comes out ragged and my mind spins so fast I feel sick. The white walls of the hospital room shrink, boxing me in a space as small as a matchbox.

I can’t breathe.

I’m falling, spiraling, drowning. The erratic beeping of the heart monitor matches my pulse, hammering against my temples.

An audiovisual symphony of panic.

The sounds switch from deafening to mute to full volume again. It’s the same with everything I see.

The hospital room at full scale.

Matchbox.

My father jumps to his feet, his face white, wet, scared.

Matchbox.

Dr. Phillips drops his clipboard, rushing to my side.

My fingers claw the invisible rope squeezing my throat as my lungs scream out for air.

“Get a sedative!” Dr. Phillips booms at the nurse who was photographing my records earlier, as she appears out of nowhere, eyes staring at me in shock.

More people burst through the door. A blur of movement, hands, and white uniforms. I barely make out their forms, the world twisting in grotesque shapes.

I grab at my throat, my chest, the hospital gown sticking to my skin with cold sweat. I tear the cannulas out, thrashing on the bed like I’m being shocked with a live wire.

I can’t breathe. My lungs don’t work, every cell is begging for oxygen, and it feels like I’m folding inwards.

“Hailey, breathe!” Dad sounds like he’s calling from far away.

“Get him out!” a female voice yells. “We need help in here!”

Someone grabs my hand, then the other, my legs too and I’m pinned to the bed, held in place by four people.

“Hold her still!” Dr. Phillips calls, a syringe between his white teeth. He turns my head to the side, his calm features making me pause. “You’ll feel better when you wake up,” he says, plunging the needle into my skin.

The last thing I’m vaguely aware of is my limbs going slack and then... nothing.


8

Hailey

Two days pass in a near-catatonic haze. I balance on the edge of awareness like a drunken tightrope walker and grapple with all-consuming grief.

So far I’ve learned Mom had stage four glioblastoma. The most aggressive brain cancer out there. It was too late for treatment when the doctors found it and she passed away less than three months later.

From my short conversations with Dad, we’ve established my amnesia starts the day my parents told me about Mom’s diagnosis. It was raining that day... Dad called, asking when I’d be home because he and Mom wanted to talk face to face.

It’s as if my brain decided too much bad shit happened and rebooted, erasing the neurological trauma. It reverted me to the last stable version, boosting my physical recovery more efficiently after the accident.

Dr. Phillips didn’t comment when I blurted that out. He doesn’t speak much at all and he’s starting to piss me off, withholding information like that. I get why, but it grates my nerves nonetheless.

The only other thing Dad’s told me is that we live in Ohio now, not Florida. We needed a change of scenery after Mom died. Dad said we lasted until summer vacation last year before moving halfway across the country.

Every time I ask what else I missed, he suddenly has somewhere to be, people to see, shit to take care of...

He’s afraid another dose of news will send me over.

Plausible. My heartrate spikes whenever I think about Mom. Whenever I poke the black hole inside my mind, hoping it’ll spit out a few memories.

Dad stopped by around eight this morning, but once I asked for my phone, he pulled a disgusted face at my breakfast and vanished into thin air.

I’m not sure what he was so disgusted about. His colleague, Jonathan Matthews, brings me a fresh bagel and coffee every morning when he takes his shift outside my door.

Dad introduced him as his most trusted friend, and from the smile on Jonathan’s face when I muttered, it’s nice to meet you, I deduced we already know each other.

He doesn’t say much when he comes over. We have a brief chat about the weather and he asks the standard how are you doing today? question, but he’s pleasant, and he makes me feel a little less lonely.

Time ticks away until noon when a soft rap at the glass door pulls my attention from the gameshow I’m watching on the wall-mounted TV. Seeing Dad enter with Dr. Phillips, I promise myself I won’t risk him disappearing by asking about the past again.

I’ll ask about the future.

After all, I don’t know when I’m being released.

“Good morning, Hailey,” Dr. Phillips chirps, fetching the clipboard from the foot of my bed. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay. When can I leave?”

Dad smirks, the first almost-smile I’ve seen on him since I woke up. “Not long now, sunshine. We’ve been discussing your situation.”

“Yes, we’ve found a potential solution to facilitate your recovery.” Dr. Phillips squares his shoulders, taking a dramatic pause. “We believe that placing you in a neutral environment would be beneficial. The change in setting should make the healing process smoother. There’s a higher chance you’ll regain your memories if you’re not confronted by your past all at once.”

My brows furrow as I turn to my dad who’s suddenly busy studying the tiles. At least he’s still here.

“I don’t understand. Wouldn’t shock therapy work faster? I thought going home, meeting my new friends, seeing my new space... it’d all trigger memories.”

Dr. Phillips cocks an amused eyebrow. “Because that worked so well last time?” He chuckles, temporarily loosening the doctor-patient stiffness. “As proven a couple of days ago, shock therapy is not advised in your current state.”

Whenever I start asking questions, Dr. Phillips materializes by my bed, a syringe at the ready, his rapt attention focused on my vitals. He stabs me whenever that damned heart monitor signals another panic attack.

“Precautions,” he says. “We can’t risk brain damage.”

My stiff, covered-in-bandages neck and dislocated shoulder agree. I hope the deep, bloody wounds I carved down my throat won’t scar. My shoulder should heal without an issue, though it might always be more fragile than the other. I dislocated it during the accident, and it hadn’t had enough time to heal before I snapped it out of place again.

The cherry on top? My brain injury took a nosedive. The swelling returned, hence the stiff neck and persistent headaches. I was sedated for twenty-four hours to stabilize my condition.

So, yeah... I get why Dr. Phillips uses me as a dartboard, but it sucks.

“You’re too fragile to handle too much information in too short a period of time, Hailey.”

“We could do it in stages,” I counter. “I could stay at home for a while before I go back to college.”

I’d risk adding and meet my friends but I’m afraid I’ll hear Dad say softly you don’t have friends. Having a cop for a dad, a famous cop who took down dangerous men, has never been easy. He had to hide me and Mom at my grandparents’ farm in Idaho more than once over the years, so all I had through middle school and high school were people I spoke to in the halls. No real friends, no one to go shopping or sneak out to parties with.

“I know you want your memories and connections back, but with severe head trauma and brain swelling, we need to be extremely careful. Too much too fast, and your brain might jam up.”

The rational part of me understands he’s talking sense. It also fears what might happen in another incident.

What if I fry my brain beyond repair? What if I lose the sliver of a chance to regain my memories?

It’s not worth the risk, but the stubborn part of me wants all the information right now.

I sip the coffee, letting the bittersweet liquid douse my flaring temper before the monitor beeps and I end up sedated for another day.

“What do you mean by a ‘neutral environment’?” I ask, my head full of picturesque recovery centers by the ocean. Sprawling rose gardens, gentle music, airy bedrooms. “I don’t want to drop out of college. I’m already two years behind!”

“No one says you’re dropping out,” Dad speaks up, his voice steady but the hand he runs down my cheek trembling. “I did some research and found a private college. It’s purely for drama, dance, and creative arts students. They have excellent acting coaches. Much better than any you’ve had so far. It’s in a remote location, away from the city, away from distractions. It’s... serene. Somewhere you can heal in your own time.”

So they want to send me away to a middle-of-nowhere fancy boarding college. Dad goes on, selling the place with cheap ad-copy: like-minded people, small community, private rooms, housekeeping.

I stop listening when he calls it elite.

Juilliard is elite. This Lakeside place is most definitely not.

“Think about it,” Dr. Phillips says once my dad runs out of steam. “We can talk more later today. You have at least another week in this bed provided you stay calm and recover enough for me to feel confident about discharging you.”

Easy for him to say. He’s not the one with two years’ worth of experiences and knowledge wiped like a USB flash drive dropped in coffee. Whatever I learned in college is gone.

“Will I need to start as a freshman again?”

“That’s something you’d discuss with the dean, but I’d think it would be the wisest choice.”

He doesn’t say it aloud. Doesn’t even hint it, but his reasoning shines in his dark eyes. I should start afresh because I might never regain my memories...
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Carter

A cold chill sweeps over me, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.

Fuck.

That’s the last thing Rhett needs.

As if Charles Vaughn, the shining star of Columbus’s police force, wasn’t hell-bent on putting my father behind bars before; as if he needed another reason to use all means necessary, Rhett went and almost killed his fucking daughter.

Technically it was Babyface, but that dead idiot took his orders directly from Rhett, even if he didn’t fulfill them well.

Vaughn won’t care who nudged the sedan. He won’t care that the man responsible for his daughter’s near-death experience paid the highest price.

He’ll only care that the order came from Rhett Willard, the weed he wants to hack.

“And,” Rhett continues in a humorless tone. “I have reasons to believe Hailey knows whatever information Alex gleaned from working Aalyiah.”

That’s... a problem. A big fucking problem.

There are wrathful men walking this earth. Dante Carrow is my personal hero in that department, the story of how eight years ago he mind-fucked the man who oversaw a bounty on Layla—Dante’s wife—will forever remain my favorite moment of vengeance in criminal history.

Rhett’s almost as single-minded when it comes to revenge. And while I can claim a spot up there, standing arm in arm with those two when it comes to protecting my own—Vaughn...?

Well, he’s a few levels above.

Rhett’s done enough research on the guy since he transferred to Ohio from Florida that we both know Charles Vaughn is not just vengeful. Not just hell-bent on weeding Ohio off crime, not just a clean cop.

He’s methodical.

Patient.

Intelligent.

That, coupled with Vaughn’s past victories and a long list of once-untouchable men now serving life behind bars, is not good news for old Rhett.

The mistakes he made that fateful night will cost him dearly. You can’t harm what a man of Vaughn’s stature holds dearest—his baby girl, his flesh and blood, the only living connection to his late wife—and come out on the other side unscathed unless you have a good, fool-proof plan.

“Don’t tell me you want Vaughn dead,” I say, the idea sounding absurd even to my ears.

Rhett scoffs, offended I think so low of him. “Of course not. Killing him would be like signing my own arrest warrant and shitting all over our unspoken deal with the police. No, Vaughn’s safe as always.”

He’s one of the few clean cops in Columbus. There’s no more than a handful and Vaughn’s the leader: an anomaly in a sea of officers bending the rules for extra cash.

No amount of money can buy Charles Vaughn. Many try, none succeed, they’ve all gone down. He’s locked more men behind bars than I’ve killed and that says something.

I respect his commitment. It’s admirable, truly, but a clean cop is a problematic cop and Vaughn’s been a thorn in my father’s side since last summer.

The unspoken agreement between the mafia and the force is clear for both sides in every state, including Ohio where Rhett pays and the corrupt cops guarantee his freedom. They help by losing evidence, contaminating crime scenes, pulling fake alibis from thin air, and convincing any witnesses that they did not see what they think they saw.

If not for those corrupt cops, Vaughn would’ve gathered enough evidence to shove Rhett in jail by now, but with thick envelopes come perks.

Bought cops keep my father on this side of the fence, but the delicate balance would shift if Rhett decided to put a bullet in Vaughn’s head.

The entire police force, clean cop or not, would turn against him regardless of how much cash he gave out. They’re like NATO. Attack one and you’ll feel the wrath of all.

“Then what?” I ask, resting both elbows on my knees. “You want to kill Hailey?”

“Wrong, again,” Rhett muses. “Luck is partially on our side, Carter. She’s alive, doing better and better as the days go by, but... she woke up with a chunk of her memory missing.” A rare cunning smile graces his lips. “For now, I’m in the clear. She can’t remember anything to do with Alex. But one of the nurses taking care of Hailey works for us; she told us her neurologist thinks she might regain those memories at some point.” He leans forward in his chair, his gaze searing into mine. “That’s where you come in.”

He leans back, cigar smoke circling around him, the stench irritating my nose.

“We have a small window of opportunity, son. Vaughn got the doc to spew a few bullshit stories, scaring young Miss Vaughn into cooperating. He knows I’m behind the car crash and he wants Hailey off the grid, safe, and out of my reach, so he’s transferring her to a private college. Poor bastard still doesn’t understand I have eyes everywhere.”

A deep frown marks my forehead. His intentions make no fucking sense. He doesn’t want her dead; he needs to know what Alex told her, but she doesn’t remember, so... I’m at a loss.

“And?” I urge, tired of guessing. “What’s the plan?”

He reaches into the side table’s drawer, fetching a thick manilla envelope. “This is all we have on Hailey’s fragile state. Her medical records and the neurologist’s notes are your bible. Particularly the dos and don’ts for amnesia and brain injuries.”

I glance at a page filled with handwriting not even a professional medical transcriptionist could decipher before whipping my head up. “Dos and don’ts? Are you suggesting—”

“Do the don’ts,” Rhett confirms. “She’ll be safer if she never remembers what happened. Her brain needs time to heal, Carter. Every trauma will set her progress back and keep those memories as dead as Alex.”

My stomach churns. Hurting women is not my thing. The mere thought makes me fucking sick after I saw my mother’s bruises and watched the life leaving her body when Francis beat her up so bad her ears bled.

I swallow hard, pushing the memories aside.

“Do the don’ts,” I echo, mulling over the idea.

I’ve murdered people with my own two hands, watched them bleed, scream, shit their fucking pants from the pain and never batted an eye. Now, hurting a woman... fuck.

In any other circumstances this task would be beyond my comfort zone of cruelty, but Hailey’s responsible for Aalyiah’s death. If there’s a sin that’d make hurting a woman easy on my conscience, this is it.

“Yes,” Rhett confirms. “You need to be smart about it. I won’t mind if she dies prematurely so long as it looks like an accident. I’m sure Vaughn will be monitoring Hailey. If you scare her too much, if it’s too obvious you’re trying to turn her brain into mush, she’ll tell her father. If she does, he’ll pull up your whole life history, and he will connect the dots. Don’t underestimate him.”

“What if it doesn’t work? What if she starts remembering?”

“Then you need to put yourself in a position of trust.”

“Trust,” I scoff, testing the word. He’s losing touch if he thinks this is plausible. “You expect me to try and break her, and at the same time get close enough that she’ll trust me when it all goes wrong? You’re mad.” I drop the envelope on the floor, scattering its contents. “I’m twenty-six, for Christ’s sake. Not exactly college material anymore, Rhett.”

He chuckles, waving a dismissive hand. “You won’t be the only twenty-six-year-old there.” Another envelope lands in my lap. “Bios of your fellow students. Mostly spoilt rich kids and army brats.”

I pull the thick file open, landing on a picture of some guy, his personal details listed on the right.

“This isn’t your average college, Carter. It’s a playground for the rich and insufferable. Under the pretense of higher education, they do whatever they fuck they want, blowing through their trust funds.”

I don’t like where this is going. I skipped school in favor of working for Rhett and Dante. I was never the academic type. Not stupid by any measure, just too damn greedy for the day jobs college education sets you up for.

Dante was a much smaller fish back when Rhett first sent me to Chicago. A fish with the love of his life in peril. He bargained for the safety of his now-wife with anyone who’d agree. My father saw an opportunity. He agreed to hold off his men if Dante would take me off the grid and under his wing.

There was too much heat surrounding Rhett back then—even more now—and he needed me off the radar.

At least that’s the official story, but knowing Rhett Willard, he simply wanted his illegitimate son to earn his way in this world without help or the Willard surname making things easy.

No special treatment.

I didn’t enjoy the notion as an eighteen-year-old, but I appreciate it now. I earned my place. Proved my worth. When the option surfaced to join my father’s ranks two years ago, I considered it only because of Aalyiah.

Working with Rhett was never high on my list. I respect Dante. He has values. A code of honor. A moral compass I admire.

Rhett has none of those things.

And Aalyiah knew that.

She hated the man our father became. She despised his dealings, blackmail, and pointless murders. She didn’t want that for me and told me to stay in Chicago.

I listened. I always fucking listened to her. Maybe if I hadn’t, maybe if I moved when I had the chance, she’d still be alive.

She deserved better from me. Her memory deserves better.

“Fine,” I grind out, tossing the file aside. “I’ll do it.”

But not because the ground’s slipping from beneath Rhett’s feet. I’ll do it because Hailey, knowingly or not, had a hand in my sister’s suicide.

She’s responsible.

And she will be held accountable.
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Carter

Rhett and Apollo left the safe house before the sun fully rose over the horizon. They took my Corvette, promising to drop it off in Chicago where it’ll wait fuck knows how long for my return.

I wasn’t pleased about losing my car, especially when Apollo handed me the keys to a 1966 Pontiac GTO.

My first thought: you have got to be fucking kidding, but once I peeked into the garage that changed to: holy hell.

The car is state of the art. Renovated, lowered, painted matt gray. The ancient sound system has been updated to allow for a CD player and a hands-free system that seamlessly connects with my phone at a touch of a button.

The engine roars as I exit the interstate, two suitcases full of new clothes in the trunk. I skipped the much-needed nap in favor of shopping.

In my favorite white shirts, waistcoats, and suit pants I’d raise too many eyebrows at college, so I had to buy an entire closet full of new clothes.

I settled for simplicity. Things that won’t make me stick out like a sore thumb among the sea of students: hoodies, pullovers, jeans, tracksuit bottoms, and t-shirts.

My skin crawled every time I tried on another pair of jeans to make sure they fitted. It still crawls at the thought of ditching my holster for however long.

I take a deep breath, flooring the gas pedal as I make my way to the Berkshires, Massachusetts, where Lakeside College sits in the middle of nowhere.

Literally.

Rhett didn’t exaggerate when he said it was remote. According to the map, the closest town—and liquor store—is half an hour away.

That’s not what almost had me ditching the whole thing. It was the information I found online: Lakeside used to be an asylum back in the eighteen hundreds.

With little over an hour of the journey left, I stop at a gas station, filling the tank with fuel, and my trunk with things that might come in handy like whiskey and bottled beer.

My phone rings when I get back on the road.

“How’s it going?” Dante’s voice fills the car, pouring out of the speakers. “On the road yet?”

“I’m an hour away,” I say, not surprised he’s in the know.

Dante might be the only person my father respects. Maybe it’s because he climbed so high in such a short time. If Rhett believed in such nonsense as hierarchy in the mafia world, he’d have to admit that Dante, at only thirty-six, had reached a higher point than him.

“Check your email when you have a moment. The boss in Massachusetts is a friend of mine.”

“Andres Radley,” I mutter, remembering a guy I met a couple of years ago.

“Same one. He’s aware you’ll be on his turf for... a while. His connections are at your disposal should you need anything.”

“Thanks. Hopefully I won’t be there long.”

“You sound uneasy, Carter.” A distinct click in the background as he lights his Zippo. “What’s going on?”

I run a heavy hand down my face, cracking my neck. “I fucking hate this idea and I don’t know, but it’s something... something doesn’t quite add up. I can’t put my finger on it. Rhett’s motives are sound, but I can tell he only showed me half the picture.”

Dante makes an approving noise, like he’s pleased I’m not letting my father pull the wool over my eyes. He knows Rhett’s a cunning bastard and he doesn’t trust him.

Neither do I.

While I might be wrong, I’d rather be proved wrong than ignore my intuition only to find out I was right all along and should’ve dug deeper when I had the chance.

“I’ll get Jackson on it,” Dante offers. “But you have to give me a lead.”

Jackson’s the magician in Dante’s crew: a tech guy capable of digging up information no matter how well hidden. Ryder’s that guy in my entourage; he studied under Jackson’s eye. Given this chance, I’ll take the mentor over the student.

A silent moment fills the car before Dante speaks again. “Give me something to get him started, Carter. Anything.”

“See what he can dig up on Alex Fletcher.”

“Alex Fletcher,” he repeats a touch louder; Jackson’s obviously nearby, probably with his laptop open, ready to work. “I’ll let you know when he’s done. Keep me in the loop. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

That’s the best advice I could hope for.

◆◆◆

With a handful of leaflets and booklets, I exit the dean’s office, heading back the way I came in an hour ago. It’s a funny feeling, sitting before someone who firmly believes they’re superior while reality paints a starkly different picture.

People don’t act like themselves when they think they have the upper hand. Their true colors only shine brightest when the tables turn. When the other person holds the ultimate power, that’s when you see who’s hiding behind misguided ambitions and beliefs.

Not many people stand their ground when facing someone like me. But they do always know who they’re facing.

The dean does not. She’s blissfully unaware that the balance of power was disrupted around here the second I arrived. She’s also blissfully unaware that she’s let a cold-blooded killer under her roof and is about to hand him his prey.

The lock will turn, click, and Hailey will be tucked away in a nightmare with a man tasked to break her mind and spirit.

Before she arrives, I have time to map out the grounds, get familiar with the routine, find out which dorm she’ll be staying in, and locate the best observation points.

It also gives me time to scrutinize the rich and insufferable attending this place. I like knowing who might pose an issue, who’ll be easily manipulated, and who could potentially stir up problems I don’t have the time or energy for.

Exiting the building I head across the courtyard toward the male dormitories. The architecture of the older buildings shows their age—Gothic designs, large looming windows, spiked towers, and ornate statues, one of which sits in the middle of the courtyard, surrounded by a circle of perfectly round, trimmed bushes. A stone angel, wings outstretched like it’s a guardian holding everyone here under its protection.

Too bad for Hailey, I don’t believe in guardian angels.

Ten minutes later, I lock my dorm room behind me, almost twenty-four hours without a wink of sleep catching up with me.

Exploring the grounds will have to wait, just like wondering about that thing I’m missing and can’t quite place.

Hailey’s the target, but there’s an entire chessboard to consider... and I’m not certain all the pieces are in the game yet.
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Hailey

As promised, a week of staying calm and mellow without the need for sedatives was enough for Dr. Phillips to discharge me.

My dislocated shoulder is still sore, tucked in a movement-limiting sling for another few days to ensure I don’t accidentally make it worse. I’m coping, which is the extent of the good news.

The bad news is I have what resembles an abstract painting on my skin. Bruises stretch from the dislocated shoulder to halfway down my back and front. Pollock must’ve flicked purple, green, and yellow paint all over me while I slept.

The older marks from the accident have turned a ghastly yellowy-green that marks my legs, chest, arms, knees, and even the side of my face. The scratches on my neck have scabbed over, flaking away slowly. I’m trying not to peel them off. That’d guarantee scars, and I already cried when Dr. Phillips removed my stitches, revealing bright red, ragged, disgusting scars.

Still, there are worse things than looking like I collided with a battering ram. What I worry about most is the brain swelling. Although mild now, it’s still there, meaning I need to take extra care of my head.

Dad suggested I wear a helmet for a few weeks. He laughed it off as a joke, but the look in his eyes said otherwise.

As if arriving on campus ten days into the semester isn’t bad enough, adding a hard hat would definitely do the trick...

I wasn’t allowed to head home or pack for college before the trip. Both Dad and Dr. Phillips decided to keep me away from my past, so Dad filled three suitcases with my clothes, shoes, and cosmetics.

The nurse brought my belongings back, though nothing but my jewelry survived the crash. The doctors had to cut me out of my clothes, but a silver ring with a blue stone my grandmother gave me before she passed away is intact.

And so is a necklace I don’t recognize. It’s a silver chain with a heart pendant. A broken heart. There are two little loops where the chain threads through and it looks like it could be split down the middle so lovers could each wear one half.

Or maybe friends.

Or mother and daughter.

But when I tried to pull the heart apart it didn’t budge. Still, I spent a long time tracing the delicate floral design and running my nail along the zigzagging ridge in the middle, hoping I’d remember who gave it to me.

I gave up when Dad arrived with two gift boxes, his smile bright as he watched me open a new laptop and cell phone.

“Why can’t I use my old phone?” I asked.

“You can’t face your past head-on until your memories return.”

What he didn’t buy me is a car, which, as we arrive on Lakeside College’s campus, I realize might be problematic.

I’m not sure if I’d have the guts to get behind the wheel, but knowing I’m stuck here doesn’t help my anxiety.

Given I can’t remember the accident, driving shouldn’t pose an issue, but a cold chill snaked my spine when I took the passenger seat as we set off.

Neither Dad nor the college leaflet lied about the tranquil, remote location. The closest town is half an hour away, nothing but a huge, calm lake, and woodland whichever way you turn.

The campus itself, made up of eleven buildings—mostly old, but some new—and housing twelve hundred students, is a recently renovated asylum.

In the early nineteen hundreds, a nationwide scandal forced the place to shut down after it surfaced that the patients were being experimented on. Many died in the confines of the walls I’ll call home for the foreseeable future.

It’s a good thing I don’t believe in ghosts.

Dad parks the car in the parking lot about three hundred yards from the main building, snuggling his Ford into a tight space between two brand-new sports cars. Both cost more than our house in Florida, so maybe the elite tag Dad stuck to this place isn’t as far off the mark as I thought.

An uptight-looking woman dressed in high heels, a gray pencil skirt and a white shirt tucked into the waistband, stands on the edge of a pathway. She doesn’t move, watching us above the rims of her thick glasses, her sleek hair in a bun.

I make out the asylum—correction, college—in the gaps between the tall trees behind her back. It doesn’t look inviting, so I pivot back to the woman. Whoever she is, she’s giving off strong discipline vibes.

It doesn’t require much imagination to picture her working here some twelve decades ago. Impossible, considering she’s about forty, but I bet she’d fit right in. She’d probably have a blast torturing the poor patients.

Sporting what I believe is supposed to be a smile but comes across more like she’s curling her lips around a mouthful of unsweetened lemonade, she moves to the driver’s side window and taps it gently to draws Dad’s attention.

Dad clicks a button, letting the window roll down. Two tendons pulse in his neck—a clear indication he’s not pleased.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Vaughn, I assume?”

“Yes.”

“Perfect,” she says in a tone far from perfect, then purposely lifts her hand, glancing at her watch. “I expected you fifteen minutes ago. I’m afraid we’ll have to move this along. The dean is an extremely busy woman. She only has another fifteen minutes scheduled for you today.”

Dad clamps his jaw, swallows hard, and releases a long breath through his nose: a temper-marshaling technique. God, it feels good that I can still read him. His tics haven’t changed and watching him makes me think not all is lost.

“There was traffic,” he grinds out, grabbing the door handle. “If you could step back—”

“Of course.” She stumbles away, her heels clicking against the tarmac. She casts a quick glance over her shoulder, making a come here gesture with her chin. “Mr. Rourke, our janitor, will take your luggage up to your room, Miss Vaughn.”

I haven’t noticed him before, but a scrawny man with long legs and even longer arms makes his way toward us, his bland clothes blending with the trees behind his back. He’s pushing an airport-style trolley, zero emotions other than carefully maintained disinterest marring his crumpled face.

He must be older than time.

While he rounds the car, heading for the trunk to unload my luggage, the prissy woman introduces herself as Melinda West, the dean’s personal assistant.

She shakes Dad’s hand once we both clamber out of the car, then turns on her pointy heel, expecting us to follow as she stilettoes away, navigating the cobblestone paths. We round the tree line that separates the grounds from the parking lot, and the former asylum comes into full view.

The main building is massive. Sitting in the heart of the campus, it brings to mind a grand, gothic prison, looming over the smaller buildings nearby and desolate wilderness beyond.

Spired towers made of darkened stone soar into the cloudy, gray sky, the façade is a combination of stone carvings and cavernous arched windows gazing onto the lake like glassy eyes. There’s a sinister breath of the olden days. Forgotten and unkempt with dark green poison ivy climbing from the ground across half the front wall.

I really don’t believe in ghosts, but I’d be lying if I said this place doesn’t give me the creeps.

My strong beliefs are tested as we near the entrance and I catch a shiver of movement in a sprawling circular upper window.

A strange chill slithers along my arms and prickles my scalp and I wonder if leaving the hospital was a good idea. Maybe I should’ve stayed longer? My imagination runs wild and the aftereffects of the swelling in my brain make me loopy.

A hundred and twenty years ago, I’d have fit right in.

The air shudders with a memory of something darker as I stare at the window.

Or maybe I need to lie down immediately because in another breath I realize the movement isn’t an afterthought of a life once lived here, but a real, living person.

I only catch a glimpse of dark hair and black clothes before he vanishes, but it’s definitely a person... A tall, broad-chested, ominous person spying on me. My breath falters in my lungs, the shudder in the air shaking me now. Breath catches in my throat, the blur of black movement sending ripples all the way to my toes.

I definitely need to lie down.

Inhaling through my nose, I rationalize: of course I’d see someone in the window. I’m at college... there are people here.

Also, ghosts are white... and they don’t exist.

Following Melinda, we step inside the cold, main building. Another deep shudder shakes me as the echo of the enormous double doors closing resonates through the entrance hall, overpowering the soft chatter of students nearby.

The interior is as I expected: grand, open, musty, old. High ceilings, stone staircases, and polished marble under my sneakers. Modern art pieces dot the walls—a breath of new life.

Melinda’s heels click against the shiny floor as we follow her down a labyrinth of corridors. It’s a maze. Left, right, left, left. Every corridor splits, bends, turns, winds. I hope the dean has a map or I might get lost.

Finally, we reach the office. Melinda knocks three times. After hearing a faint come in, she pushes the door open, stepping aside to let us in.

Wall-to-wall bookshelves jump out at me first. A mid-century wooden desk crowds the center, and a plush, antique rug in rich hues of brown and red covers the parquet that peeks out near the walls. The scent of dusty, old books mingles with the warmth of the burning candles lining the windowsills.

If I spot a Ouija board anywhere, I am out of here.

“Ah, Hailey Vaughn, correct?” The dean—Dr. F. Harrison according to the plaque decorating her desk—rises to her feet, her white dress suit standing out against the dark background. “I’m so glad you made it. People get lost on the way in at least once a week. Don’t ask how many times I’ve driven out to rescue stranded delivery drivers.” She moves her dark eyes to Dad, her hand extended. “And you must be Charlie, Hailey’s father.” A firm handshake later, she beams, pointing out two leather chairs before her desk. “Please, take a seat.”

With a polite nod we sink into them as Dr. F. settles behind her desk, hands clasped on the polished surface. She’s not as uptight as Melinda, but still not friendly.

“Your arrival at Lakeside College is quite unorthodox,” she begins, her casual tone carrying a hint of an edge. “And I’m not only talking about being late for the start of the semester. Your accident...” Her eyes flick to Dad before she holds my gaze, waiting. I don’t know what to say so I keep quiet. “We’ve never had a student with amnesia attend here, but we’re ready to accommodate your recovery.”

I blink at her, trying to gauge what she wants. An apology for the inconvenience? Maybe a thank you for her concern? I decide on another simple nod, hoping that’s enough.

“Well,” she continues, “I trust you’re feeling fit enough to start your classes right away?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I mutter, forcing a smile.

“That’s excellent. We’re excited to have you. I trust you’ll find the community supportive and accommodating. If you need anything, I’m usually here from early morning until late afternoon.”

She pushes a small handbook my way, the bold title not what I expected: Lakeside College—Rules of Conduct.

While Dad jumps in with questions about security on campus, I open the handbook, flipping to page three where the rules are listed. The dean reassures my father, cutting the interrogation short as she pivots back to me.

“As you’re aware, Hailey, Lakeside College has a reputation to uphold. This reputation hinges upon our students’ conduct. We have a set of stringent rules and regulations by which our students are expected to abide.” She casts another quick glance at my father, either looking for reassurance or ensuring he’s listening. “You’ll find them all in the handbook, but I’d like to reiterate the main ones right now.”

I nod, my throat dry. Dad didn’t mention any rules when I filled in the admission documents the other day.

“This is a closed campus and we take safety very seriously,” Dr. Harrison begins, her gaze idling between the two of us. “Some of our students have famous parents, some have received threats, some are here under witness protection programs, therefore you’re only allowed to leave the grounds during the weekends and only after obtaining a signed permission slip.”

She pins me with a pointed stare as if expecting me to protest, but I simply nod again. It’s not like I have a choice. Where will I go without a car?

I don’t exactly plan on wandering the sprawling forest.

“Academic excellence is not just expected but mandatory,” she says, eyeing the papers littering her desk. “I see you’re taking on Acting, that’s great. Our program is demanding and your performance will be closely monitored. Any significant dip in grades will require counseling or additional tutoring. Lastly, we have a strict policy against drugs and underage drinking. Any student caught in possession of drugs and any student under the age of twenty-one found under the influence will face immediate expulsion.”

I glance at Dad, but he’s not fazed. Of course he’s not. He’s a cop. He’s probably loving the rules. I find that I don’t mind, either. With a little luck, I won’t be here long.

The conversation moves forward smoothly after that. We discuss class schedules, assignments, and—yay—I get a map.

Dr. Harrison wraps up, covering everything else I need to know in a few minutes, and Melinda comes back, watching my dad hug me goodbye outside the main building.

“Call me every evening,” he tells me, breaking away to take a better look at me. “And call me if anything happens or you start remembering. And call me if you want to talk, okay?”

“Relax,” I mutter, even though I’m far from relaxed.

He doesn’t need to know I hate this idea. It makes sense from a medical standing, but it doesn’t mean I enjoy the premise. I’m merely acting reasonable even though my insides have been coiled around my spine since I agreed to come here.

“I’ll be fine. I promise I’ll call often.”

“Good.” He drops a kiss on top of my head and off he goes, leaving me with Melinda who marches me across more cobblestone paths toward the dorm building a few hundred yards away.
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My eyes dart to the digital clock on the nightstand as soon as I jolt awake.

Shit. Eight forty-three am.

Seventeen minutes until my first class. Thirteen minutes late for breakfast. Damn it. I’ve not had any food since I left the hospital yesterday afternoon, too chicken last night to head downstairs for dinner and face the students’ scrutiny after the dean highlighted my unorthodox late arrival.

A pile of Lakeside College’s reading material is scattered across my bed where I fell asleep last night half-curled around the orientation guide and the map.

Untangling myself from the sheets, I scramble out, my shoulder protesting the sudden movement with a hissy fit. The breath lodges in my chest as I cradle my arm, waiting until the pain subsides.

My sling hangs over the desk chair but it’ll only slow me down so, instead of protecting my delicate shoulder from additional trauma, I dash into the bathroom, my feet skidding across cold tiles.

Yes, there’s an en suite bathroom, and if that’s not great enough, I don’t have a roommate. The room is a spacious single with a large bed tucked on one side, a desk by the floor-to-ceiling ornate window, a closet, a loveseat, and a small coffee table. The décor is simple: white walls, gray curtains that match the comforter, and a dark wooden floor.

Not too shabby.

I grimace at my reflection—wild hair, flushed cheeks, and wide, panicked eyes. I’ll make quite the entrance in class. Like I need to draw more attention...

First things first. I pop two painkillers, chasing them down with a splash of water straight from the faucet and, using my good arm, tame my tangled, blonde locks into a rough ponytail.

Three minutes later, with my teeth brushed and face washed, I dart out of the bathroom. My suitcases are pushed against the wall, all open, clothes spilling onto the floor in a messy waterfall.

I was—unsuccessfully—searching for a phone charger last night. Dad did a decent job packing but as I dig through the clothes, I realize everything, save for a few dresses I hung neatly in the closet, is wrinkled.

A dress it is. White with a flowery pattern. It seems my style has dramatically changed. None of my old clothes are here. Last I remember, my favorite color was black and I wore strictly jeans, never skirts.

Pulling the breezy dress on takes more tries than I care to admit, especially since my injured shoulder is throwing another fit. The pills haven’t had time to kick in yet.

Zipping myself up with one hand is an accident waiting to happen but, once successfully managed, slipping into my white sneakers doesn’t take long.

Eight forty-nine. Must be a record.

Checking my reflection once more I pull a disgruntled face at the bruises and scars. The old ones, the ones that melt with my complexion, don’t bother me as much, but the fresh red ones, shining like a beacon against my milky skin, do.

There’s no time to cover the shitty Pollock impersonation on my skin with makeup, so I rush back into the room, flipping through the clothes for a cardigan.

Just my luck that I can’t find any which don’t look like a dog chewed them up and spat them out.

Eight fifty-one.

Damn it! Either I leave right now, or I’ll be late.

Being late for class is suddenly tempting. I need ten, fifteen minutes tops to apply stage makeup and hide my imperfections, but the dean said punctuality is taken seriously around here.

Cursing some more, I huff a resigned breath, flinging a heavy book bag over my working shoulder.

Maybe people will have the decency not to stare...

I exit the room, caught off guard by the ghostly stillness of the building. Not a single soul in the hallway or downstairs, not one person roaming the campus.

Does everyone start at nine? No free periods?

I should’ve studied the guide more carefully. Instead, I focused on the map, though I don’t seem to remember much right now. I reach into my bag for it, but it’s nowhere to be found.

Shit. I left it upstairs.

My wristwatch says I don’t have time to run back up two flights of stairs and a maze of corridors, while my brain reminds me that close to none of the information I filled my head with yesterday survived the night.

The only thing about the theater I remember is that it’s a separate building. I break into a clumsy jog, my eyes darting between the path ahead and my surroundings.

There’s the boys’ dorm, there’s the main building, there’s the cafeteria... the theater should be right—

Bingo.

With less than two minutes to spare, I reach the door, burst through, then apply the brakes. Not only because I’ve made quite a loud entrance and everyone’s staring, but also because the architecture matches the main building, meaning this theater was here from the start.

Why would they build a theater for mentally ill patients? Was it therapeutic somehow?

In the heart of the stage on the opposite side, another stern-looking woman pins me with an icy-stare.

Everyone’s so stiff around here.

The woman is Angela Townsend. Acting coach, former Broadway actress. That’s all I remember from the orientation guide which lists the staff’s accomplishments beside professional headshots.

“Running late on your first day, Miss Vaughn?” she drawls, her voice echoing throughout the nearly silent room.

I guess that’s introductions done.

Good. I can’t imagine getting up on that stage to say a few words about myself. It would not go down well.

Hi, I’m Hailey. I’m from Florida which is apparently in Ohio now. I’m twenty, but in my head I’m eighteen, and I’m an amnesiac...

“Punctuality is not optional in my class,” Angela adds, tapping her heeled boot against the wooden stage.

“I’m sorry,” I wheeze, on the verge of doubling over and coughing up my lungs.

Who knew two weeks in bed would make me pant after jogging three hundred yards? Or maybe I hadn’t been in the best shape before the accident...?

Angela studies me a moment longer, her lips pinched as she points toward the front row. “This isn’t high school. Next time you’re late, you won’t be allowed to stay.”

Technically I’m not late. I still have a minute left, but I don’t argue the point. With a quick nod, I slink toward the indicated spot, head down, cheeks on fire as I pass my fellow students.

Everyone is staring.

It’s a small class, less than twenty, but they’re gaping at me, my scars, and my bruises, making me wish the floor would swallow me whole.

I block out the embarrassment, focusing on the grand theater instead. It’s a mini amphitheater of sorts, with rows of scarlet seats descending toward the stage. Framed posters depicting classic plays hang beside bright, modern ones, a timeline of America’s theater history. High ceiling, red curtains, a sleek, black piano in the corner.

“Given your late arrival, Hailey...” Angela’s stern voice draws my eyes back to her slender figure pacing the stage. Whatever she said while I was admiring the room went right over my head. “You have a lot of catching up. Acting class is no walk in the park.”

I nod, feeling the weight of the missed classes. She looks like she gives ten hours’ worth of homework every night.

God, I feel like I’m back in high school.

“Today,” she continues, addressing the class, “you’re performing a five-minute scene in pairs. I’ve already assigned your partners, so don’t get excited.”

A collective groan ricochets off the walls. I barely have time to feel my stomach drop at the idea of performing in front of strangers before she’s rattling off names.

“Hailey and Jensen,” I catch, among others.

A tall guy with messy brown hair nods at me from across the room. I nod back, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“Fifteen minutes to prepare, then we start,” Angela instructs, stopping beside me with a bowl of ping-pong balls. “Pick a number. It corresponds to a script. You act out whichever you choose.”

I cast a sideways glance at Jensen. He’s crossing the room, flashing me a bright, reassuring smile that doesn’t ease my nerves. I guess his head tilt means I should choose a scene, so I dip my hand into the bowl and grab the first ball I touch.

“Thirteen,” I mutter.

Of course it’s thirteen. My luck dried out months ago.

Angela hands me two copies of a script and moves away, calling out another pair.

My eyes land on the page and my stomach churns as I skim the scene, absentmindedly handing Jensen his copy as he slips into a seat beside me.

Sucking in a sharp breath, I wipe my clammy hand down the front of my dress. This will not go down well.

“Damn. I hope you’re as talented as you are gorgeous because this...” Jensen waves the script in my face, his gaze dropping from my eyes to my lips, then lower to the swell of my breasts, “...won’t be easy, sweetheart.”

“I guess we’ll see how good I am,” I mutter, ignoring his obnoxious staring.

I doubt it’s my small boobs that caught his attention. It’s the scars and bruises the flimsy dress can’t hide. I glance back at the script, reading properly through the scene.

It opens halfway through a married couple’s heated argument. Nothing extraordinary were it not for the topic: how each believes the other’s way of grieving after they lost their son is not what grief should look like...

God, I feel sick.

I haven’t dealt with my mother’s death yet, filing it back for later, careful not to think triggering thoughts while I lay in the hospital bed in case Dr. Phillips wouldn’t discharge me.

“Hey, you good?” Jensen nudges my shoulder. “I know it’s an intense scene, but it’s only five minutes.”

“Yeah, I’m fine, sorry.” I flip back to the first page. “Read through it with me.”

We fire back and forth, the line between acting and reality blurring inside my head. This is heavy... personal.

Way too personal in my current state.

“And Chloe.” Angela’s voice pulls me out of the scene before we’re done rehearsing. “You’re up first.”

I watch a cute, brown-haired girl make her way to the stage where she waits at least fifteen seconds for her partner. I know he’s a man before he climbs onto the stage, because of the heavy, measured footfalls which echo in the grand theater as he lazily ascends the steps from the back of the room.

The temperature around me drops a few degrees when he turns, his broad shoulders squared back, the expanse of his chest stretching the fabric of his black pullover.

I swallow hard, shifting in my seat as I scrutinize his bulky frame and confident stance.

Among the viciousness droning around him, there’s unexpected, twisted beauty. He’s... rugged, wild, unpredictable. All sharp lines, dark eyes, and full lips that don’t seem to smile.

There’s nothing soft about his face. The muscle in his jaw ticks when he takes in the room and that icy, expectant stare moves to me and pauses. A lazy sort of ire tainting his features makes me immediately drop my eyes to my knees.

He doesn’t look like he belongs here. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s a couple years older than your average senior.

I feel his dark brown eyes on me and my body responds with a mixture of intimidation and curiosity. Fear, but not the run-for-your-life kind. No, this is the exciting, reckless, cliff-diving kind of fear. Danger that makes you feel alive.

“Begin,” Angela urges, taking a seat in the first row.

I risk looking up, watching them. There are no props on the stage, but even without the bar or the drinks, I can imagine where they are.

In a dimly lit club somewhere, flirting.

He leans against the piano, eyes on Chloe. They’re not speaking, but they act with their body language, and I’m instantly captivated watching the heated looks passing between them. It takes a moment before Chloe glides toward him, stopping so close their shoes almost touch.

“I’ve never seen you here before,” she says, holding her hand at an angle that suggests she holds a glass of wine.

“You weren’t paying attention,” he shoots back, seemingly disinterested, his voice like hot tar.

He looks over her shoulder as if he’s waiting for someone and she’s an annoying distraction, but then his eyes cruise down her body in a purposeful once-over.

Even though I’m not on the receiving end of that scorching gaze, my cheeks heat.

With a subtle shift of her posture, Chloe leans toward him. “Do you always watch people like they owe you something?”

A slow, deliberate smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes curves his lips. “Only when they do,” he retorts, his deep voice oscillating through the air.

He steps closer, diminishing what little space is left between them, his gaze not veering from hers.

I swallow hard. How Chloe’s still standing instead of pooling at his feet is beyond me. My stomach ties into knots at the electric tension crackling around them.

It’s a blessing that I’m not in her shoes right now. I’d be trembling like a kitten if he stood this close, towering above me.

She watches, almost breathless, as he lifts his hand to gently brush a stray lock of hair from her face. The gesture is tender, yet there’s a clear possessiveness that make my toes curl in my sneakers.

Chloe lets out a soft, almost inaudible gasp and I’d be willing to bet good money that wasn’t acting.

“I don’t owe you anything,” she whispers.

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He leans in, grazing his knuckles from where he tucked her hair behind her ear all the way down to her hip. “You owe me a dance.”

The air thickens with anticipation, everyone in the room holding their breath, including me. I lean forward, waiting for Chloe’s line, my own script long forgotten.

“And cut!” Angela booms, rising to her feet and igniting a wave of disappointment in me. “That’s exactly the chemistry I’m looking for.”

The class starts clapping and I put my hands together, too, watching them stride off the stage, unaware of the impact they made.

“Hailey.” Jensen nudges my shoulder. “C’mon, we’re up.”

He stands, offering his hand to help me. I don’t take it, but my heart pounds in my chest, matching my throbbing shoulder as we step onto the stage.

How the hell are we supposed to follow Chloe and... whatever his name is? Our scene will break all of that delicious sexual tension.

Without much warning, Jensen starts, screaming the line at me with everything he’s got. “We can’t just ignore it, Emma!”

I take a second to get my head in the game. Staring into Jensen’s eyes I dive into the scene, summoning the grief I’ve stifled thus far and, at a snap of fingers, the air between us grows tense.

My response leaps out of my core, my anger matching his then knocking it out of the park.

It’s real, this anger.

Real and powerful because his words hit a nerve.

I’m taking this shit personally after obstinately pushing the memory of my mom out of my mind all week.

“So what do you suggest? You expect me to cry, scream, and curse fate? Is that it?”

“No,” he snaps back, stepping closer, his fury ringing true and fueling mine. “No, but... fuck!” That fuck isn’t in the script but it works. “We lost our son and you... you act like nothing happened! You need to grieve! Ignoring it...” He meets my eyes, stumbling over his words. That wasn’t in the script, either. I think he’s taken aback by my streaming tears. “Ignoring it won’t bring him back.”

“I know he’s not coming back!” I shout, shaking all over, my eyes burning as the tears wet my eyelashes. “It hurts, okay?! It hurts so much!” The dam bursts, every next line no longer a scene... It’s an avenue, an outlet for my pent-up emotions.

I’m poised on the edge of a knife, so confused I feel sick. Reality blurs with the past. There’s something familiar about this dialogue, like I’ve lived through it, but can’t place it.

Jensen keeps talking, his voice muffled as if through a wall. My mind fights for attention, summoning a memory... a memory of Mom or her death or something but it’s like it doesn’t know where to look.

I must’ve processed this grief, this raw pain last year. I had to. When Mom died, I probably fell apart over and over again before I accepted she was gone. And now I’m being forced to do it again?

That’s cruel.

Losing my memories is fucking cruel, but reliving my mother’s death is infinitely worse. I’d give up every other memory of the past two years in exchange for remembering how I dealt with it and moved on after Mom died.

I don’t want to feel like my heart is being torn apart piece by piece... like I’m slowly being fed through a meat grinder. As if my lungs are collapsing.

Which is why I refused to before. If this happened at the hospital, Dr. Phillips would’ve shoved a needle in my neck, sedating me before I could process the grief.

I buried those emotions deep within and now they’re geysering out, the paralyzing sense of loss puncturing the surface.

I scream.

I cry.

I’m so disoriented.

Back and forth, I swing from here to the memory that’s still out of my reach, so close, yet so far. I whack Jensen’s chest, blink, and I’m in his arms, my hands holding on for dear life.

How did I get here?

I blink again, finding myself halfway across the stage.

Blood drains from my face, every breath a struggle, my nose buried in Jensen’s chest.

Something’s wrong with me.

My heart pounds my ribs and fear wrings out my guts. Trembling all over, my head not far off exploding from the sensory assault, I grasp Jensen’s t-shirt, afraid I’ll collapse if I let go.

The performance goes on, but I’m not acting. I think I’m floating in and out of consciousness... in and out of the past I can’t see. I don’t know how much time passes before the scene transitions into the comfort part, lulling me into reality.

It’s over. The scene, the disorienting pull, the sensation of drowning while still pulling down air.

A weighted silence falls around. It stretches and stretches and stretches some more until a slow, measured clapping starts.

Not a student. Our professor is leading the charge, her eyes wide in stunned disbelief. Everyone’s face mirrors hers as they join the applause.

“Impressive,” Angela says. “Very impressive. You make a great team. Excellent work.”

I let out a shaky breath, wiping my cheeks as I step out of Jensen’s embrace.

“Shit, girl. You were fucking amazing!” He beams, eyes sparkling, white teeth peeking between his lips.

A half-laugh, half-whimper escapes me. My hands shake, and it feels like there’s no blood in my upper body.

I’m cold, nauseated, and... scared.

I had a panic attack at the hospital but this... this felt different. Surreal. I inhale a few steady breaths, counting my heartbeats to calm down.

“Hey, you good?” Jensen cocks an eyebrow. “You’re looking a little green. You’re not gonna puke, are you?”

“No,” I whisper, my throat dry. “I just... I mean, that was... quite the experience.”

Not how I’d choose to break down, but despite the unexpected detachment from reality, I feel lighter.
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After mine and Jensen’s performance, I suddenly made friends. Well, that might be a big word for now, but Chloe came over to introduce herself, dragging a timid girl called Rachel behind her and they both took a seat beside me. Now I’m following them into the cafeteria, my stomach empty and clinging to my spine.

Twenty-four hours without food is not the best way to speed up my recovery.

The mouthwatering smells hit me as we enter the busy room. A blend of grilled chicken, baked bread, and the addictive bitterness of freshly brewed coffee. Not the brown water they served at the hospital. No, this is a rich, gorgeous scent of properly ground high-quality beans.

Yet another vertiginous ceiling, but no stone walls. This space looks modern save for the imposing windows overlooking the forest. It’s clinically clean. Sterile like the hospital. White tiles on the floor, different-sized tables, chairs, even lounging areas with tall bookcases.

Chloe pushes her shoulder-length hair behind her ears as she impatiently steps from one foot to the other when we beeline for the plate station, then move along the buffet-style arrangement. There’s something for everyone here. Vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free, meat, fish, salads...

“That’s a regret waiting to happen,” Rachel warns, scrunching her nose as she pushes my hand away from the tuna salad. “I had it last week and ended up curled around the toilet all night.”

I doubt they’re serving the same batch they did last week, but I mutter, “I don’t need that”, moving further along toward a table with six kinds of pasta calling my name.

I feel eyes trailing my every move while I add coffee and a heavenly-smelling slice of apple pie to my tray, but whenever I peek over my shoulder, no one’s watching.

Still, the feeling lingers as I shadow the girls toward a table at the far end, tucked by the huge windows overlooking the forest. There are a few people there, including Jensen.

“This one you know,” Chloe says. “Freshman, acting, his dad plays drums for Broken Anthem.” She shoots him a cute smile before pointing out a girl with a head of long, tiny braids. “That’s Amari, military brat. Modern dance, sophomore. And this...” She grins at the guy with his arm casually thrown over Amari’s shoulders. “This is her boyfriend, Levi. Just a brat.”

Levi cocks an eyebrow, moving his eyes from Chloe to me. “Senior, film production,” he adds. “Chloe here loves giving me shit. Pay no attention.”

“What are little sisters for?”

“Blackmailing, mostly,” Levi shoots back.

I slide into my seat, pointing a finger at myself. “Hailey, freshman, acting.”

“So we heard,” Levi muses. “You’ve made quite the entrance.”

“Have I?”

He nods. “Arriving a week late, battered, bruised, and kicking everyone’s ass in your first class. News travels fast here. “What’s with the sling and all the bruises?”

“Oh, um... car accident. Dislocated shoulder.”

“Damn, that’s bad,” Levi says, leaning against the back of his chair. “What happened? Your fault or...?”

“My fault. At least that’s what I gathered. My dad’s a cop. He said either the tire blew, or a deer jumped onto the road.”

“You can’t remember?” Amari asks, sipping her coffee.

“No. I can’t remember the last two years.”

“No way!” Chloe exclaims loud enough to turn heads five tables away. “So like, amnesia, right?”

I nod, poking my pasta. “Hopefully it’s not all lost. My doctor says I might get my memories back, but I had a meltdown at the hospital and my dad sent me here to...” I air quote, “...heal in a neutral environment.”

“Dad’s a cop, huh?” Jensen smirks, wagging his eyebrows. “Maybe you were drunk driving and he’s covering it up.”

Levi’s gaze roams the bruises covering my arms and chest. “She wasn’t driving.”

“Yes, I was.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes. Dad gave me an extensive lecture about how it’s better to hit the animal than swerve.”

“That’s barbaric.” Amari scrunches her nose. “Deer were here long before us. We’re in their territory.”

Levi drapes one hand over her chair, grazing the tips of his fingers down her shoulder, his narrowed eyes meeting mine.

“Unless the car was an import, there’s no way you were driving.” He leans across, pushing my necklace aside before touching a yellowy-green bruise running diagonally from my right shoulder, across my chest, and disappearing under my summer dress. “This is from the seatbelt. If you were behind the wheel, it’d be on the other side.”

I swallow hard, ghosting my fingers along the bruise. Levi’s right... it’s on the wrong side. Everyone’s staring at me, waiting with bated breath, but I can feel someone else’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my skull.

Ignoring it, I jab at the black hole in my head, throwing questions at it.

If I wasn’t driving, then who was?

Why didn’t Dad tell me there was someone else in the car?

Why did he lie?

Disappointment burns my stomach like acid. He never lies...

Never.

Until, apparently, now.

I swallow the lump in my throat, wondering who was behind the wheel and what happened to them.

Question marks multiply like bacteria in a petri dish. My pulse quickens, a relentless drumbeat thumping in my ears. The silence and accumulated stares are making my skin crawl.

I hate being the center of attention when I’m not prepared. And today, with my imperfections on display, I am definitely not prepared for scrutiny.

My mind races, searching for an explanation. The harder I try to come up with something plausible, the more erratic my breathing. Another panic attack looms nearby, threatening to shit all over my progress.

I haven’t made much but staying calm for a week wasn’t easy.

I dig my nails into the palms of my hands, eyes closed. I can’t panic. Not again. Not twice in one day. I’ll make things worse and risk further damaging my brain.

“Hey.” Chloe rests her small hand on my back, rubbing up and down. “You’re pale, Hailey. Are you feeling okay?”

“Um... I just...” I suck in a sharp breath. “I just... I... I need a second.” I snatch my half-empty coffee cup from the table, rushing across the cafeteria for a refill.

Anything to pull my mind away from the suffocating anxiety. There must be a rational explanation why Dad didn’t mention that I wasn’t driving.

Maybe he didn’t know?

Maybe he’s protecting me because whoever was is dead and Dad didn’t want me to have another meltdown.

Or maybe there’s something bigger going on.

I gulp the rest of the coffee, shoving my cup under the nozzle and poke the touch screen where it says double espresso like the machine has personally offended me and deserves pain.

A loud hiss makes me shudder, but the bittersweet aroma and the sound of coffee dripping into the cup grounds me. It wraps itself around me, soothing my frayed nerves enough that the huge cafeteria stops closing in on me.

Cup in hand, and mind still raging, I turn swiftly, take a purposeful step and collide with a wall.

A startled gasp—mine—rings in the air as the cup slips from my grasp in slow motion, drenching me and what I mistook for a wall.

In a way it is a wall... a wall of muscles hard enough to deflect bullets.

Then, with time seeming to stretch out even further, I tumble, connecting butt-first with the cold floor and jolting my injured shoulder hard enough for tears to sting my eyes.

God, it hurts like a bitch and the hot coffee splattering the front of my dress doesn’t help.

“Shit,” I hiss, biting my lip to ward off the incoming tears.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” a deep, husky, familiar voice snaps from above.

He’s not shouting. He barely snarls the words at me, but the malice behind them cools the temperature to arctic levels. I crane my neck, meeting a pair of cold, dark eyes glaring down. The same eyes that bored into Chloe’s during their scene.

He’s even more overwhelming when he’s this close.

His square, chiseled jaw clamps shut as he takes in the mess I’ve made of his black jeans and black tight-fit, immaculately pressed pullover that probably hides a chest as chiseled as his jaw. There’s even a bit of coffee on his high, black leather boots.

I wonder what his favorite color is.

My eyebrows bundle together. There’s an edge to him. An aura of menace unlike anything I ever came across.

“I’m...” I swallow hard, the initial annoyance that sparked my courage spiraling away like the autumn leaves outside.

A second ago I was ready to snap right back, but now the words dissolve on my tongue. I can’t tell if I’m nervous or awestruck. Probably a bit of both.

Rolling my lips, I scan the skulls, roses, tombstones, and crows inked up his arms, then the writing running vertically from his ear down the side of his neck.

“I’m sorry, I...I didn’t—”

“Didn’t see me?” He spits the sentence out like poison. “That’d be a first.”

Despite my blood heating and cooling on repeat under his hostile stare, a small, stubborn, utterly careless part of me stirs to life again. He could snap me in half without effort, but the longer I drown in the rage swirling in his dark eyes, the less I care.

“Cat got your tongue?” he clips.

The stunned trance eases away, replaced swiftly by annoyance. I cock an eyebrow. “No. Just nothing to add.”

I’m a little proud my voice is as biting as his, even though I’m on the floor while he’s towering above, a bulk of harsh arrogance and bad temper. He reminds me of a guy in my high school who thought he was better than anyone to walk the earth: God’s gift to mankind. He had no reason other than his parents’ deep pockets for feeling superior... unlike this guy.

This guy knows he’s intimidating. That he makes people’s fight or flight response kick into the highest gear. He knows and he’s wringing out every ounce of his superiority, rubbing it my face.

“I’m sure you can think of something to add.” The weight of his glare holds me immobile. “Sincerity would be a good start.”

“You didn’t detect sincerity because it wasn’t there.” I try and fail to match his level of provocation, so for a confidence boost, I add a barely audible asshole at the end.

Despite his nail-biting, toe-curling, hair-raising demeanor, his head tilts slightly, betraying surprise. He catches himself fast, marshaling his body language back into bad temper mode.

“I heard that.”

“Are you sure?” I gather myself off the floor, quite a feat with only one usable arm and most of my body sore. “I don’t mind repeating it.”

Now he looks downright amused, but not in a friendly kind of way. More like a lion enjoying the struggle of its prey. Like my days are counted and he’s plotting how he can make them as miserable as possible.

He reaches out to help me up, his huge biceps straining against the tight pullover.

I swat his hand away.

No matter how painful gathering myself off the floor is, my pride won’t survive accepting his help.

I’ll be damned if I let him get ahead.

“I can manage.”

Bending my knees, I bring both feet under my butt, careful not to flash the cafeteria my white panties. A triumphant smile stretches my lips once I’m at my full five-foot three, eye level with his chest.

He’s got a foot on me if not more, and I suddenly feel tiny. The lion and prey metaphor seems ridiculously apt.

My smile slips when I realize the cafeteria is deathly silent and this time, as I survey the room, the peculiar sensation I’ve had of being watched is valid.

Everyone’s staring, their attention idling between me and the moody guy.

Brute. That’s what I’ll call him because no way I’ll ask for his name.

Too bad he doesn’t share the sentiment.

“Your name?”

It’s supposed to be a question but sounds like an order.

My insides riot as I raise my chin higher, using my acting skills and body language to seem bored as I roll my eyes at him. “You won’t need it.”

A muscle tics in his jaw. His eyes grow even darker, downright scary, and the air thickens with impending doom.

Slowly, he looks me over from the tip of my blonde head down to my sneakers, then back up. Inch by inch. The calculated heat of his gaze flushes my cheeks and neck as if he’s holding a steady match to my skin.

I’m painfully aware that my bruises and scars are on display; that he has a clear view of the fading, vertical scratches I carved down my neck; that the flimsy little dress doesn’t hide enough. Instinctively, I swing my long ponytail to the front, masking what I can. It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing. Using my healthy arm, I partially cover the bright scar in the crook of my shoulder and the yellowing seatbelt bruise.

“Hailey,” I blurt out, caving under the need to pull his attention away from my imperfect body.

“Next time, watch where you’re fucking going, Hailey,” he hisses, my name peeling off his tongue like an insult. “It’d be a shame if something happened to you.”

I swallow hard, my skin no longer warm, but ice-cold. I bet I’m white as curdled milk. The veiled threat has the fine hairs on my neck standing on end. He rakes one hand through his short, dark hair, leaning in closer, the tangy scent of his cologne assaulting my nose.

“Now... apologize, and off you go.”

An incredulous scoff breaks free before I can stop it.

Inside, I’m shaking like Bambi taking his first steps. Chills slither along my arms and prickle my scalp but fear fails to suppress my recklessness and my unfiltered words spill out.

“Excuse me? You were the one standing too close. You should apologize to me. It takes two to collide, you know?”

He grinds his teeth, something dark flitting across his face. “Don’t hold your breath.”

Startled, I take an involuntary step back. It doesn’t immediately occur to me why, but a second later, I notice his hands balled into fists at his side.

The cafeteria blurs as my pulse whooshes in my ears, drowning out everything else. His threat scared me, but his tight fists kick my fight or flight response up to eleven.

Relying solely on instinct, I flee, rushing for the exit as if he’s following suit about to... I don’t know what. I’m not even sure why I’m running.

The reaction could be both—an involuntary reflex to a lost memory, or a reaction to the sudden daunting thought that, while bickering with the Brute, I forgot the more pressing issue: who was driving that damned car?

With every thud of my heart, the momentary thrill recedes and the ominous sense of impending doom returns. Stumbling into my dorm room, I slam the door, barricading myself against the world. Only temporarily because, yet again, I have fifteen minutes to get dressed and haul ass across campus into the theater before my next three-hour lesson.

I want to grab my phone and call Dad, but first things first. Ignoring the pain, I whip my dress off, tossing it in the hamper. Again, no time to borrow an iron and press my crumpled clothes, so I snatch another dress from the wardrobe.

Are all my dresses these days cute little spaghetti-strapped things? It’s cold outside. What was Dad thinking packing for me like I was off to Hawaii?

Dressed and with twelve minutes left, I grab my phone. Finding Dad’s number in my contact list—which isn’t hard given he’s the only number there—I pause.

What if this call is a bad idea?

I pace the room, my anxiety mounting. Each step feels like I’m marching to an execution. A part of me screams for answers, the other worries what those answers might be. This is the first time my dad ever lied to me.

He must have a reason.

Either he’s afraid the truth will send me over the same way hearing about Mom did, or there’s something I’m not seeing. Something I might get back once my memories return.

If—a tiny voice in my head adds, making me stomp my foot. There’s no if. They’ll come back. I just need to let my brain heal... and that means no abrupt revelations.

Closing my eyes, I let out a shaky breath, dropping the phone into my bag before rushing out.


13

Hailey

The door to my room bursts open making me damn near jump out of my skin. For the past hour I was on the Orient Express, searching for clues with Detective Poirot, wondering who murdered Daisy. My heart jackhammers and the book slips out of my grasp, face-palming the floor with a heartbreaking thud.

I swear, if a single page is damaged, Chloe will pay.

Dolled up to perfection, her winged eyeliner perfectly even and her hair in beach waves, she stops by the loveseat, hands akimbo, one hip jutting to the side.

“Well, look what we have here. Little Miss Slumber Party.” Her eyes sparkle with mischief. “It’s nine in the evening, grandma. What are you doing in bed?”

“Is knocking like so two years ago?”

She snorts a laugh, bouncing her eyebrows. “Making fun of your hard drive failing? Nice. I approve. Now, out of those.” She flicks a dismissive hand at my PJs. “Like, yesterday. There’s a party happening tonight across the lake.”

“A party?” I echo, my brows furrowing. “Really? The dean made it sound like anything other than studying might be punishable by death.”

Chloe shrugs, rummaging through my closet. “She makes a show, acting all strict for the parents. If we keep our grades up and don’t do anything too crazy, F doesn’t give a flying fuck what we do after classes.”

I guess F is the dean. Dr. F. Harrison. Felicity? Freya?

Who knows, she didn’t mention her first name when we met.

“What about Dear Melinda?” I ask, recalling the robotic woman chastising two freshmen in the cafeteria this morning after spotting them with energy drinks.

“Dear Melinda? Oh, you mean F’s stick-up-her-ass assistant. Don’t worry about her. She’s only uptight during working hours.” She flicks through my hangers, dismissing one outfit after another. “Rumor has it, she woke up on a boat in the middle of the lake after last year’s graduation party.” She finally smiles and turns, hurling a jean pinafore dress at me, followed by a white, long-sleeve tee. “Seriously, Hailey, you need to change. Get moving!”

She carries on sifting through my clothes, holding some up for inspection before hanging them back. I lock myself in the bathroom, glad the dress is front zip, so it’ll be easier to put on.

I don’t know what altered my style so drastically and, as I stare at my reflection in the long mirror, I miss the clothes I hid behind for years. My style now is ninety percent dresses and skirts. Casual, cute, colorful, girly.

A far cry from what I used to love.

“You don’t have eyeliner, girl,” Chloe mumbles, barging into the bathroom. “Have you been living under a rock?”

“Possibly.” I tap my head, reminding her I have no idea.

She flips her tiny purse open, pulling out a black pen that must be the eyeliner she’s been hoping to find among my stage makeup collection. Its sole purpose is covering scars and bruises... eyeliner won’t do that.

With a huff, Chloe drags the desk chair into the bathroom, sits me down and starts arranging my hair into two French braids before moving onto makeup.

By the time she’s done, I no longer look as if I’ve been left for dead in the woods. My lips are peachy, eyes pop thanks to the winged, symmetrical lines drawn on my eyelids, and the dark patches are hidden under concealer.

“Okay, come on,” she urges, helping me slip into the sling. “Jensen’s waiting for us.”

Oh joy.

It’s not that I don’t like Jensen, I’m simply not a fan of his obnoxious attitude and lack of filter.

The party’s taking place in a derelict building on the other side of the lake, hidden behind a thick curtain of tall trees. It’s a twenty-minute stroll before we hear music and another five before what can only be described as a haunted house—requiring no decorations—comes into view.

From Jensen’s monologue on our way here, I gather that this place was a lab where doctors carried out unlicensed experiments on the patients.

Theater lights illuminate the weathered, stone façade and strobe lights pulse from the doorless entryway and glassless windows. At least half of the student body is in attendance, some inside, some outside, some squealing nearby, interspersed with occasional water splashes.

Late-night swimming with this amount of booze around doesn’t strike me as a good idea.

The stench of beer and sweat mingles with the scent of the forest as we step inside, rubble crunching under our feet. Goosebumps rise on my skin as I take in the old, rusty equipment scattered around and the bare, damp walls.

Chairs with leather straps that must’ve been used to immobilize patients now serve as party props. A bulky guy sits in one, his wrists and ankles bound, head thrown back while another guy near-drowns him by pouring a pitcher of beer into his open mouth.

Wheelchairs are used for impromptu races down a long corridor to my right and old medication carts stacked with bottles of spirits instead of pills roll every which way, pushed from one person to the next.

Metal tables once filled with medical instruments now line the grand entrance hall, bending under the weight of alcohol and tall towers of red solo cups.

There’s even a DJ set up in the corner, the booth a repurposed electroshock therapy machine, but the console professional and modern.

Bass shakes the fragile, twelve-decade old walls, but no one pays attention to the dust scattering all around from people jumping to the beat upstairs.

It’s chaotic, a little wild, and a lot creepy.

It’s also not my scene. Although, that’s up for debate. Who knows what my scene is now? Not me.

A red solo cup is thrust into the hand dangling from my sling, the other wrist encased by warm fingers pulling me toward the dancing crowd.

“Dibs!” Jensen shouts. “Let’s have some fun!”

He doesn’t give me enough time to use my shoulder as an excuse. It’s not that sore today but I’m not feeling this music. I’m also not feeling him or the way he ogled me the whole trek here.

Still, I’m not about to be a buzzkill. As intimidating as having friends is, it’s nice. I take a deep breath, letting him drag me into the whirlwind of dancers in the middle of the room. The dance students are easy to spot, shining like beacons, their moves flawless.

I down half the cup’s contents for courage.

“Relax, babe,” Jensen yells over “Nicotine” by Panic! At the Disco, his arms around my waist, head dipping enough that his warm breath tickles my ear. “You look so hot tonight. I love those on you.” He pulls my braids, his touch too intimate as he ghosts his fingertips along the nape of my neck, leaning in to speak in my ear. “You’re not like other girls,” he breathes, spewing the cheapest pickup line known to mankind. “You’re... different. Special.”

I catch myself before I roll my eyes, and in the next breath, his words sink, hitting harder than a kick to my stomach. They resonate inside my head, resurfacing almost word for word from somewhere deep in my subconscious.

The voice grows louder and louder but doesn’t match Jensen. No, this voice is different, lower.

It makes me feel cold.

Melancholic.

Frightened.

I gasp, stumbling back as a memory kidnaps me from here and now. The music fades, people blur, and I focus solely on what’s happening in my head.

I’m in a room I don’t recognize.

A man in a black t-shirt and blue jeans, his back to me, sandy-blonde, wavy hair curling behind his ears.

“She’s not like other girls,” he says.

His hands ball into tight fists at his sides before he sends one flying into the wall. The same flavor of fear that had me sprinting from the cafeteria yesterday ensnares my frame.

“She’s different. Special. Can’t you fucking understand? I didn’t plan this, Hailey. It just happened!”

My brain jams up, refusing to show me more. I clutch my throat, almost doubling over to hurl because I’m so dizzy... and at the same time, relieved.

I got a memory back.

Incomplete, a tiny fragment, but a memory nonetheless. And that means not all is lost.

“Hailey, you okay?” Jensen grabs my shoulder. He’s not standing in front of me anymore and I swear that’s where he was before the flashback hit.

My throat constricts as I spin, realizing that we’re no longer on the busy, makeshift dance floor, but in the wheelchair-race corridor.

How did I get here?

“What’s wrong, sweetheart? You’re fucking see-through.”

“I-I’m fine, I just...” I pause, staring into the distance and wondering what the hell just happened. “I need fresh air.”

Jensen smooths the frown marring his forehead, nodding once. “Yeah, sure. Need company?”

“N-no. I mean, I’m okay. I won’t be long.” I nod at the half-empty cup he gave me earlier. “Get me a fresh beer, please.”

His face falls, sculpting his disappointment, but he catches himself fast, curving his lips into a smile. “Sure thing. I’ll be here when you get back. Come find me.”

I turn away. Those blonde, wavy hairs curling behind the ears of the man in my memory stay at the forefront of my mind as I leave the building. My heart rate is too fast for comfort, but cool evening air flirts with my skin, easing the pain throbbing in my temples.

The music fades along with the overpowering stench of sweat, giving way to the freshness of the lake the further away I get.

With every next step, my pulse subsides and I let out a sigh of relief. I’ve never been a party girl. Looks like that hasn’t changed... which makes my new style even more confusing.

Why would I swap jeans for dresses if I don’t feel comfortable at parties?

A beaten path takes me to a small, secluded beach—occupied by a group in their underwear.

The shoreline is overgrown with clusters of reeds and cattails swaying with the evening breeze. Tall willows completely close off access to the water almost everywhere else, but I keep walking until I come across a boat platform. It’s far enough from the party that the music is a distant hum. Hopefully far enough that Jensen won’t follow.

Taking a few wary steps to test the planks, I walk across, taking a seat at the edge, my feet dangling inches over the calm water, not a soul in sight.

Perfect.

I kept to myself in high school: no friends, and no boyfriend. I’d expect the same story for the two years I lost, but the man in my memory comes back, his broad shoulders, blond hair, the words he spoke, the tightness gripping my throat... I think he was important to me.

I cared about him.

My stomach ties itself into knots so elaborate I feel sick. Where is he? Who is he? Is he looking for me? Is he worried?

Why would I be scared of him?

I set my red solo cup aside, my eyebrows knotting in the middle when I spot a six-pack of beer by a stack of clothes. One bottle is notably missing...

I glance around then scan the calm lake, but it seems I’m alone. Someone must’ve left the beer and forgotten all about it. I’m sure it’ll be dearly missed. Just as the trousers and... boxers.

There’s a naked man here somewhere.

I smirk, raising the cup halfway to my lips, freezing mid-motion when a soft splash sends my heart soaring.

A head breaks the surface of the lake, then neck, shoulders, and a muscular, tattooed chest that would make Michelangelo weep. Low and behold, the Brute stands less than ten feet away, water cascading down his inked skin.

A cold sneer seizes his features and dark, ominous eyes once again scorch a slow path from my head down to my sneakers.

His name would come in useful right about now. I doubt he’d appreciate hey, Brute, and I’m not in the right headspace for verbal scuffles.

“Sorry,” I say, bracing my hand against the cool wood to haul myself up.

How can he boil my blood so fast? I’ve gone from confused and a little melancholic about the bizarre memory to mindlessly battle-ready in less than a second.

“It’s not that hard to mean an apology, is it?” he retorts, getting closer with each slow stride that sends bow waves across the lake.

The water moves around him as more of his torso resurfaces. I can’t make out the tattoos across his chest, stomach, and ribs in the pale moonlight, but whatever they are, they suit him.

Ink suits him, adding a few points to his insidious aura and many more points to his hotness.

His sudden proximity sends my pulse racing. Not just in fear... there’s more to this emotion. Something heavy and loaded. Something exciting...

A hot flush burns my cheeks when he takes another step, the V of his abdomen on display, and I’m painfully aware he’s buck naked... and not far off flashing his dick.

“Stop!” I squeal, snatching his boxers off the pile.

I turn to throw them, but he’s closer now. He’s right there, almost between my legs.

Eye level with my knees.

And yet he still comes across as intimidating.

“What’s wrong?” he muses, grasping my wrist to take his boxers before I drop them in the lake. “Never seen a cock?”

Involuntarily, I look down. His cock is still underwater, barely an outline from my vantage point. I can’t judge the size considering how water distorts the image but—

“Cock?” I peer into his eyes, raising one eyebrow. “You sure you don’t mean a teenie weenie?”

A lazy smirk curls his lips, contrasting the menacing amusement lacing his tone. “It’s cold out here.”

“That’s what they all say.”

As if he’s out here to prove a point, or maybe mortify me beyond repair, he moves to my left. His muscles ripple, shifting beautifully under the tattoos as he grips the edge of the platform, effortlessly hauling himself out.

I do my best not to cover my eyes like a little girl. Instead, I stare straight ahead, careful not to let my gaze wander in case I turn my head and find myself face-to-weenie.

Too bad that no matter how hard I focus on the main asylum building on the other side of the lake, my peripheral vision is perfect and I see. Not entirely, but enough to know he’s well equipped. Too well.

“Brave of you to wander after dark,” he muses, the rustle of fabric telling me he’s covering himself up.

A shudder slips down my spine but it’s not unpleasant. My scalp tingles when he sits beside me, the aromatic smell of his cologne invading my senses.

I chance a glance at him, my muscles relaxing when I see he’s dressed from the waist down.

Still, his chest is in my face and... Well done, God.

You did good with this one. He’s hot.

He’s also dangerous. A man like him doesn’t belong here. Not just at college, but out in the world. There’s something so undeniably ruthless about him that a prison cell springs to mind. Titanium bars. Ten men with guns guarding his cell because any less couldn’t hold him.

I swallow hard, corralling my fantasies as our eyes lock. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That you should be smarter, Hailey.” The emphasis he puts on my name makes my skin break out in hives. “I’d make sure I’m never alone if I were you.”

“Why is that?”

He leans back to grab two bottles, not gracing me with an answer.

Maybe I’m paranoid, but nothing in my new reality feels black or white. Everything is fucking gray.

I can’t navigate the world while simultaneously working out who I am and what I can’t remember. His words sound like a threat but... why would he threaten me? He doesn’t know me.

My instincts tell me I should be running. Brute is disturbing. Dark and menacing, but before I make a move, he leans into me, his face inches from mine.

“Smarter,” he reminds, tossing the contents of my solo cup into the lake.

“Hey! That was—”

“You forgot two years, didn’t you?” He pushes a beer bottle into my hand. “I doubt the next thing you want to forget is how to breathe. You never know what that...” He points at the solo cup, “...was spiked with.”

Now that sounds more like concern than a threat, but my brain’s already nitpicking, disassembling every word.

“And this?” I raise the beer bottle. “Roofied?”

“Kinky,” he huffs, the corner of his mouth twitching in an almost-smile. “It’s a sealed bottle. No drugs tonight, I’m afraid.”

I shove the beer into his hand, cocking an expectant brow. He doesn’t wait for instructions, popping the cap off with ease before he hands the bottle back.

Reckless. I’m so fucking reckless.

I should be far away from him by now. I should’ve left the moment his head emerged from the water, but... I’m curious. He tries to come across menacing. He definitely wants to scare me, and I want to know why.

“So...” I start peeling the label to keep my hands occupied. “Are you always this friendly?”

“You’re not used to guys not fawning over you?” he bites back, his tone icing the air between us. “Jensen will gladly worship at your altar.”

If there’s one thing I’m not used to then it’s male attention, but I won’t go down that road with him.

“Takes a man to understand the importance.”

“Wrong, pretty girl.” He presses the bottle to his lips while I calm my heartrate over that pretty girl comment.

I don’t remember anyone other than my parents ever calling me pretty.

“Men are predators, not lapdogs. We chase.”

There’s a spark in his eyes, a greedy glint that makes my skin prickle. My mouth opens and closes, the words failing to come. The image his sentence summons into my mind leaves me vulnerable and insanely thrilled.

Is this how he sees the world? A battleground of predators and prey? Is that how he sees me?

Why do you care?

I have no idea. I also have no idea why I’m so affected by his raw, unfiltered honesty.

His smirk deepens as he basks in my silence.

“Chase?” I echo, forcing a dismissive chuckle. “I’d say you’re more the club and drag type.”

He cocks an intrigued eyebrow.

God, his kaleidoscope of bad vibes is addictive. Egging him on could easily become my go-to source of entertainment.

“Careful, Hailey. You’re stepping on thin ice as it is.” He chugs whatever’s left in his bottle, reaching back for another. “If I must own the caveman comparison... what’s the point of the club if they come willingly?”

I grit my teeth when blazing heat crawls up my neck, flushing my cheeks. I refuse to let him see how his words affect me or show that he ruffled my composure. That, instead of fearing him, I’m burning up.

There’s still that undercurrent of danger licking my temples, but there’s something else now and, whatever it is, it’s loaded. Tension sparks between us, as electrifying as it is unnerving.

He’s beyond attractive. Hotter than hell and as far as I’m aware, no one quite like him ever took one look at me.

No one quite like him ever crossed my path. I doubt there’s anyone quite like him in the world.

“Well,” I counter, injecting confidence into my tone as I wave my good arm around, fighting for an upper hand in this game. “It doesn’t seem they’re flocking in droves.”

He leans back, eyes darkening ever so slightly as his heated gaze roams my body. “I prefer a challenge.”

Am I the challenge?

How did we get here? From threats to... I don’t even know what to call this. Flirting?

I don’t think so.

Whatever it is, it’s maddening and infuriating, but also so exciting there’s a wet patch of lace between my legs. My mind skips forward, imagining things that won’t ever happen...

His long fingers in my hair, his lips on mine, his tongue teasing and tasting, that big body pinning me down to show me heights of pleasure I never dreamt about.

I pinch my lips, meeting his gaze with a shred of calmness, but before words come, we both turn at the sound of footsteps.

“Hailey.” Jensen stops mid-step, his gaze faltering as it idles between me and... whatever the Brute’s name is. “I’ve been looking all over the place for you,” he adds slowly. “You okay?”

“I’m fine, I was about to head back.” I push off the ground, eager to leave while I have the chance before I end up doing something I’ll regret.

Or worse... something I won’t.

But as I make the move, bracing my healthy arm against the wood, a vice-like grip cuffs my wrist, pulling me back.

“Nash,” the Brute offers, leaning in so only I hear him, his warm breath whispering against my ear. “You’re quick to judge my manners but you haven’t even asked my name.”

“Nash,” I repeat, steeling myself against the goosebump-raising shivers. “Can’t call it a pleasure. Now... I’d appreciate it if you’d let me go.”

Lies. Filthy lies. I don’t want him to let go, but I wrench my arm free, a surge of emotions battling within. Anger, confusion, pinching fear, and that undeniable, sparkling excitement.

“Alex! Don’t do it!” someone shouts in the distance, the plea followed by a loud splash.

I can’t focus on what else the hysterical girl nearby is yelling. The lake fades and I’m back in the same room I saw minutes ago when Jensen called me special. I’m back in the maze of my lost memories with the blond man.

The past rushes in, simultaneously mine and utterly foreign.

“Alex! Don’t do it!” comes again, but this time from me. I’m moving in the memory, rising from the bed.

Whose bed is that? Mine? His? I don’t know. I can’t see any details. The walls are a blur. Only the man before me—Alex—is sharp, as if I’m looking at him through a single-point focus lens.

He stands with his back to me again, the muscles of his squared shoulders coiling like a loaded spring, hands in fists.

He’s angry. Furious. Emotions radiate off him in warm waves and my heart gallops faster than a frightened horse.

“You can’t stop me,” he barks out, making me jerk back as he spins to face me, his features distorted.

“You’re going to get killed. Please... you need to stop, it isn’t worth—”

“She’s worth EVERYTHING!” he bellows, spit flying from his mouth.

I can make out blue eyes teeming with desperate rage. Bushy eyebrows bent in a deep frown that feels so familiar.

“Hailey.” Nash’s low voice breaks through the memory.

He wants my attention, but the past holds me captive. It’s too strong. I’m trapped in quicksand, sinking deeper and deeper, further away from reality.

“Fuck, Hailey!” Alex snaps, taking a few threatening steps forward. “You shouldn’t even know what I’m doing! We’re all fucking dead if I don’t finish the job! I’m trying to protect you too!”

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” I say. I think I’m crying. “If... if you don’t drop this, I’ll tell Dad. You’re too involved with her, you—”

“You won’t!” he snarls, closing the distance between us. “You know that’ll get me off the case.” He grips my throat, digging his fingers so hard I start choking. “Breathe one fucking word to Charlie and I promise you’ll regret it.”

“Hailey!” Nash’s voice pierces the fog again. “Hey, look at me. You need to snap out of it.”

The urgency in his tone drags me half back to reality. The chilly evening air kisses my face but there’s more substance to Alex’s fingers circling my throat. I stare into his blue eyes, my heart triphammering against my ribs.

“I don’t love you, Hailey. Stop getting in the fucking middle.” Alex loosens his hold, then shoves me back, watching as I slide down the wall, coughing and pumping air into my lungs. “Stay the fuck out of this. I’m warning you.”

And with that he storms off, slamming the door shut, his footsteps thundering further and further away. I gather myself off the floor and take a step. Suddenly, the ground beneath my feet stops being so solid. The memory bursts like a bubble gum balloon. Reality rushes back and the world tilts.

I’m teetering on taking an unplanned dive into the cold lake when strong arms circle my waist, snapping me against a firm chest.

I’m dizzy, nauseous, shaking so hard my teeth clatter, but Nash’s rapid heartbeat and the heat of his body anchor me in the present. He holds me close, his warmth seeping into my skin as the remnants of my memory dissipate around us.

“You back yet?” he asks, waiting for me to nod. “What the fuck happened? You stepped off the platform like you were certain you could walk on water.”

I wiggle out of his embrace, still lightheaded as I touch the back of my hand to my forehead. I’m cool to the touch, cooler than the evening air. I feel pale.

“I... I remembered something...” I inhale a few deep breaths to regain some sense of balance. “My memories are returning.”

“Bad ones.” The hostility’s gone from his tone. He’s not asking, he’s stating the facts as if he had a front row seat to the flashback. I arch a brow at him so he’ll explain. “You scratched your neck. Looked like you were trying to get someone’s hands off you.”

My fingers fly to my throat, the scabs are gone, torn off, my skin raw and tender. I breathe a sigh of relief when I find my necklace is still there.

I’m almost certain it’s something my mother gave me, and I’d hate to lose it.

“It’s nothing...” I mutter. “I’m fine.”

His jaw tightens. “Didn’t look like nothing. You were beyond terrified, Hailey. What did you remember?”

My defenses shoot up faster than a camera shutter. Nash spent the past ten minutes weaving threats into the conversation, and now he’s acting concerned?

I’m not buying it.

I catch movement in the corner of my eye and remember Jensen’s still here, silent, his eyes flicking between us like he’s watching ping-pong.

“Thank you for catching me.” I take a cautious step from the edge—away from Nash.

Lacking better ideas for a quick getaway, I add “Goodnight”, and spin on my heel, not far off running toward Jensen.
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Carter

A day. That’s how long I had to study my new bio before I got here. Twenty-six, dropped out of college after third year. Deceased mother: died during birth. Deceased father: died during deployment five years ago. Damn, this Nash had it rough. Army brats always do.

Nash himself—well, technically me now—served five years in the army. A noble guy, following in his father’s footsteps.

He sounds nothing like me. I’m not noble. Not admirable. Not an army man. Not even close.

The only thing we have in common is that I’ve seen people die but... they died at my hands. Under my orders.

Not the same.

Still, I’m grateful that Rhett didn’t go to the extreme of listing Nash’s favorite color. I’ve let the details be me. After all, the farce is only for the admissions office and Vaughn. He’ll have scrutinized every student on file before sending his precious daughter here and it’d be a damn shame if I were found out before exacting revenge.

Whatever that may be.

My initial ideas fell apart at light speed.

Hailey’s not what I expected. Nothing about this fucking task or situation is as I expected.

I had a clear picture of Hailey Scarlett Vaughn’s personality from what Rhett told me. I also knew exactly what she looks like: blonde head, pretty, innocent face, button-like nose. Perfectly ordinary, but the girl that arrived at Lakeside on Wednesday is far from ordinary.

There’s a radiance about her the headshot couldn’t capture: killer legs, round hips, small boobs. Wasp waist. Delicate hands and that soft skin on her nape, always kissed by a few loose baby hairs falling from her ponytail.

She’s a looker.

Watching her like a hawk hasn’t exactly been unpleasant. I’m many things, but not blind. I’d prefer it if she were ugly with a matching personality, but she’s far from it.

Not a flirtatious diva who throws herself at any man crossing her path. Not a pick-me-girl. Not an attention seeker. After Rhett mentioned she was Alex’s side babe, I imagined that stereotypical mean cheerleader from every teen movie ever made.

I couldn’t fathom that any self-respecting girl would knowingly agree to being second choice. The one Alex went to when he was bored.

Naturally, my mind went straight to the gullible, slutty teen tag, but Hailey defies the cliché.

She’s not a teen at twenty; though only just, given her birthday was only a month ago. She’s an enigma if I’m honest. She doesn’t fit into any mold I’ve tried to shove her in since I first saw her navigating the path toward the main building.

I watched her head whip left and right, surveying her surroundings as she trailed behind Melinda, arm in arm with Charles Vaughn. I watched her peer up and stare right at me as if summoned by the weight of my gaze. And I watched as every assumption I had shattered before my eyes.

Any time I think I get a handle on this girl, it follows the same road, getting obliterated immediately. No mold fits her. It’s fucking unnerving that I can’t riddle her out as easily as I do everyone else.

There’s an innocence about her, a realness that’d be extremely difficult to fake. One minute, she’s sharp around the edges and soft inside then she does a one-eighty and she’s like whipped cream with a liquor filling.

Part calm, part storm, entirely captivating, and oblivious to everything that makes her magnetic. Oblivious to the college boys looking back as she walks past. She’s insecure about her scars. Unaware how attractive she is if the shock crossing her face when I called her pretty is any indication.

One simple word, thrown casually in, confirmed a wealth of guesses I made while watching her from the sidelines after the incident in the cafeteria.

It was surprisingly easy to have her bump into me with a cup of hot coffee. She was so distracted she didn’t hear me step closer than necessary. As soon as she turned, I was there.

It cost me an extraordinary amount of self-control not to grip her throat, pin her against the wall and do all the don’ts, even with a hundred or so eyewitnesses in the cafeteria.

There were two good reasons to end this farce before it began. One: it would be the easiest way out—tamper with her healing brain. Two: Aalyiah—she deserves revenge.

Too bad there was one disturbing, infuriating thing that reined in my need to break Hailey: what I found in her stormy blue eyes.

I examined her on the stage with Jensen. I watched her while I acted on that very fucking same stage with Chloe, but our eyes never locked. Not until the cafeteria. When I finally stared into her blues, I saw vulnerability.

It poked something inside me, sparking a feeling dangerously close to empathy, so I reined in the need to bring this game to a premature checkmate. There’s no telling whether any of the don’ts would permanently erase her memories.

What jumping her on the first day would have done is ensure she’d never trust me. I’m glad I held back. Though why my arms snapped around her waist when her body careened toward the lake is fucking beyond me.

I could’ve let her fall. With a bit of luck, she could have been a lousy swimmer and drowned, ridding me of Rhett’s damn problem. I’d be out of here within the hour. All I had to do was let her fall, but those tempting possibilities didn’t cross my mind in the split second it took to save her.

I ran on instinct. Pure adrenaline propelled me upright to grab her and keep her from harm. Or, if she’s a great swimmer, an unplanned cold bath.

While closing my eyes in the depths of the lake acts like a sensory deprivation tank, helping me align my thoughts—which is why I was there, avoiding the college party—I doubt Hailey would appreciate the brutal back-to-reality wake-up call.

Besides, if she drowned, it’d be all too easy to lay the blame on me with Jensen standing twenty feet away, so yeah, I had no choice but to save Hailey Scarlett Vaughn.

Her quickly returning memories are why the do the don’ts strategy has to give way to earn her trust.

It’s for the best. Rhett’s primary objective shouldn’t be ensuring Hailey won’t remember where the evidence is. He should retrieve and destroy it before it ends up in the wrong hands.

He’s clearly on edge, making questionable decisions, so I’ll navigate the board and take down the queen.

I watch Hailey saunter toward Jensen, her shoulders tense, steps fast but cautious. I’m not sure if she’s fleeing from me, or the memory that pulled her under.

The cornered animal panic tainting her delicate features while she grappled with the past plays before my eyes. My hands clench into fists so hard my fingers are numb and right now I’m sure that thing she’s sparked inside me is empathy.

It shouldn’t be there but I can’t stop wondering who the fuck hurt this girl.

What does she remember?

Who had their hands on her neck?

Why the fuck do I care about the who? I should only care about the why and what but my mind’s already weaving answers.

If I had one guess, I’d guess she saw Alex.

She succumbed to her memories a second after some girl shouted “Alex! Don’t do it!” The guy’s probably drunk, and she didn’t want him to take a swim.

Either way, that line triggered Hailey’s memory. It makes sense that the fucker working my father’s case was the shining star in whatever memory Hailey saw.

Was he the one choking her?

Why?

The terror shadowing her face betrayed that it wasn’t the kinky kind of choking. Her heart fluttered in her chest like a trapped hummingbird when I pulled her in, confirming it was the sinister kind, and it doesn’t fit the narrative.

She was Alex’s side babe... why hurt her?

I need more information. I need to find out what she remembered but she doesn’t trust me at all. She’s not going to share it with me, and if her quick departure proves anything it’s that she’s a little afraid.

Good, she should be. She’s an accomplice. Guilty by association. While I can’t exact revenge until I have the evidence, I sure as fuck don’t plan on letting her off the hook.

For now, though, her fear is an obstacle I can’t afford. With her memories rushing back, I need to be closer.

Much fucking closer.

I sit back down, flexing my fingers before I grab a bottle of beer, glancing over my shoulder to where Hailey’s downplaying the last three minutes for Jensen’s benefit.

She shouldn’t bother. Judging by his goofy smile, he won’t remember tonight all that well when he wakes up tomorrow. He’s been here an hour but he’s already hammered.

His eyes burn down Hailey’s frame, the drunken lust in them stirring a violent streak inside me. Any man in her vicinity is a complication.

I can’t have horny fuckers getting in my way.

“Jensen, come here.” I wave him over, the order in my voice falling on deaf ears.

It clearly piques Hailey’s attention, though. Her eyes snap to mine. She’s cute when she holds my gaze, pretending that her instincts aren’t urging her to run for dear life.

“Me?” Jensen digs a finger into his chest, whipping his head left and right as if he thinks there’s another Jensen standing nearby. He swallows before turning toward me, both eyebrows meeting his hairline. “What’s up, man? I didn’t realize you knew my name.”

I know more than his name. I know his family tree, aspirations, and the names of his closest friends and relatives. I know his mother’s spent the last fifteen years in and out of rehab and his father drums in a fairly popular band—Broken Anthem. I also know Jensen’s tone deaf and has no sense of rhythm, so instead of following in Daddy’s footsteps, he’s honing his questionable acting skills.

Hailey wiped the floor with him during their scene.

He stumbles closer, dragging his Jordans across the planks and making my blood pressure spike. One precise whack to the back of his head would stop that.

My signet ring glistens in the moonlight, the eagle in flight clearly visible as I beckon Jensen lower. Like the obedient boy he is, he drops to one knee beside me, leaning in.

“I’ll only say this once, so try and keep up,” I say, lowering my voice so Hailey can’t hear a word. “Put your hands on her and I’m liable to break your wrists.”

He pales, chewing his bottom lip as he inches away, eyes wider than saucers. Maybe he’s not that wasted. The fear shaking his hands tells me he understands.

“What? What do you mean, we’re friends, I—”

“You heard me. Take it to heart.”

“But... is she like... like yours? I mean, I’ve not seen you—”

“You ask too many questions, Jensen. You’ve been warned. Keep your mouth shut if you value your teeth, and hands to yourself if you want to keep using them.”

He swallows hard, the drunken haze dispersing from his eyes. “Alright, man, I hear you. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Good. Now...” I grab another beer bottle, handing it over. “For Hailey.”

He nods, a deep eleven on his forehead as I wave him off, listening to his—no longer dragged—footsteps and Hailey’s quiet “What did he want?”

“Just gave me a beer for you,” Jensen replies, the tension in his voice betraying a lie.

I don’t turn to check if Hailey’s eyes are burning holes in the back of my head. I feel the heat of her annoyance for a lingering moment until they walk away.

Finishing my beer, I shimmy back into my clothes, still pissed off that I’m forced to wear jeans and a tee instead of my usual white shirt, smart pants, and waistcoat. Nash’s casual style is far from my comfort zone but I’d draw too much unwanted attention in my usual attire.

I grab the last beer for the trek back to campus, and make my way back around the lake, taking a second to peek inside the party building and check Jensen’s behaving himself.

I find Hailey first, by the window, chatting with Chloe Kowalski, daughter to some New York banker and sister to Levi, who’s making out with his girlfriend, Amari, five steps away. I checked their bios after Hailey got friendly with them.

Jensen’s halfway across the room by the DJ station, his shoulders tense as he spots me in the doorway.

He’s the type of guy who wants to be the shit only to shit his pants at the first hint of trouble. I bet he’ll sleep with one eye open for the foreseeable future.

Good choice.
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Hailey

I barely slept, tossing, and turning until the early hours while replaying my newly returned memories on repeat. I must’ve grabbed my cell phone at least half a dozen times throughout the night, my finger hovering over Dad, ready to dial, but the ungodly time stopped me from sending the call.

Now, it doesn’t.

It’s eight o’clock.

I’m showered, pampered, my scars moisturized and concealed, my clothes pressed. I’m ready for breakfast, the fresh scratches marking my neck hidden under a silk scarf. I found not one, but five in my suitcase. I’m unnaturally pleased at Dad’s foresight that I’d want to hide the scabs I’ve torn off.

It doesn’t cover everything, but a dab of concealer leaves the marks barely visible.

Inhaling a deep breath, I make the call.

“Morning, sunshine,” Dad chirps, full of smiles. I imagine his face softening, lips curling, and the almost permanent parallel lines down his forehead ironing themselves out. “How are you doing? How was the party last night?”

“It was fine. Not entirely my scene,” I admit, as I nervously twist and pull a loose thread of my thin, knitted jumper. “I’m getting my memories back, Dad.” My voice betrays how relieved I am that Dr. Phillips was right and this neutral environment is working. “Not all of them, but I remembered something last night... it just doesn’t make sense.”

“We shouldn’t talk about this over the phone.”

“But... why? I don’t understand.”

A loaded silence settles between us. I glance at the screen to make sure he’s still there.

He takes a while to respond, like he’s weighing every possible reply before settling on one. “You know how easy it is to tap a phone, sunshine.”

My eyes narrow as I glare at the opposite wall. Dad’s always been paranoid about privacy. “I know, but why does it matter if someone overhears? And why would anyone want to tap my phone? It’s new, Dad. You bought it last week.”

He grinds his teeth so hard it comes through the speaker. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter if anyone hears. I’m tired, I guess, a little more than usual.” He audibly swallows something—probably a sip of black coffee. “Go on, tell me what you remember.”

The memory returns, a short, looped clip inside my head. It’s hard to tell if Dad knows about whatever’s been happening between Alex and me, but as they work together, I don’t think opening with I remember Alex choking me is the way to go, so I edit the sentence.

“I remember Alex. Well, in a way. I don’t know who he is exactly, but I saw him twice last night. Who is he?”

Dad sighs deeply. It’s just a sigh, but I know what it means: he won’t tell me shit. “Dr. Phillips thinks it’s best I don’t say too much. You need to get those memories back in your own time. We can’t risk overwhelming you.”

“I’m not asking for a detailed rendition of the last two years, Dad. I only want to know who Alex is.”

“Hailey—”

“Just tell me he’s okay. I think he’s important to me. I was trying to stop him doing something dangerous.”

I’m rambling. Faster and faster. I fire words at him, hoping he’ll tell me something just to get me off his back.

“He works with you, doesn’t he?”

“Hailey—”

“He said he’d lose the case. Are we... Alex and I... are we together? Dating?”

“Dating?” he scoffs incredulously.

“I think we’re dating, Dad. Or were, I’m not sure. Is he worried—”

“Hailey, stop!” he snaps, all softness gone from his tone. “You’re getting worked up. I can hear your voice breaking. You’re not ready for this, it’s too soon.”

I close my eyes briefly, fighting to keep my frustrated tears at bay. “Dad, please. Give me something... one thing, okay? I promise. Just one question.”

He takes another long pause. “Fine. One answer but only if I’m sure it won’t trigger you.”

I chew my bottom lip wondering which of my hundred questions I should ask. Which is Dad most likely to answer?

Who is Alex?

Is he okay?

What case was he working?

Who is that woman he called special?

Does he miss me?

I dissect every question until last night’s panic from remembering Alex’s hands on my neck comes back, and a brand-new question barges to the front of the line.

I swallow hard, wiping my clammy palm on the bedspread. “Does he know where I am?”

“I suppose I can tell you that much. No, he doesn’t know where you are. Other than me, only Dr. Phillips does.” He pauses, probably expecting me to fire off a barrage of supporting questions, but I’m so taken aback by the relief filling my veins I can’t find words. “Maybe it’d be a good idea to start a diary? Dr. Phillips mentioned that writing things down might help you.”

“A diary...” I echo, latching onto the idea. “That’s great,” I admit, rushing across the room to rummage through my things.

I could write down the memories and hypothesize the possible answers to my questions. I could note what triggered the memory, what I felt... maybe it’d help me decipher what happened and why Dad’s lying about the accident.

He never lies, but I caught him red handed.

“Dad...” I pause halfway across the room. “I wasn’t driving that night, was I?”

“What?” he snaps, the word shaky as he feigns surprise. “Why—”

“Please don’t lie. You promised you’d never lie. My bruising isn’t from a driver-side seatbelt... I was the passenger.”

Dad exhales a shaky breath that makes my stomach drop.

“Was Alex behind the wheel?” I press. “Is he okay?”

“Hailey... I know you have a million questions, but I can’t answer them. You need to trust me.”

“How?! How am I supposed to trust you when you lied?”

“I shouldn’t have, sunshine. I’m sorry but you have to understand that I’m protecting you.”

“Protecting me from what, Dad?! What the hell is—?”

A loud bang on his side of the line tells me he slammed his fist against the counter. He rarely loses his temper, so it silences me in a flash.

“I’m sorry I can’t explain,” he seethes, barely holding off from yelling. “It’s for your own good, Hailey. Focus on getting better while I deal with things here, okay?” There’s a finality laced with frustration and desperation in those words. “Now...” He clears his throat, marshaling his emotions. “Tell me about college. Have you made friends?”

I blink at the wall. My mind’s whirring, racing through possibilities. With no memories, there’s little I can decipher, but I can tell from Dad’s emotional reaction... something is wrong.

Either that, or Dad’s going through PTSD.

First, he lost his wife, now he’s almost lost his daughter. Given his line of work, the gore he witnesses daily, the men he puts behind bars, I wouldn’t blame him if the pressure finally started to bend him.

“Hailey,” Dad urges quietly. “Leave the worrying to me. You’re safe. Take your time to heal, okay?”

I nod, even though he can’t see it. “Okay.” I empty my lungs, waving the white flag for now. “I made a few friends. Everyone’s nice,” I mumble what he wants to hear.

Considering I was a misfit throughout high school, and he always said I should put myself out there, this should make him happy, but he doesn’t comment.

Either he’s done with this conversation and can’t get me off the phone fast enough, or sometime over the last two years I stopped being such a loner.

I drop to my knees, tipping my suitcases upside down, searching for a journal. I’ve only unpacked half my things thus far, not that keen on making myself at home here. The other half of my belongings is—or rather was—in my luggage.

Now it’s in a heap on the floor.

“I’m okay, Dad. Don’t worry.”

“How about boys?” He aims for a casual tone but fails. “Anyone interesting?”

Nash immediately springs to mind, though I have a feeling Dad’s just fishing to decide whether he needs to run more in-depth checks on anybody, rather than actually believing I might be dating so soon after my arrival.

Knowing Dad, he investigated every student and professor at Lakeside before sending me here.

And since I am here... it means I’m safe.

Even with the foreboding persona that is Nash.

His penetrating, dark gaze flashes on the back of my eyelids. His commanding aura, the way he looks, smells, and how my heart skipped a beat when he pulled me into his strong arms...

He’s definitely interesting.

A little scary, too. Maybe more than a little.

Eighteen-year-old Hailey would’ve told Dad everything, but this girl doesn’t feel like sharing while he’s refusing to help me get my memories back.

“Not at the moment.” I sink back onto the bed. “I’ll let you know if that changes anytime soon.”

“Good, good... and remember to tell me if anything feels off, okay? If something or someone seems out of the ordinary.”

He’s said that every time we’ve spoken since I arrived. Even if I hadn’t discovered I wasn’t driving the car, his constant questions about suspicious things would’ve made me wonder what the hell he’s hiding.

“I will,” I promise, Nash’s image looming larger in my thoughts. “I should head down for breakfast. Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, sunshine. Take care.”

◆◆◆

Over breakfast I ask every person I’m on a first-name basis with if they have a notebook I could use or a car to take me to town.

You’d think obtaining a blank notebook wouldn’t be such a problem in a college, but it is. No one writes on paper these days. Everyone has a laptop and most students don’t carry a pen. I shouldn’t be this enraged given that I don’t own a pen either.

“I bet the dean or the professors could get you a notebook but they’re not here until Monday,” Chloe says, her voice rough after she convinced last night’s DJ to start a karaoke and screamed her vocal cords off singing “Highway to Hell” by AC/DC. “Other than the security and kitchen staff, no one’s on site at weekends.”

I poke the salad on my plate before tossing the fork aside, my appetite lost altogether.

Great. Looks like I can’t leave this place even if I find someone with a car. The dean said we need a permission slip... I can’t get one if no one’s around.

“Why don’t you type it out on your laptop?” Rachel suggests, pulling my tray closer to pick out the pomegranate seeds. “Does it have to be paper?”

I kept a diary in middle school and loved doodling in the margins and using different colors to highlight important thoughts. While I could do it on a laptop, I’d rather flick through real pages. Laptops aren’t as reliable. Batteries die, systems crash, viruses erase your hard drive.

“I’d rather write by hand if I can,” I admit.

“What are we talking about?” Jensen slides into a seat opposite mine, his eyes bloodshot from last night’s beers, skin waxy.

“Hey, you got a car, don’t you?” Chloe blabs before I can kick her in the shin.

I don’t want to owe Jensen any favors. As harmless as he seems, the fine hairs on the back of my neck raise whenever he’s too close... and not in the exciting way they do when Nash is nearby.

“I do, why?” Jensen snatches a banana off his tray, peeling the skin with shaking hands.

“Hailey needs a ride. You got time to take her?”

I know she thinks she’s helping, but I’m not nearly desperate enough to lock myself in a car with Jensen.

“Don’t worry about it,” I mutter.

Too late. He’s already smiling from ear to ear.

“It’s okay, I don’t mind.” He casts a long look around, leaning across the table as if to place his clammy palm over mine.

Before his fingers brush my skin, his smile slips and he jerks back, dropping the half-peeled banana.

“Actually, I can’t...” His chair scrapes the floor as he jumps to his feet, squirming in place. “Sorry, swee—Hailey. I can’t take you. I forgot I have a thing and I’m late. I’ll see you later.”

He scutters away, leaving me with two wrinkles between my brows. Chloe doesn’t look any less confused.

“That was weird,” she breathes.

“You’ve known the guy for ten years and you only now realize he’s weird?” Amari pipes in. “I could smell it on him the day he arrived.”

“You knew each other before Lakeside?” I question, peering over my shoulder.

I can’t see anything behind me that could have startled him while Chloe explains she and Jensen attended the same private schools for years.

Liquid heat pools in my belly and my heart skips a beat when I spot Nash by the coffee machine. His back is to me so I shamelessly scrutinize his every move as he pokes the buttons, shoving a paper cup under the nozzle.

“What are you staring at?” Chloe nudges my shoulder.

I spin around. “Just wondering who else might have a car and a free afternoon,” I lie, disgusted that I’m daydreaming about a guy who may or may not have threatened me last night.

Looks like I’m into broody, rude bad boys these days...

Great.

I change the topic and spend the next fifteen minutes listening to all the fun things people do around here during the weekend, my foot nervously bouncing against the floor.

“I’ll catch you guys later,” I say the minute they start discussing their evening plans.

Dropping my half-eaten breakfast in the trash, I fill up my takeout coffee cup to the brim and head out, waving bye to my new friends.

Would it be super weird if I sat in the parking lot, asking everyone who leaves if they’ll take me with them?

Probably...

Besides, I doubt anyone would agree to lock me in the trunk until we pass the gate.

Lost in my absurd thoughts, I don’t spot the tall, dark figure leaning against the building. Not until I hear the jingle of keys. My head whips to the side where Nash stands, absorbing the space around him like a black hole. Everything else fades into the background while he pins me down with a pointed stare.

His face is always so stoic and impassive, only occasionally breaking into an arrogant smirk.

“You ready to go?” he asks, nothing warm about his tone, or his eyes as they slowly rake over me, starting at the crown of my head and traveling all the way south. My skin heats on cue.

He does this every time we meet, like he enjoys making me squirm.

“Go?” I cuckoo. “Go where?”

“Town. I heard you asking Jensen for a ride.”

“Chloe did,” I correct. “I didn’t realize you had a car here...” Otherwise I would’ve asked him.

Who are you kidding?

Exactly. Who am I kidding? I’m too scared to ask him for a favor.

I roll my eyes at the last thought. He’s not that scary...

Nash inhales a sharp breath, taking a threatening step forward and proving me wrong.

“Why did you do that?” he grits out, his warm breath tickling my forehead.

“What?”

His jaw works in tight circles, annoyance exuding from him in waves. “You rolled your eyes.”

“I had a silly thought—”

“Don’t do that again.”

“Why?”

He rakes a hand through his hair, letting his dark eyes trail down my frame. “Just don’t. You want that ride or not?”

I’m honestly not so sure it’s smart getting in a car with him. “Why would you take me with you?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

I bite my lip, weighing my options.

I can’t figure him out. He looked ready to hurt me on Wednesday. He toned it down last night and today there’s almost no trace of anger as he waits until I make my mind up.

“I don’t bite,” he adds, straightening his back, ready to walk off—a clear signal that I’m running out of time. He makes me feel like a rabbit in a trap when he’s this close. Small, helpless and insanely thrilled.

“Are you sure? I bet you have rabies.”

The smirk curling his lips resembles an actual smile.

“Let me rephrase. I don’t bite unless you want me to.” He motions through the trees toward the parking lot. “I won’t ask again, Hailey.” And with that he starts walking, keys jiggling in his hand.

He carries himself with a confidence few could muster. King of the world but not an aristocratic way. No, Nash walks, talks, looks, and smells like danger. Like the king of the underworld. Devil on a throne of thorns. Every step is threatening, every look piercing. An aura of importance drones around him, making me question my own sanity because, as menacing as he is, he’s irresistible.

“Will you take me to a stationery store?” I call out, losing the battle with common sense. “I need a notebook.”

“I’m aware.”

Is that yes, I’ll take you, or...

I stomp my foot. He doesn’t make conversation easy.

“Okay, fine. Wait!”

To my surprise, he stops. I expected him to keep walking, but he glances over his shoulder and only starts moving again when I catch up. He doesn’t speak as we navigate the path; the loaded silence gets me all kinds of restless.

“So... what car do you drive?” I ask, aiming for small talk.

“Why? Are there any cars you won’t sit your pretty ass in?”

There’s that word again: pretty.

It’s nothing. He doesn’t mean it and I’m a complete fool for blushing: an even bigger fool for the gleeful thoughts swirling in my head.

He called my ass pretty!

Pathetic.

“When have you been admiring my ass?”

“Any chance I get,” he retorts, not an ounce of shame about the admission. “Does that...” He points at a fully restored old muscle car, “...meet your expectations?

“Powerful and big. Exactly what I thought it would be.”

I round the hood to take the passenger seat, but before I touch the handle, Nash is there, opening the door for me. I wouldn’t have pegged him for a man with manners.

“Overcompensating much?” I muse.

He cocks an eyebrow, holding the hint of a smile as he silently urges me to continue.

“I’ve seen your teenie weenie, remember?”

“Sounds like you need another peek, pretty girl. Not all men who have big cars are compensating.” He leans in so close his lips almost brush my ear, his warm, minty breath sending shivers down my spine. “It’s sad that’s what you’re used to. Must’ve been disappointing.” Straightening back, he gestures to the seat.

He shuts the door as soon as I’m inside, giving me a few precious seconds to cool off while he heads for the driver’s seat. I need to cool off because those few loaded words are enough to ignite a fever in my blood.

“Put your seatbelt on,” he orders, turning the key.

The engine roars to life. Literally roars, the noise almost deafening before the idle speed drops.

“Shit.” I grab his wrist as he takes the gearshift, my nerve endings tingling at the feel of his warm skin. “I don’t have a permission slip. I need to ride in the trunk.”

“A permission slip?”

My eyebrows draw together. “Yes. We need one whenever we want to leave the grounds. You don’t have one either?”

“That’s bullshit, Hailey. I’ve been in and out all week. No one’s checking permission slips.”

“But... it’s in the rules.”

Nash outstretches his arm over my seat, turning around while he reverses out of the parking space. “What rules?”

“Did you not get the Rules of Conduct handbook from the dean?”

He chuckles, shaking his head. “All I got was a map and my class schedule.”

“Oh...” My eyes narrow, the dean’s words bouncing in my head. Why would she tell me we’re not allowed to leave if—“Maybe it’s only me who needs permission,” I mutter more to myself than Nash, inwardly cursing my father’s lies.

Healing in a neutral environment my ass.

“And why would that be?”

My heart thumps faster as I stare out the window, all the reasons why flashing through my head. “Good question.”
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Cigarette in hand, I stand outside the window of the coffee shop where Hailey and I are taking a break after a frenzied stationery-shopping spree.

She bought more supplies than necessary for journaling, including forty-eight colorful fineliners which are now haphazardly scattered over the table. Leaning over the notebook, she’s pouring her thoughts over the lined pages.

Loose, blonde strands of hair fall across her face, not for the first time. I’ve already caught myself twice, reaching out to curl those strands over her ear. An involuntary reflex. One that never hit me until today.

In my lousy defense, not being able to see her face even though she was sitting across from me was fucking infuriating. She’s fascinating to watch. I’m learning everything there is to know about her facial expressions. By now, I could probably write a thesis about the disparities between her confused and annoyed frowns.

The dim, intimate lighting casts a soft halo over her head. She’s so engrossed in the task at hand she didn’t notice me leave when Rhett called.

It’s quite insulting, but I let it slide, watching her scribble away, chewing the tip of her pen whenever she can’t streamline her thoughts fast enough.

“So you’ve got shit all,” Rhett barks, not happy about the little progress I’ve made. “You were supposed to break her the minute she got there.”

Like that wouldn’t be suspicious.

“Didn’t you say I should play this smart? What if I do all the don’ts and they fail? How the fuck would you expect me to earn her trust afterwards?”

He makes a disgruntled noise at the back of his throat, one that tells me he’s not happy I’m right.

I’m not either.

Hailey doesn’t deserve mercy and Aalyiah deserves revenge.

“She started to remember as soon as I got a chance to start the don’ts,” I continue, filling my lungs with smoke.

It’s true. The moment I saw her sitting alone on the dark boat platform, an array of enticing scenes of me torturing this girl until she breaks filtered through my mind. All I had to do was play my cards right, wait a few minutes to make sure no one followed her and then...

And then she threw me way off, implying my dick’s small.

Cheeky little thing.

Before I got my head back in the game, she had that fucking flashback, her memories saving her at the last moment.

“It’s safer to find out what she knows, Rhett. You can’t be sure Alex told her anything but if he did, if she knows where he hid the evidence, we’re better off destroying it than waiting for someone else to stumble upon the files.”

Another unhappy noise. “Fine. Do it your way but speed it up. Once you know where the evidence is, make her suffer.”

“Killing her isn’t the way to go. Vaughn will know it was you,” I cut in, feeling a badass headache take root.

Rhett’s not easy to deal with. He has a plan in his head, but doesn’t let you in on it, only telling you what he thinks you need, then changing his mind more often than the clip in his gun, and that’s often.

“You’re clever, Carter. Creative. I’m sure you’ll find a way to stage an accident. Hailey’s the reason your sister is dead, son. She killed Aalyiah and I want her to suffer, you got that?”

Another thing I’ve had ample time to mull over and... did she? Did Hailey kill Aalyiah?

No.

My sister took her own life. I get what Rhett’s saying. I follow his train of thought. Hailey’s guilty by association and until I met her, I was more than happy to lay the blame equally between Alex and his side babe.

Now, the doubt creeps in. The flashback I witnessed, the fear in Hailey’s eyes when she remembered Alex’s hands on her neck... it doesn’t make sense. There are more layers to this story than Rhett could anticipate.

More questions than he can answer.

My perception of Hailey was wrong from the start, but... I crack my neck, pushing the buts aside. There are no fucking buts.

Aalyiah’s dead.

Hailey’s the reason why.

And I need payback.

“Got it,” I tell Rhett. “Accidents happen.” Butting the cigarette out on the pavement, I turn my back on Hailey. “I need to go. I’ll be in touch if anything comes up.”

“Good. Keep Dante in the loop. It was his condition when I asked to borrow you.”

He cuts the call while I nod, perfectly aware he can’t see it. My duty to Rhett comes from a blood bond, but the one to Dante is more important. I wouldn’t go behind his back no matter how Rhett felt.

Dante already knows more about my activities than my father. It will stay this way because there’s only one of them I trust with my life, and it’s not my father.

Shoving the phone in my back pocket, I enter the café, heading to the table where Hailey’s still furiously writing, most of her fineliners now capless, a pink dot staining her pouty mouth. She must’ve bitten the wrong end.

Her coffee sits untouched and cold, so I hail a waitress to order another latte, double espresso and two slices of apple pie.

“I didn’t know you smoked,” Hailey says, eyes on the page, purple fineliner hovering half an inch above. “You stink.”

So she did notice I was gone. That’s... whatever.

“You on the other hand smell divine. There’s balance.”

Her soft lips twitch into a smile she desperately tries to bite back. “Why are you staring?”

“No better view in sight.” I lean back, offering her a false sense of privacy. “What are you writing about?”

She finally drags those blues up, her long ponytail swinging to her back as she straightens, moving both arms to cover the two-page spread.

“You already know I can’t remember the last two years, and you know my memories are coming back.”

She weighs every word, though I doubt it’s for my benefit. She’s making a list of pros and cons, wondering whether it’s safe to tell me.

She pulls her ponytail to the front, twisting it around her neck as she speaks. I’ve seen her do this enough that I think it’s nonconscious. She’s wired to hide her scars, bruises, and scratches. Either she’s self-conscious, or she’s done this so much it’s become second nature.

My hands ball into fists at the thought of someone making her feel less because of her imperfections. And then my mind flashes fucking red at the thought of someone hurting her.

Fuck. It’s been four days. Three interactions, and she’s already getting under my skin in the worst way.

I feel... protective.

Where’s that coming from?

I should be dying to wrap my hands around the porcelain column of this girl’s throat to squeeze the life out of her, not whoever hurt her.

I should want to kill her but... she looks so fragile I can’t even entertain the thought. She’s a civilian, caught in this game by her own stupid choices. Choices that led to my sister’s coffin being lowered six feet underground.

Liquid steel burns my veins, annihilating the pathetic protective streak. Hailey deserves pain. It’s her own goddamn fault she’s here.

My fingers cinch the coffee mug, squeezing hard as I lift it to my lips, letting the bittersweet aroma smooth my agitated mind. I’ve never been this confused, this torn.

“My dad thinks it might be helpful to write my flashbacks down so I can refer back to them if I get any more,” she continues, oblivious to the battle raging inside me.

“How many so far?”

She bites the inside of her cheek, eyes drilling into mine. It’s clear she doesn’t trust me one bit but... she wants to.

Bad choice.

“Only two.”

“Two? You already filled ten pages.”

Her cheeks flush pink and the blush spreads lower, down her scarf-covered neck, and lower still to disappear under the neckline of her delicate, knitted sweater.

My imagination breaks off the leash, painting a vivid picture of what I can’t see and... fuck. It’s distracting.

She’s distracting.

With a sigh, she moves her arms, turning the notepad my way and quickly flicks through the colorful pages.

“Everything in black is memories as I saw them play out in my head. Questions they prompt are in red, other questions in yellow, possible answers in orange. Purple is for things that changed about... about me in the past two years.”

She turns the pages too fast, but I catch a few questions scattered across the margins.

Who was driving?

Where is Alex?

Why did we move to Ohio?

“Pink is for things that don’t make sense,” she continues, still flicking back and forth. “I can’t explain them in any rational way like—” She stops abruptly, eyes widening.

“Like...?”

She claps the notebook closed, tucking it deep into her purse, a resigned sigh escaping her lips. “Like why instead of black jeans and baggy t-shirts I have cute dresses, skirts, and silk scarves.” She points at her neck, smoothly changing the subject.

That’s not what she was about to say. She pivoted, not trusting me enough to share anything important.

“So your style changed?” I ask, playing her game.

Poking and prodding will only strengthen the defenses I need to work on dismantling as soon as possible so she’ll trust me enough to share her memories.

She nods, accepting the fresh coffee from the waitress, her eyes sparkling when a slice of apple pie lands beside it.

Yes, pretty girl, I pay attention.

“I don’t like this style,” she mutters, tugging the deep neckline of her dusty-pink sweater.

Now that she mentioned it, it does seem odd, trying to cover her skin with scarves and flimsy cardigans. I’d expect her to cover up completely. Especially since she’s obviously not comfortable showing this much skin.

“I haven’t seen you wearing a baggy t-shirt, so I can’t compare but I assume that fine ass of yours looks as good in jeans as it does in skirts.”

She smiles, catching the teasing hint in my tone. It’s fake. I’m not joking. Her ass is damn near perfect, but Hailey’s guarded so the flirting must be subtle.

Her lips part, a clever retort at the ready, I bet, but my phone rings again, cutting our conversation short.

“I need to take this,” I say, glancing at the screen.

With a nod, she reaches into her purse, retrieving the notebook as I exit the café, phone to my ear.

“Check your email,” Dante says as soon as I answer.

I deftly poke about my jacket pockets, searching for cigarettes and a lighter but Hailey’s you stink fills my head, stopping me before I find the pack.

“What did Jackson find?” I lean my shoulder against the window, watching Hailey write something she can’t rationally explain with a pink fineliner.

“He’s still digging, but he got you the call log and text messages from Alex’s phone. Your sister’s the only contact.”

“Which means he had at least two phones.”

“Jackson’s on it. No luck yet. How’s college?”

“As you’d expect. Wild.”

A humorless chuckle rings in my ear. “Any progress with the girl?”

I glance at Hailey, who’s switched to a purple fineliner: things that changed about her. She stares at the page with a frown, blowing at the steaming coffee.

“She’s starting to remember. Nothing important yet.”

“The Devil hides in the details. Don’t dismiss any information no matter how irrelevant it seems at first glance.”

“You’re getting poetic with age, Boss.”

“Maybe I am. That philosophical mind of Layla’s is rubbing off on me lately. She told me to say hi.”

“Right back at her. I’ll be in touch soon. Keep me posted on whatever Jackson digs up.”

“I will.” He cuts the call.

Hailey’s in the zone, scribbling furiously, so I give her a few more moments and call Broadway, checking how he’s doing in my absence. Once that’s over, I head inside, my temper leaping to attention when Hailey shuts the notebook as soon as she hears me approach.

I’m learning things about myself, like the fact my patience is not the virtue I thought it was. I’m beyond curious why she’s so protective of her words. She can’t hide her memories from me no matter how hard she tries. I’ll break into her dorm room and, once I’m in, her secrets are mine.

Twenty minutes later, we’re in my car, the ride back to campus mostly silent. The hum of the engine soundtracks our racing thoughts. Hailey worries her lip and I already know it means she’s deep inside her head.

And I... I’m itching to grab my laptop and read through every text between my sister and Alex.

Hailey stares out the window, her fingers gently tapping the notepad like she can’t wait to get writing again. It’s close to four in the afternoon when we make it back to Lakeside, the grounds dotted with students socializing in the afternoon sun.

“Thank you,” Hailey says as we walk across the campus. “Can I ask for another ride when I fill this?” She hugs the notebook to her chest with a content smile. “I didn’t realize how much I want to write.”

“Anytime.” I push the big, wooden door to the girls’ dorm building wide open, sensing the perfect opportunity to find out where her room is. “I’ll walk you up.”

“It’s okay. I know my way.”

Obviously... but I don’t.

“Smarter,” I emphasize. “You almost took a dive in the lake last night. You think walking the stairs alone is smart? What if you have a flashback halfway up and fall?”

She parts her lips, but no words come. Clever little thing.

She knows I’m right. I bet she’s been thinking the same thing since last night and that’s why she’s not brushing me off. With a tight nod, she starts climbing and I’m three steps behind... the alluring sway of her hips in my fucking face.

I’m transfixed by the swing of her skirt and her soft thighs as we navigate the winding corridors. It’s a maze in here, the way to her room not as straightforward as the route to mine.

Left, right, left and left, then another staircase.

“Okay...” She glances over her shoulder as we reach the top, her eyes sparkling, my cock half hard. “Any chance you get, huh? Well played, but...” She spins, walking backward down the hall. “That’s enough for one day.”

“Not had my fill yet.” The words are out faster than my brain can process them. “Turn around, Hailey.”

I close in on her, rational thought fleeing my mind as primal lust takes the reins. I shouldn’t want to bend her over and fuck her senseless. I shouldn’t be imagining what her skin tastes like, but the erotic images infecting my mind are uncontainable.

And then, as fast as they popped up, they disappear when a petite brunette appears from one of the rooms down the hall.

She reminds me of Aalyiah.

Short, cute, and pretty, with dark hair cascading down her back. I stop in my tracks, taking a deep, centering breath.

There’s plenty of perfectly good pussy on campus. No need to betray my sister’s memory by fucking the one responsible for her death...

“Goodnight, Hailey.”

Not waiting for any reply, I spin, heading out the way we came, and burst outside thirty seconds later, shaking off the last three minutes like they never happened.
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Over a thousand pages.

That’s the size of the file Jackson sent, every page filled with text messages between Aalyiah and Alex. I skim through the first fifty or so, catching keywords, and I quickly realize I won’t stomach this without numbing my mind a little.

Kicking my shoes off, I grab a crystal glass, fill it halfway with the finest bourbon and sit in the loveseat with the laptop on my knees. I start from the top, hoping that easing into it from their earliest messages can acclimatize me for when the content gets too disturbing. Like a frog in boiling water.

Nothing worse than reading through your sister’s sexting... I fucking hope it doesn’t get to that.

Alex: Hey, it’s Alex from the concert. Did you get home okay?

Aalyiah: Hi! Yes, I did, thanks. How about you?

Alex: Safe and sound. Got time for coffee tomorrow?

Aalyiah: Sure. Where and what time?

It took her less than a minute to agree and I can imagine her excitement. I grind my teeth, squeezing the life out of my glass; if it was any cheaper I’d be picking shards of it out from between my fingers. I should’ve known about him. I should’ve fucking realized she was dating. I should’ve paid more attention.

She just met this guy and agreed to meet him again straight away?

Did I teach her nothing?

It seems she forgot everything I ever told her about being careful. The world is full of psychos and my world, her world, is infinitely worse.

Alex could’ve been anyone. A mole planted by Rhett’s rivals, someone tasked with kidnapping her for ransom, favors, or revenge. God knows Rhett has many enemies, many of which hold personal grudges.

She should’ve been more careful. She was this close to getting kidnapped by Blaze Noretto Jr. a few years ago, after Rhett executed Blaze’s father. To ensure Aalyiah’s safety, he paid Blaze a hefty sum as compensation, but Noretto’s crazy; who knows what he’ll do when the money runs out?

She should’ve called me immediately so I could investigate the guy. I would’ve flown to Columbus to threaten him with a slow, painful death if he even thought about hurting my little sister.

But she did none of that. What’s more, she even kept the fucker a secret from Rhett for months.

I keep reading, keeping an eye on the dates. One page after another, the texts change from friendly to nuanced and flirty. Days go by, but not nearly enough, unfortunately.

One week and shit got real.

Seven fucking days.

Aalyiah: Can’t stop thinking about what you said earlier. When can I see you again?

Alex: Whenever you want, sweetheart.

Aalyiah: Now. I can sneak out.

Alex: I don’t want you to get in trouble...

Aalyiah: I won’t, I promise.

He didn’t try convincing her it wasn’t a good idea. She was barely eighteen, a daughter of a mafia man, always in danger.

Rhett should’ve had a bodyguard shadowing her every move. He should’ve looked after her better, but... he didn’t and Aalyiah snuck out of the mansion.

Judging by the next texts, she stayed out till five in the morning doing God knows what.

I down the rest of my drink, powering through a few more pages. Another week and they’re texting almost constantly. Hundreds of messages exchanged late into the nights.

I keep scrolling, my heartrate gaining pace as I watch their relationship evolve. I’m almost done with my second drink when what I dreaded most appears.

A month. That’s how long my innocent little sister waited before letting that fucker put his hands on her.

I grip the laptop with both hands, my fingers digging into the plastic. The idea of any man close to Aalyiah drives me crazy. Every protective instinct inside me goes haywire.

He touched her.

He fucked her.

I’m so unhinged it takes me three tries before I can read through the entire exchange.

Aalyiah: Tonight was beautiful. I love you.

Alex: I love you too. Rest, sweetheart. You might be sore tomorrow, so try to spend the day in bed, okay?

Aalyiah: Can I spend it in your bed?

Alex: You won’t get any rest if you’re in my bed. I can’t wait to feel you again, sweetheart.

Aalyiah: Yes, please.

Alex: I’ll pick you up after work.

My head hits the back of the chair, hot wrath burning my veins. Alex is lucky he’s dead. If he weren’t I’d drag him through hell and back. He’d beg me to kill him.

I’m sick to my stomach thinking how that scumbag used Aalyiah for personal gain. He pretended to be something he wasn’t to make her fall in love with him, then used her feelings to infiltrate my father’s organization.

I’ve barely scratched the surface, less than two hundred pages in, but I can’t go any further without bursting into flames. I slam the laptop closed, set it aside and gulp the rest of my drink, tapping my signet ring against the glass.

I need a break. A distraction. Something to sooth the wrath burning me from the inside.

At the flick of a metaphorical switch, Hailey hijacks my thoughts.

Hailey and the hundreds of carefully assembled molds I’ve tried to shove her into... none of which fit.

Hailey and her fucking perfect ass, pursed lips, and big steel-blue eyes staring at me with awed fear.

Fuck, this girl’s messing with my wiring.

Guilt sprouts in my chest, beating like a second heart. None of these depraved thoughts are welcome.

None should ever be entertained.

I need my head full of answers, not idle daydreams of how Hailey looks under those cardigans and what I could do with her. I need her diary, full of memories, questions, and possible answers.

◆◆◆

I wait until it’s late enough that most everyone will be fast asleep. The campus is silent as I exit my room, taking light, cautious steps down the stairs.

Sounds that wouldn’t be noticeable during the day are amplified in the deathly silence. Every thump of my boots and rustle of my uncomfortable jeans reverberates in the empty corridor, threatening to wake the whole building.

Even my heart beats louder than a bass drum through the Coachella sound system.

It’s an illusion. I’m moving toward the exit almost soundlessly but knowing my route sharpens my instincts.

I push the tall, heavy wooden doors open and step outside, greeted by the cool evening air. Moving along the walls to avoid the camera, I make my way toward the girls’ dormitories. All the lights are off in the building, except one, two floors up from Hailey’s.

Beneath the layer of perfume, lotions, and scented candles inside the girl’s dorm, a musty smell fills the air as I ascend the first staircase, each creak underfoot unnaturally loud.

I was here a few hours ago, perfectly certain I’d find my way back to Hailey’s room without a hiccup, but the long maze of corridors seems to have a mind of its own.

Left, then right... I second-guess each turn, nearly jumping out of my skin when I round a corner and see an indistinct figure coming straight at me. Pausing for a beat, I watch the flickering lights cast a long, slender-man-type shadow across the walls.

It’s only the janitor, but a chill zaps me when he walks past like I’m not there, his boots making almost no sound. I bet he knows every creaking floorboard in this place.

Shaking off the last ten seconds, I head down the corridor, take a left, and immediately turn left again, finding the second staircase. It’s narrower than the first, the steps worn from years of use.

My heart pounds in my chest, an undeniable tension in the air, as I reach Hailey’s door. The faintest sounds are magnified tenfold as I examine the lock, my own breathing a loud whisper in my ears.

I’m not new to breaking and entering. I’ve done this a thousand times, but it feels different tonight.

More nerve racking.

Not only because getting caught will bring consequences, but also because a small part of me is fighting this idea. I’m already betraying what little trust I’ve earned from Hailey.

If she wakes up and spots me, I won’t regain that trust, irredeemably complicating my task.

Taking a deep breath, I take a knee, pulling out what will act as a stopgap tension wrench and hook pick from my back pocket: bobby pins.

I’ve broken into many places in my life, but never exercised this much caution. My breaking and entering technique involves a heavy kick and watching the door snap off its hinges. Getting spotted or waking up the tenants doesn’t normally matter. They’re dead men walking, minutes or hours away from meeting their maker.

But not tonight.

I can’t draw any attention. Hailey can’t ever know I’ve done this, so I watched dozens of DIY lockpicking videos online. Then I went hunting for bobby pins since they seemed the easiest option on a campus full of women studying performing arts.

I already instructed Broadway to send over a lockpicking kit. For now, I found a stash of bobby pins backstage in the theater and shaped them as per the instructional video.

Now, recalling what I learned, I maneuver my DIY tools within the lock, nudging the first pin upward.

Click.

Not as hard as I expected.

There’s a rhythm to it: find a pin, push it up, feel it set, and move on. Seconds stretch into eternity while my focus narrows, tuning out everything save for the pins.

Kicking the door down would be infinitely easier.

Click.

I suddenly have a new appreciation for Broadway, master lockpicker. He could get this done inside ten seconds with his eyes closed.

Click.

Halfway through, a distant noise rocks my concentration. Like a wail, or maybe a moan. Either way, my hand jerks ever so slightly and a pin drops.

Fuck.

I hold off from voicing that fuck aloud, somehow reining in my annoyance, and start over. Ignoring the noises coming from above—definitely moaning, and getting more frequent—I focus on the lock.

Click.

One by one, all the pins set into place like small victories.

The makeshift tension wrench turns, the door unlatches, and I slowly empty my lungs. It’ll be a fucking nightmare doing this every time Hailey adds more full pages to her journal.

I grip the handle, pushing the door open, my heart climbing up my throat as I wait for the hinges to groan or creak. Given the age of the building, I’m surprised when the door glides open without the faintest noise, letting me inside.

Unfortunately, not before I catch movement at the top of the narrow staircase and come eye to eye with the fucking janitor soundlessly moving up like he’s floating rather than stomping through the passageways. His face doesn’t betray an ounce of emotion as he watches me slowly pushing the door closed.

My only option is to plaster what I hope passes for a self-indulgent smirk onto my lips and shrug, like I’m here on a booty call.

The janitor doesn’t say a word, doesn’t acknowledge my presence in any way, moving past Hailey’s door as the gap closes completely. I guess I’m not the first guy he caught sneaking into a girl’s room at night.

Given the moans and guttural, male grunts piercing the air every few seconds, I’m not the only man in the building tonight.

Safely inside the room, I lean against the closed door, surveying Hailey’s private space bathed in the pale moonlight pouring inside through a gap between the curtains.

I avoid glancing at the bed for all of ten seconds, before I stare at Hailey’s sleeping form, her long blonde locks a veil surrounding her pretty, pillow-nuzzled face.

She’s on her side, one leg bent over the comforter, her microscopic PJ shorts rolled up, revealing the brain-melting, soft curve of her ass.

This girl is made of wet dreams.

A sudden onslaught of erotic ideas diverts my attention from the task at hand. Instead of finding her diary and snapping pictures of it in the bathroom, I stare at the sleeping beauty, adjusting my hard cock.

This is wrong.

I shouldn’t be here, perving over an unconscious girl. I should summon a little patience and wait until Hailey trusts me enough to show me her diary by choice.

There are, however, two issues with that plan.

One: I have neither the time nor the patience.

Two: coaxing her trust means building a relationship. A friendly relationship... I don’t want to be her friend.

I don’t want to be her anything.

Apart from maybe the reason she’d scream my name while I powered inside her. Just once. Nothing lasting. One wild night of corrupting and dirtying the pretty girl until she’s a walking embodiment of the image I conjured before I met her: a cum-covered, needy, boyfriend-stealing slut.

Yes, one night would be enough.

Maybe I shouldn’t be here, but who knows how long it’ll take until she willingly shares her memories with me?

I’d rather not spend any more time here than absolutely necessary. I miss my life: my shiny Corvette, clothes, and evenings drinking fine whiskey and watching the dancing throng of ripe bodies in Bravo. I miss the nights filled with torture, blood marking my hands, and the screams of the men who wrong me.

I miss good, hard fucking with nameless women.

That last one is an easy fix on campus, but if Hailey found out I was sleeping around, I’d be in a losing position.

The fucking sacrifices I’m making for this task are unheard of. It’s a good job the stakes are worth it.

The longer the evidence is out there, the bigger the chance someone undesirable stumbles upon it. Whatever Hailey’s scribbling in her diary might be crucial.

The smallest detail could be the answer I need, even if she doesn’t know the question.
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Hailey

I raise my hand, pausing for a deep breath before I knock on the door. Dear Melinda glares at me from above her glasses, a clipboard hugged tight to her chest. She interrupted my morning class with an apologetic the dean requests Miss Vaughn immediately aimed at the professor.

“Come in,” Harrison’s voice sounds from within her office.

She doesn’t sound annoyed, which I take as a good omen.

Dear Melinda stitched her mouth closed throughout our walk, but even though she hasn’t shared why I’ve been summoned, I have my suspicions.

I hope I’m wrong. Maybe my father sent a messenger pigeon. Given how paranoid he’s getting by the day about our phone calls, I wouldn’t be surprised if he tried out such an antiquated method.

Pushing the door open, I step inside the office where warm sunlight seeps in through floor-length windows. On my last visit, the sun was hidden behind thick, gray clouds, leaving the space shrouded in a dusky glow. Today, I squint, looking away from the windows as I close the heavy door behind me.

“You wanted to see me.” I adjust my bag, plodding across the room. “Is everything okay?”

“Not quite. Take a seat, Miss Vaughn.”

I slip into the chair facing Dr. Harrison, placing my bag over my knees, my usual confidence wavering. It’s been slowly ebbing away since I got here. Well, that’s not true. It’s been ebbing away since my memories started snowballing.

“You seem to have forgotten about the rules we discussed when you first arrived,” F starts, twisting a yellow pencil between her slender fingers. “I specifically remember mentioning the need for a permission slip if you ever wanted to leave the premises.”

“You did. You also claimed that rule applies to all students, which isn’t the case.”

A stern expression creases her lined face. “I must’ve misspoken. Let me rephrase. While there are rules that apply to all students, there are also rules put in place for the chosen few. Your father specifically requested that you remain on campus at all times. He trusts me to keep you safe, and your escapade put a dent in that trust.”

My first instinct is to apologize... it evaporates quickly, replaced by another swift kick in the gut.

Dad lied again.

Well... technically he made the dean lie, but technicalities. I grind my teeth, my trust in him and his words flaking further to leave a fog of questions.

Questions he won’t answer.

“How do you know I went off campus?” I ask, wiping my palms down my front. “There was no one at the gate.”

Harrison pinches her lips, dragging her laptop closer. She clicks a few buttons, then turns the screen my way, showing me a black and white still from the security footage. There I am, riding shotgun in Nash’s car as we pass the Lakeside boundary.

“Cameras,” I state, swallowing hard. “I would’ve appreciated knowing that my every move here is under surveillance.”

“It’s in your orientation guide. Page twenty under the heading Campus Security.” She inhales deeply, her tone turning almost motherly, though laden with authority.” Hailey... why did you feel the need to leave the grounds? Is there something we didn’t provide?”

“Stationery. My memories are returning and Dad thought writing them down could help.”

Harrison bobs her head up and down slowly, reaching into her desk drawer. She tosses a journal and a pack of pens across the desk. “Next time, ask.”

“You weren’t here on Saturday, and I needed—”

“You are not an impatient child who can’t wait a day for a journal, Miss Vaughn,” she clips, a vein pulsing in her neck. “I know this isn’t ideal, but I’m afraid you’re not allowed to leave the premises without my prior permission.” She laces her fingers together, simultaneously squaring her shoulders. “It’s for your safety. Can I trust that you’ll follow the rules?”

Absolutely not.

This is a violation of my rights no matter how noble Dad’s intentions.

“So I’m a prisoner here?” I ask, the words leaping out before I can stop them.

If she thinks I’m rebelling, she’ll tighten the security.

“Your cooperation isn’t optional, Miss Vaughn,” she seethes, raising both hands to massage her temples. “You will stay on campus until your father grants you more freedom. Is that clear?”

I bite back my retaliation. She’s close to losing her shit and I don’t want to deal with the aftermath.

At the end of the day, she’s the messenger.

My father’s imposing these rules and I bet he’s paying good money so Dr. Harrison enforces them.

Deep down, I know he must have good reason to keep me cooped up. He’s already hinted that I’m in some kind of danger. His jitteriness over the phone confirms it.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

I want to trust his judgment like I have done my entire life, but trust is hard to muster when all he does is ration my information or outright lie to me. Even harder when my stomach ties into elaborate knots whenever I discover yet another safety measure confirming the danger is real.

“Is that clear?” Harrison repeats, her tone biting, eyes boring into mine.

I’m in the dark, unable to protect myself from an enemy I don’t know, but I offer her a single nod. “Is that all?”

“For now. Go back to class, Hailey.”

◆◆◆

The water ripples around Nash as more of his torso resurfaces from the depths of the dark lake. He steps closer to where I sit at the edge of the boat platform, eyes on mine, not a trace of the cold, arrogant sneer I’ve grown used to by now.

He stops right between my legs, peering up. The heat of his gaze gives me a fever.

“What are you doing?” I whisper as he brings both hands to my knees, the coldness a stark contrast against my burning skin.

He doesn’t speak. Holding my eyes hostage, he drags his big hands up, cupping my thighs. My pulse accelerates when his fingers brush the denim hem of my pinafore dress. Instead of pushing his fingers under it, he moves his hands over the fabric, higher still. My pulse whooshes in my ears once he reaches my hips.

“Nash,” I hum, every part of me ready and willing.

My panties are damp, my skin prickles, and my breath catches in my throat as he gently clutches my waist.

“It’s cold, pretty girl,” he warns, dragging me closer to the edge of the boat platform. “But I’ll keep you warm.”

Swallowing the desire clogging my throat, I nod, zeroing in on his full lips. Nash lifts me as if I weigh nothing and slowly eases me into the lake. His muscles shift with the strain while a soft tremble shakes me the second my white sneakers break the surface, cold water enveloping my legs inch by inch.

“My dress...” I stammer as a chill seeps into my submerged hips.

“It’ll dry,” Nash says once I feel the bottom of the lake.

He doesn’t let me go like I expected... he pulls me in closer. Lifting one hand, he traces a gentle path with his knuckles from my temple to my jaw, the intensity of his hungry eyes obliterating the chill.

“Now what?” I ask, staring at his chest, a pang of confusion twisting my gut.

I swear most of his upper body was covered in ink, but it’s just pale skin now.

The muscles are here, but they look smaller, somehow. A frown twists my face when I glance lower and find we’re not in the water. We’re on a tiled floor, the room bright and warm, not a trace of the dark lake.

I drag my eyes back up, growing even more confused when I find he’s wearing a white t-shirt. And my heart somersaults as I meet blue eyes.

Not brown.

Blue.

A gasp shoots from my lips and my eyes pop open. It was just a dream...

Just a nightmare.

I’m awake but everything’s bright. Blurry. I’m not in my dorm room. Not in bed. I’m in the past.

“Now you kneel,” Alex grunts, shoving me down until my knees hit tile. “I’ve been waiting for this all day, Hailey.”

“Alex, please... Dad could come back any minute.”

I frantically look around, my heart in my throat. Everything’s distorted but I think we’re in a kitchen, the harsh brightness in stark contrast to the darkness that shrouded the lake.

My eyes hurt. My heart ricochets off my ribs like it’s trying to break free. Light should be safe. Calm. Serene. It’s the darkness that swallows joy and amplifies fear. It’s darkness where danger waits but here, light isn’t safe. Here, light brings fear. Fear, humiliation, and resignation.

Darkness was safe.

Nash was safe.

And Alex... he feels like a threat.

“You have about ten minutes before Charlie gets home.”

“What if—”

“Get. To. Work,” he seethes. “You suck, I watch the driveway.” He grabs the counter behind me with both hands, leaning forward. “Go on, sweetheart. My balls are so fucking full it’s uncomfortable.”

My mind rebels. I’m not sure if it rebels in the past or present, but everything inside me screams. I want to shove him back. I want to run. I want to kick and scream, but I can’t.

I watch my hands rise, deftly working his belt, then zipper, and the paralyzing helplessness weighs me down like a lead blanket. I try to scream, cry, reach out, but nothing happens. The memory can’t be altered. It plays out before my eyes while I’m desperately trying to shut it off.

I’m awake, I know I am, this isn’t a dream. Why can’t I do anything? Why can’t I stop it?

I yank Alex’s jeans lower, then boxers, a musky scent invading my nose as I grasp his warm half-limp cock.

“There you go,” Alex moans. “Open your mouth.”

Bile churns in my stomach. I follow his order, or try at least, but nothing happens. The brightness dies down and I’m shrouded in darkness. Back in my dorm room, safe in the present.

I try sitting up, panic rising in my chest when I can’t move even one fucking finger... nothing works.

My body’s not responding.

A pained whimper vibrates across my vocal cords. It’s audible, ringing in the silent room like a bell. My breaths rasp faster the harder I fight against the invisible force holding me down.

Not now... not again...

The room is dark, the only light a faint line across the ceiling where the moon’s soft glow seeps through the cracked curtains. I’m safe. Far away from Alex.

I don’t feel safe, though. I feel trapped.

Every nerve in my body screams for relief but every muscle is harder than stone, seized and cramping.

More whimpers fill the room, sounds I can’t control. So distressed they only deepen my panic. The more I fight the paralysis, the heavier the weight holding me immobile. Sweat beads at my hairline. My heart gallops, bruising my ribs and it hurts so much that hot tears sting my eyes. My throat burns like I’ve been screaming for hours.

“Stay calm. Slow your breathing, Hailey.” A teaching from years ago zaps through my mind. “On the count of four, okay? Breathe in.” Dr. Seymour taps his big finger against the table four times. “Now breath out. It won’t be easy to remember this at night when you’re scared, but when you calm your breathing, it will help. I promise.”

I inhale sharply and hold my breath, counting the same way I did almost every night when I was a little girl.

One.

Two.

My concentration wavers when my mind replays the flashback. The force Alex used to shove me to my knees, the tone of his voice... his cock inches from my lips.

A tear slides across my face, pooling in my ear, the sensation refocusing my mind. I concentrate, breathing in, and try wiggling one fingertip before I breathe out, desperate for any sensation.

One, two, three, four.

One, two, three, four.

I don’t stop. Over and over, I count, slowly calming my heartrate.

One, two, three four.

My hand jerks and a tingling sensation floods my veins, rushing across every inch of my skin like fire in dry grass.

Another whimper fills the room, softer as relief annihilates fear. The weight on my chest lessens and within seconds I’m curled up, trembling on the bed.

My face is wet with relieved tears. The paralysis is gone... but the hollowness invoked by the flashback remains.
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Hailey

The afternoon sun warms my cheeks as I lie under an oak tree, my bag tucked under my head, diary in hand. Students whizz past, enjoying their lunch hour before the second part of the day locks us back inside.

The soft murmur of conversations makes focusing on the memories scrawled over these pages nearly impossible. I didn’t write about the one where Alex makes me suck his dick. Not only because it made me feel ashamed, but also because when I woke up in the morning, I couldn’t decide if it was a genuine flashback or just a nightmare.

Even without that, since my chat with the dean last Monday, I’ve spent my days rereading every word I’ve written, searching for... I don’t really know what.

Something.

It’s either that or plotting a prison break. The campus is huge, but knowing I can’t leave feels as suffocating as these new memories of Alex.

I’m now more than certain we were a couple, though for the life of me, I don’t understand why. All I remember is his anger. His raised voice, annoyance, and how he looked at me as if I were in his way...

Instead of slapping his face, I clamored for his scraps of attention, and apparently let him use me for sexual favors. It’s fucking pathetic and drives me mad.

Even more so because in most flashbacks, Alex brings up that other girl. I don’t have her name yet, but when he talks about her, he’s a different man. The anger fades, replaced by a love and awe so pure it’s blinding.

And yet, the past version of me seems oblivious.

My fingers find my necklace, mechanically tracing the ridge of the heart pendant. I don’t know why, but it helps calm me. I still don’t know whether or not it was a gift.

“You looked like you could use one.” Nash’s deep voice snaps me out of my head.

Butterflies flutter in my tummy when my dream replays before my eyes. Why did Alex have to ruin that? I swear Nash was about to kiss me.

Now, he’s right beside me, holding out a cup of steaming coffee. I take it, a little dumbstruck because we haven’t shared a word for over a week, not since he left me outside my room after our stationery-shopping trip.

“Or two,” I sigh, gathering myself into a seated position, smiling down at the cup where a double shot of espresso sloshes from side to side. “I need an extra shot of caffeine before afternoon classes.”

“I noticed.” He sinks onto the grass, close enough for his heady cologne to invade my nose.

“You’re stalking me?” I chuckle, taking a sip.

He looks out of place on the ground, but somehow still commands the space. We’re outside. The campus sprawls every which way, the huge lake glistening in the sun, yet Nash is the centerpiece. He could hide among the largest crowd and, within seconds, I’d be drawn to the magnetic pull he emanates.

“You tipped a double espresso over me in the cafeteria, but when we went to the café, you ordered a latte.”

“You’re very observant.”

“Obviously. Have you filled that diary yet?”

“Not yet.” I take a sip from the cup, the bitterness making me smile. “Even if I fill it in, I’m not allowed to go shopping again,” I mutter, keeping the conversation going. Now that he’s here, I want him to stay. “I’m grounded on my father’s orders.”

“Grounded? Sounds dramatic. You’re not a child, Hailey, spare me the pouting.”

I purposely fold my arms over my chest, stiffening at his crude tone. “I think I’ve earned the right to some dramatics, considering I’m under lock and key.”

“People usually have reasons for the things they do. Maybe he’s protecting you.”

“From what? You saw that town as well as I did. It’s a glorified village. There’s nothing there, Nash.”

“Did you eat today? You’re unusually cranky.” His gaze narrows, the weight of his stare making me shift uncomfortably. Even when he’s relaxed, there’s a raw power to him that makes me feel like a trapped animal. “Stop acting clueless. You’re here to heal, aren’t you? I’m sure your father believes leaving campus is an unnecessary risk.”

“I wish that’s all there was to it, but there’s more and I deserve to know what’s happening.”

“Sometimes, ignorance is a blessing.”

“I don’t need cryptic advice.” I roll my eyes, toying with the takeout cup lid. “I need answers.”

Nash grips my chin, turning my head his way, his unexpected touch making me gasp.

“I fucking told you not to do that, Hailey,” he seethes, his tone stern but heavy, making my stomach leap.

The heat of his fingers sends a fit of mini-cramps down my abdomen. I’m painfully aware how close he is, his breath sighing against my skin.

I’m caught in his grasp, not only physically but mentally. He’s... intimidating and intoxicating at the same time. His fingers are rough against my chin, but his hold is gentle, careful, and the tension between us is as taut as a cello string.

I have no clever retort.

“Let go,” I whisper without conviction.

Part of me, the reckless part, hopes he won’t. It hopes he’ll lean in closer. That he’ll seal the gap and kiss me, then drag me onto his lap and carry on until our lips turn numb.

The confusing swirl of anger, annoyance, and undeniable attraction leaves me off balance as I realize I’ve missed him this week. His dark, penetrating eyes roam my face, committing every detail to memory.

There’s a hunger in that look which mirrors my own.

“I get why you’re annoyed.” He drags his fingers down my jawline until they meet under my chin. “Sulking won’t help you understand what happened.” A softness flickers in his eyes, swiftly masked by that ever-present caution. “Focus on your memories, pretty girl.”

He releases me and the sudden absence of his touch is almost as startling as its presence. I take a deep breath, regaining my composure, my fingers unconsciously brushing the spot where his were. It tingles.

Everything fucking tingles.

Nash is a puzzle, a blend of rough edges and soft touches. And right now, all the pieces draw me closer.

“How can you be so sure?” I ask.

“I pay attention to what you say... and what you don’t.” He motions at my diary. “Does it help?” He closes his full lips around the paper rim, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows.

Why is that so sexy?

“Writing the memories down,” he adds like I don’t know what he’s asking.

“It’s as therapeutic as it is traumatic.”

“Traumatic?” His eyes drill into mine, curious and... I don’t know what the emotion clouding his features is, but it spikes a fever in my blood. “Bad memories?”

“So far, mostly bad. My doctor says bad memories carry a higher emotional load, which might be why they come first.”

I asked Dad to talk to Dr. Phillips about this, hoping he’d give me some magic pill that’ll bring on the good stuff, but no. No magic pills.

“I get flashbacks, write them down, then read them every day... it’s not easy, especially when nothing makes sense. Not what I see and not my reaction. I barely recognize the girl in these memories.” I grip my cup with both hands, dragging my nails up and down the sides. “They don’t come back in order, so I can’t piece together a timeline, but at least the theme’s consistent.”

“Why don’t you recognize yourself?” he asks.

“I’m... weak. I let Alex yell and don’t stand up for myself.”

I’ve been thinking about what might have caused my sudden spinelessness every waking minute. Other than grief I can’t find anything that’d justify why I let Alex walk all over me.

Maybe it is grief. Maybe I was so depressed after Mom died, I craved human contact. While Alex was an asshole, he talked to me. He spent time with me, keeping me sane.

“I guess that’s the theme...? Alex and you acting different than you’d expect?”

“That and my mother dying at the hospital. I’m tired of reliving her death over and over again.”

I don’t know why I’m telling him this. He sets my nerves on edge but he also soothes me. Against all reason, the big bad wolf in him makes me feel safe... like I unconsciously know that wolf will protect, not hurt me.

Ugh, sleep deprivation makes me weird. I try and keep myself awake, dreading the nightmares and the sleep paralysis they trigger. I don’t last long enough.

My mind drags me under and I dream.

Then, I panic.

And I cry.

I shove my diary in the bag when students start rushing every which way, the urgency of their steps letting me know afternoon classes are starting soon.

“Come on,” I say. “Time for three hours with Rhys.”
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Carter

I wish I could peek inside Hailey’s mind. She’s usually a closed book, giving away little with her expressions, but she opened up about her memories in a way I didn’t expect, all the while hiding a lot, even from herself.

There’s nothing in her diary about her mother. No flashbacks, no questions, not a single sentence, yet she admitted that those memories are returning.

Why hasn’t she written about them? I checked her diary last night, taking pictures of the newly filled pages. I haven’t had time to read through them yet, but now I’m itching with impatience and it pisses me off.

There’s no running away from my own mind. Ignoring these contradictory feelings gets harder every day.

I shouldn’t give a damn about this girl.

I shouldn’t, but I do, and it gnaws at me like a woodworm. There are many words that could perfectly describe Hailey Scarlett Vaughn as we walk toward the theater, but weak isn’t one of them.

She said it, though. She said she was weak and that puts everything I’ve already read in a different light.

Now that I think about it, Hailey’s reaction to Alex when he threatened her, when he put his hands around her throat, defied my expectations. When I watched her claw her neck on the boat platform, I thought she was fighting him, but that’s not what she wrote.

She wasn’t feisty, she was resigned.

I didn’t really pore over that memory in detail given it wasn’t useful and there was nothing there on the Aalyiah front that’d piss me off. If anything, I was quite pleased that Alex seemed truly dedicated to my sister.

Maybe he loved her...

Now, Hailey’s notes in the margins bounce around my head.

What did I do?

Why did he want her more?

What did she give him that I couldn’t?

Each question screams deep-rooted insecurity and vulnerability. Resignation and acceptance. Rather than fuming that he hurt her, she wondered how she made him lash out.

I glossed over it on my first reading, but things have changed. Days spent watching her grapple with her past, days of learning her routine, smiles, frowns...

Suddenly that memory ignites violence.

My violence.

Alex hurt Hailey. Physically when he put his hands around her neck and, by the look of it, mentally, too.

Fuck, there’s more to this story than I anticipated.

“When did the memories about your mom start coming back?” I ask, careful how I pose the question as we enter the almost empty theater.

Even this feels loaded, but I need the answer. Hailey could wonder why I care about the when rather than the what. She probably wonders why I care at all.

I know I do.

She meets my gaze, stopping left of the door, helplessness clouding her eyes. I don’t like that look on her. Not one fucking bit. It sparks the urge to hold her and tell her she’s okay.

Fuck, I bet this is what it’s like on the Vomit Comet. I lose my sense of right and wrong when Hailey’s close, then I crash with reality remembering Aalyiah’s dead because of her. Then I lose it again, over and over and over until I’m not far off puking out my guts.

“A few days ago,” she admits.

Why aren’t you writing about your mom, Hailey?

I can’t ask that.

I know she’s writing about her memories, so there’s no reason why I’d think she’s omitting her mother.

I alter the question, hoping for the right answer. “Does writing about your mom help?”

“That’s the therapeutic part,” she says softly, brushing her hair over her neck again so I can’t see the fading scratches. “With Alex I’m deciphering a code, piecing a puzzle. Writing about Mom is different. She’s dead. It’s final.”

The door behind us bursts open and Jensen arrives, his confident step faltering when he spots us. With a crooked smile at Hailey, he gives me a wide berth, jogging down the stairs. Instead of his usual spot in the third row, he slips into a seat beside Hailey’s usual one.

My eyes narrow as I wonder what the fuck he’s playing at. For the past week Rhys has been teaching the class about what he calls the four Cs: consent, comfort, choreography, and communication when acting out intimate scenes...

I grind my teeth, glaring daggers at the back of Jensen’s head. That sly motherfucker.

“Sit with me,” I tell Hailey, putting two and two together.

Her lips part, but words fail her as she scans the theater until her eyes spot Jensen.

“What is he...” She trails off, shaking her head like she doesn’t want to go there. “Okay. The view from up here is better.”

If she’s down there, it sure is.

She moves along until she’s halfway down the row. Dropping her bag, she sits, wrapping her long fingers around the cup of coffee like she’s anchoring herself.

Or maybe keeping warm.

The theater is a few degrees colder than outside; it’s impossible to keep a room this size warm, given that the students leave the door ajar for a good ten minutes as they pour inside.

On instinct, I tug the back collar of my hoodie, pull it over my head, then help Hailey into it. It’s not until she sends me a grateful smile, burrowing her face in the warm, soft fabric, that I register what I’ve done.

Fuck, this is wrong.

Then why does it feel so fucking good?

The hoodie looks better on her than me, but now she’s wearing it, clearly warm and cozy, I consider filling my closet with nothing but hoodies, so I’ll always have one to give her whenever she’s cold. I wouldn’t rip a waistcoat or a white shirt off my back this easily... and neither would warm her up.

Shaking the moment off, I dissect Hailey’s words. She is writing about her mother. But where?

Looks like I’m breaking into her room again tonight.

I limit my visits to every other day, and technically the memories of her mother aren’t important. She died long before Alex came into the picture. Long before Vaughn started looking into my father.

I won’t find anything useful there but... I want to know everything about her and I don’t understand why.

Before I can mentally school myself about veering off course again, Rhys saunters onto the stage from behind the red curtains, his smile as bright as always, a stack of scripts in hand.

“I taught you the theory, now we’ll put it into practice.” He waves the scripts in the air, eyeing everyone here, including me and Hailey, the only ones further up than the fifth row. “Your first intimate scenes. We’re starting with an epic kiss. You may choose a partner, if you’re comfortable with that, or I’ll pick for you.”

Hailey audibly swallows beside me, still as a statue as she stares at Rhys, her cheeks glowing pink.

That’s... distracting.

She slowly angles her head toward me. A sense of dread seizes my mind at the thought of partnering with Hailey, but the thought of her on stage with Jensen hits harder.

“You either do this with me or risk getting paired with someone worse,” I reason, my heart beating an irregular rhythm.

“Is... is that okay? I mean, it’s just a scene, but—”

“Exactly.” I cling to the idea.

It’s just a scene. Part of the job. Nothing more.

She lets out a long breath, looking back at Rhys who’s handing out scripts to those already huddled with partners, and helping people who haven’t found anyone.

“Okay,” Hailey mutters. “I guess we’re doing it.”

Her choice of words leaves a lot to be desired. My mind fills with enticing images of us doing exactly that: it, and my cock juts against the uncomfortable jeans.

At the bottom of the theater, Jensen looks over his shoulder straight at Hailey, disappointment pinching his features. He knew what was coming today. He knew if he sat next to her, they’d end up on stage together. He knew I wouldn’t be able to stop him. Not here, when it’s all pretend.

He’s the first civilian whose painful death at my hands I’m seriously considering.

Fifteen minutes later, Hailey and I have read our three-minute-long scene.

“That’s intense,” she whispers, flicking back to the front. “So much anger.”

“Any volunteers?” Rhys booms, standing center stage. “Who’s brave enough to get us started?”

A hand shoots up in the third row—Chloe’s. Of course it’s her. The most eager student in the room.

She drags her partner onto the stage while Rhys makes himself scarce, leaning against the far wall, eyes on them. They start, and I’m glad Hailey and I landed a hate scene rather than this straight-from-a-romcom mush.

“Can we go next?” Hailey whispers, leaning into me. “The longer we wait the more nervous I get.”

“Yeah, okay.”

Five minutes later, we take our spots on the dimly lit stage, every muscle in my body tensing painfully.

I’ve been acting for weeks, playing the role of Nash, but I’m no actor. I’m simply cunning enough to make this work.

Hailey on the other hand is fucking magnificent, deep in her character the moment her feet touch the stage. Her gaze cuts to me, sharp like a blade, and just like that, we’re in the scene.

The air between us crackles, heavy with pent-up emotions. My character left her to serve in the army and now he’s back as if no time has passed.

“You need to leave.” Hailey delivers her line, her voice piercing the air.

“Not until we talk.”

She scoffs, crossing her arms, disdain tainting her pretty face. I know it’s an act but seeing her this upset fucking kills me.

“There’s nothing to talk about. Did you think I’d wait forever? I moved on, James. You left me. It was your choice.”

“I thought I was doing the right thing.”

“Right for you, maybe,” she retorts, easily summoning anger. “You didn’t think about what it would do to me.”

“You’re right,” I admit, reciting the script as I step closer. “I never should’ve left. Not without a word but... I had to.”

“Selfish!” She spits out the word. “You were always so fucking selfish. Never mind who you crushed along the way as long as you came out unscathed.”

Another two steps and we’re close, so close I see small torches swimming in her eyes. I feel the heat blazing off her body. My heart races, pounding against my chest, reality blurring because she’s that fucking good. She makes it real and it’s crushing. Her anger, the magnetic pull between us, the desire eating me alive.

Real.

Potent.

Almost irresistible.

“You think I didn’t suffer?” I grit out, not entirely sure if I’m following the script word for word. “It’s been four years but every day, every night, it was your face that haunted me, your voice I couldn’t fucking escape.”

“Oh, spare me the dramatics!” she snaps, rolling her eyes.

She fucking rolls her gorgeous blues at me, simultaneously slamming her tiny fist against my chest.

She keeps screaming but I can’t hear a word.

My cock hardens faster than I can blink. I have no idea why that move gets me so hard, but it does. Every single time. The scene floats into the background as I go off script.

I think I had one more line to deliver but I’m fucking done. Driven by a force beyond my control, I grasp the back of her neck, drag her into me and my lips come down on hers.

Adrenaline surges through my veins when she opens for me and my tongue slips inside the silk of her mouth.

It’s not a sweet kiss.

Not a gentle one.

It’s a fight without fists.

A clash of artificial anger, guilt, and very real, long-suppressed desire. I run on instinct, sweeping my tongue inside Hailey’s mouth, taking all I can as fast as humanly possible. It’s rough, intense but Hailey doesn’t falter.

Her nails dig into my back, not to pull me closer but to punish my character for the pain he caused hers. Or maybe she’s punishing me for the loss of inhibitions this kiss has triggered within her. A small, sweet gasp falls from her lips, driving me fucking feral. I swallow that sound, desperate for more. My hands twitch to move lower, grab her thighs, haul her up then drag her the hell out of here and straight into my bed, but Hailey braces both palms against my chest, slowing the kiss.

I’m suddenly aware we’re supposed to be acting. The bubble bursts the second she stumbles back, raising her trembling hand to her forehead.

She’s deliciously flushed, eyes bright and staring at me in utter disbelief, lips swollen.

“You can lie to yourself and the whole goddamn world that you don’t love me, but this...” I point between us, lines from the script materializing before my eyes. “This gave you away.”
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Carter

“You’re going and that’s the end of the conversation, Hailey.” Chloe’s voice rings through the cafeteria.

The place is nearly empty compared to any other day. It’s still early. Not many people wake up early for breakfast on Saturday morning. Neither do I, but I didn’t sleep last night.

Or any night since I kissed Hailey on Thursday.

The fact I broke into her room that night didn’t help. The curve of her ass drove me half incoherent, so I’ve stayed out of her way, taking time off from invading her space at night and hanging out with her during the day to get my shit together.

My thoughts don’t stop circling around Hailey or that fucking kiss for one goddamn second. I watch her any chance I get and catch her watching me too, a hint of curiosity clouding her features whenever our eyes lock.

Today, she’s two tables away with Chloe and Jensen, her breakfast untouched save for three bites of an apple. She doesn’t eat nearly enough, visibly losing weight. It drives me crazy... I have half a mind to force feed her until she gains back every pound she lost.

“It’s not my scene,” she says, scrunching her nose in disgust as she pokes about her plate.

The wrap is good, I polished off mine but Hailey’s staring at hers like it’s infested with worms.

“Go without me. I’ll be fine with—”

“With a book, right?” Chloe mumbles, her mouth full of cereal, milk trickling down her chin. “You’re in college, Hailey!” she adds once she’s swallowed. “Parties are a rite of passage, babe, and this one will be epic!”

“Yeah, I know, I’ll think about it, okay?”

Rachel drapes her arm over Hailey’s shoulders with a soft smile. “It’s not until next Friday but the seniors are heading out for booze tomorrow, so if you want anything—”

“She does,” Chloe pipes in, staring Hailey down. “You’re coming with us. I won’t take no for an answer.”

Hailey’s phone interrupts their conversation. With visible relief she pulls it out of her bag, making apologetic faces at Chloe, Rachel, and Jensen as she presses the phone to her ear.

“Hey, Dad,” she says, catching my gaze as she saunters across the cafeteria.

It’s like she can’t help but look...

Neither can I. The sexual tension between us is wound up so tight it’s a miracle neither of us have snapped.

“Why would I call? I can’t tell you the things I remember or ask you any questions. There’s no point in calling.”

That’s not news to me. I planted a bug on her phone the first night I broke into her room. All calls are recorded, and I listen every morning. She only talks to Vaughn, their conversations vague and growing strained.

He’s as paranoid as ever, which is a good call all things considered. He doesn’t let Hailey talk about her memories, he refuses to answer any questions, and only asks how her day was.

She answers in monosyllables, her frustration mounting, and right now, she lets an ounce of it out as she shoves the cafeteria door open with all her might.

It swings back and forth, slowly coming to a halt.

The sound of a scraping chair and apprehensive footsteps alert me to Jensen’s presence even before his shadow falls over my table.

“Hey, man, can we talk?” he asks, his confidence increasing when I point at the opposite seat. “It’s about Hailey.”

“You don’t say.”

“Listen, I remember what you said by the lake but it’s been a while and you don’t seem interested anymore, so...”

He pauses, probably hoping I’ll save him the trouble of elaborating, but I enjoy his squirming too much to cut his misery short.

“There’s another party next week, and...” Jensen swallows hard, resting both elbows on the tabletop, straightening his spine. “What I mean is that Hailey’s fair game, right?”

“Wrong.”

“Come on, you clearly don’t give a shit and I—”

“And you want to fuck her.”

I shepherd my flaring temper. It’s not like I care about who fucks Hailey. I only care about the memories hidden in her mind. The secrets. The truths.

Jensen doesn’t realize how fragile she is. He might threaten the integrity of those memories. Any fear, any traumatic moment could trigger a panic attack. According to the doctor’s notes, panic attacks, among other things, could threaten her recovery. It could jeopardize the progress she’s made, recalling small flashes of her forgotten past.

If that happens... those memories could be lost forever.

My father wouldn’t mind. After all, breaking Hailey is my task, but the nagging sense I’m being led by the nose grows stronger every day. The story Rhett fed me, like the story Hailey’s father fed her, doesn’t fucking add up.

There’s more there. Something out of my grasp. Something I’m not fucking seeing and that something might be hiding in Hailey’s mind. I need her safe, calm, and happy. It’s the fastest way to uncover the truth.

That’s it. That’s all this is. It’s the only reason I don’t want Jensen anywhere near her...

It’s also a blatant fucking lie.

I shouldn’t care, but I do. More than I should considering how easily I can access her memories. I don’t need to be close to her, just her diary.

Judging by the chaos inside my head whenever she’s close, and especially when she isn’t, I shouldn’t be anywhere near her. I should thank Jensen for offering me a way out, but the mere idea of him or any other man with her makes my skin break out in hives.

“Try your luck,” I say, pinning him down with a pointed stare, every word measured. “See what happens.”

Jensen threads his fingers together, lifting his chin higher to inject more confidence into his posture.

“Yeah, alright,” he drawls in a challenging tone. “I’ll do that. Let Hailey decide what and who she wants.” He rises to his feet, a hint of mockery tainting his features.

That guy’s got a fucking death wish, I swear.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I’m not sure why he thinks I won’t make good on my promise. I don’t know how he’s missing the threat in my words or the unhinged look in my eyes, but he is. Either missing or ignoring.

I bet he thinks he’s calling my bluff... Well, he’s in for the surprise of a lifetime. I’ve not had an outlet for my all-consuming rage over Aalyiah’s death. Or the anger that intensifies and gains mass with every fucked-up memory Hailey recalls about Alex. Or my annoyance at the indignity of playing a fucking college student, doing my father’s dirty work.

All that rage needs an out. I’ve scrupulously bottled it up, but Jensen’s twisting the cork.

He’s a civilian, I remind myself. He’s not worth the trouble or the risk... I can dream, though.

The cafeteria doors swing open again and Jensen’s smile brightens as Hailey comes back in, her pretty face a canvas of frustration and sadness.

He stops mid-step, blocking her way. “Hailey, I—”

“Can we do this later?” She cuts him off quickly and doesn’t wait for an answer, walks round him like he’s not actively barricading her path.

As soon as she clears him, her gaze finds mine.

It’s almost a reflex by now, how our eyes find each other. Then she’s at my table, her hands knitting an invisible sweater. She’s cute when she’s this nervous, like she’s afraid what I’ll do, but wants to spend time with me regardless.

“Help,” she whispers, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Jensen can’t overhear, then back at me, her voice hushed. “Get me out of here. Please, I need to clear my head.”

“You want to go for a ride?” I subtly remind her about her father’s security measures. “You can’t leave without permission.”

If she sets foot off campus without following procedure, Vaughn will be here tomorrow to pack her bags.

She slumps into the seat opposite, hiding her face in her hands. “I feel like a prisoner.” She blows out a resigned breath, her shoulders sagging. “I bet I’m not even allowed to stroll through the woods now.”

She looks up, her defiance ebbing away, leaving a resigned Hailey behind. It’s not a version I’ve often seen. Given all the shit she’s been through and all the shit she’s still dealing with, she’s resilient but, today, she’s nearing a breaking point.

I can’t have that.

“Go grab a jacket and meet me back here in ten minutes.” I reach for my phone.

“No, you’re right. I can’t leave. You’ll get in trouble as well if I get spotted—”

Trouble. That’s adorable.

“You won’t get spotted.”

Me: I need a blackout. Surveillance system at Lakeside. Parking lot and gate cameras. Now.

Ryder’s reply comes in seconds. Two words: on it.

“Go grab a jacket, Hailey,” I repeat. “You want a coffee for the road?”

“But how? There are cameras everywhere.”

I get up from the table, pulling her to her feet. “The less you know, the better. Jacket, pretty girl. Go. We won’t have long to get out of here.”

Her eyes widen, but there’s a flash of gratitude there too. “Okay, I won’t be a minute.”

She hurries away, passing Jensen at the door. He’s waited there the entire time, but Hailey doesn’t pay him any attention, even though he clearly wants hers.

I approach the coffee machine, feeling someone’s gaze burning my neck. Chloe and Rachel immediately drop their eyes when I look over my shoulder. They’ve been on my case since I took Hailey stationery shopping.

While Rachel limited her advice to a simple be careful, Chloe went into a full, clumsy version of that Poirot guy Hailey reads about over dinner.

With two coffees, I exit the building just as Hailey rounds the corner, wrapped in a flimsy fucking cardigan that barely falls low enough to cover her perky ass.

“That’s not a jacket,” I say. “You’ll be cold.”

And you’ll end up wearing my hoodie again.

“I’ll be fine.” She grabs one of the cups, a little breathless, probably from running across campus to make it back inside three minutes. “Are we waiting for something?”

Right on time, a message comes through.

Ryder: Done. You have ten minutes.

I pocket my phone, meeting Hailey’s anxious gaze. “Come on, we have ten minutes.”

“What? Why ten—?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I interrupt, lacing our fingers.

I have no clue why I did that. I shouldn’t, but her small hand fits in mine perfectly, so I don’t let go. Not until I’m opening the passenger side door for her.
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Hailey

Nash navigates the winding roads, steering us further away from Lakeside, and I can’t stop stealing glances at his tattooed hand gripping the steering wheel at twelve o’clock. There’s something sensual about the combination of his inked skin, gold signet ring and the old car itself.

There’s something sensual about him, period.

Hot and cold, close and far, rude and nice.

He keeps me on my toes, always second-guessing his next move. After our kiss on stage I thought he’d seek me out again, but he stayed away, making me run around in circles. Our chemistry is undeniable. I wasn’t acting when I parted my lips, letting him deepen the kiss. I wasn’t acting when my whole body trembled in anticipation of something more, I wasn’t pretending to love every second.

I did... and I was certain he did, too.

I want him close. I want his time, attention, and kisses. I want to check if his lips are as soft as I remember, if he’d be any different off stage. Would he weave his fingers in my hair or grip my nape again? Or maybe he’d hold my jaw like he did when I rolled my eyes...

Was the urgent passion a one-off? Would he be slow and careful next time or—

No. He’d kiss me like he owns me. A deep, erotic battle. He’d pin me against the wall or clamp me in his lap. Close. Trapped.

My head hits the headrest. I’m getting worked up thinking about his touch, my panties uncomfortably damp. The thrill of not knowing whether he finds me attractive, whether he’s interested, elevates my desire.

I glance at him again. He’s focused on the road, seemingly relaxed, but it’s a façade. Underneath, he’s guarded, tense, ready for action.

Every time I see him, I get this feeling he doesn’t belong in college. He’s too powerful. Too perceptive, calculating, and ominous... like he’s seen gore beyond my imagination.

I suppose that’s true.

Chloe asked around after I told her Nash took me into town for the diary. She found out he’s an army brat as well as being ex-army himself.

That explains his posture and the sense of superiority he emanates. Though recently, I’ve wondered whether it’s superiority or a higher purpose: a sense of duty exuded by most army men.

I would know. My father served for years before he joined the police force.

While they’re alike, Nash is... more. He’s unlike anything I experienced in the life I remember. He makes me feel out of place and like I belong. Scared and safe. My fight or flight response hovers at eleven when he’s close. One moment I trust him, the next I want to run.

I can’t keep up with my own head, so instead of picking a lane, I blame my fragile mind for its inability to decipher Nash. Dr. Phillips said there should be no lasting brain damage but he could be wrong.

Or maybe he lied.

Seems that’s how things work these days. Lies, lies, and more lies. My shoulders tense as Dad’s outburst this morning comes back to shit all over my good mood.

“You promised you’d keep in touch, Hailey. That’s not optional! I need to know you’re safe. You check in with me every day!”

“You disabled the cameras, didn’t you?” I ask Nash, banishing Dad from my thoughts. “You bribed the janitor?”

“The janitor?” He cocks an eyebrow.

“Well, I figure there’s a room full of monitors somewhere and the janitor keeps an eye on everyone, right?”

“No one’s watching, Hailey.” His jaw ticks as he grinds his teeth in small circles. It’s not a smile, that twitch on his lips. Not even a promise of one. Quite the opposite. “The recordings are stored on a hard drive in case something happens.”

“Oh... okay. So how did you do it?”

“I told you, the less you know, the better.”

That’s the same thing Dad told me when I asked why he’s so paranoid about someone listening in to our conversations.

“Seems to be the general consensus today,” I mumble, crossing my hands over my chest.

“Lose the attitude. Pouting doesn’t suit you.”

“I’m tired of being dismissed by everyone, so be a good boy and let me pout in peace.”

He grips the steering wheel tighter, his knuckles blanching more with every passing second. My back straightens. The way his nostrils flare, like he’s trying his hardest not to lash out, has me bracing for another battle of wits.

“You’re a piece of work, Hailey,” he clips, pushing an exasperated puff past his lips. “Fine. If you must know, I have a useful friend. He’s been hacking for years. Happy?”

Biting back my smile proves useless. Instead of another rude comment, he’s settled for the truth.

It’s a small victory, but I’m winning for the first time since I woke up in hospital. My mouth splits into a grin, a fraction of the heaviness lifting off my shoulders.

“Happy.”

Nash doesn’t smile, but his features soften a little when he looks at me. “Good. Now tell me what you want for breakfast.”

“I already ate breakfast.”

“No, you had three bites of an apple. That’s not breakfast. You like pancakes? I know a decent pancake place.”

“Might not be a good idea. Most of the professors live in town. If someone sees me, they’ll report back to the dean.”

“Fair point. That leaves the drive-thru; you’ll have to make do with burgers and fries.”

He makes a left, the engine growling when he drops the pedal, flying down a deserted road toward the small town. Soon enough, we order food, and after another much shorter ride, Nash turns into a woodland road, throwing the car into park once we’re hidden from the main road.

He cracks the window open, letting in the scent of wet undergrowth, trees, and mud. The rustle of leaves dancing on the wind breaches the silence. The temperature inside drops a few degrees, skittering chills down my arms.

And then it hits me.

We’re alone in the middle of nowhere.

I don’t know why the sudden fear, but it accelerates out of proportion. My hands start shaking. The trees loom closer, their branches reaching out like long, dead fingers, and my stomach somersaults.

I twitch toward the door handle, the urge to flee growing with every passing second, flight response kicking in so hard it knocks the wind out of my chest.

I turn to Nash, desperate for confirmation that we’re not here so he can hurt me, but an intense blue stare yanks the steady ground from beneath my feet.

His irises are dark like a starless sky, not blue...

His hair is dark, not blond...

There’s a subtle change in the air. A subtle change in our surroundings. Tension fills the space, upping the anxious dread prickling my temples. My pulse quickens along with my breathing when the memory fully pulls me under.

“What’s wrong?” Alex asks.

We’re in a car. It’s newer than Nash’s Pontiac, its sleek interior oozing the kind of luxury a cop can’t afford. There’s urgency in his moves as he lifts his ass off the plush seat, simultaneously yanking his unzipped jeans down to his mid-thighs in one smooth tug.

His cock springs out. Long, hard, the head red and leaking precum as it hits his white-t-shirt-clad stomach.

“We don’t have much time,” he coaxes, reaching over to grip my neck. “Come on, get to work. I need to leave soon.”

I look beyond his face, at the forest outside, nothing but tall trees within sight. The tension between us thickens further, so palpable it could be cut with a knife.

I don’t say a word. I don’t question him as he leans in, closing the distance between us. Why don’t I question him?

Why am I so... numb?

“A little nervous today?”

With visible impatience, he stamps an impatient kiss on my lips, before forcing his tongue into my mouth. The world narrows to the sensation of that kiss. It’s not soft or delicate, not eager or passionate. It’s forced. Like something he’s suffering through to get what he wants.

And apparently, what he wants is a blowjob.

With his free hand, he grips mine, moves it onto his lap and wraps my fingers around his stiff shaft, squeezing hard. Up and down, up and down... he jerks himself off with my hand, groaning into my mouth, the kiss becoming sloppy, wet, and off-putting.

I don’t want this.

Everything inside me screams run. It begs me to bite him and dart out of the car, but I’m not moving. I kiss him back, even though my face is moist with his saliva. I jerk him off, guided by his hand, every move rough and fast, even though I want to squeeze his balls until they pop like balloons.

I want him doubling over in pain. I want his screams, his pleas. I want him to beg me not to cut his dick off with the first sharp thing I find.

I don’t do any of that. I keep working his length, my thumb wet with impatient precum leaking from the tip.

Two different consciousnesses occupy my headspace.

One’s terrified, one’s resigned.

The gentle rustle of trees fades into the background, covered by my thunderous heart and Alex’s urgent grunts.

I don’t know if my pulse is hummingbirding now or in the past, but it hurts. Everything hurts. My chest, my heart, my lungs.

Alex breaks the kiss and leans back, shoving my head down hard. My lips stop a breath from his cock.

“Go on, Hailey, open up. It’ll be quick. I’m almost ready to blow.”

I clamp my jaw shut so hard my teeth start cracking but somehow my lips fall open anyway. The musky smell of him invades my senses and the salty taste dances across my tongue.

I brace against him, clawing, kicking, screaming but... only in my head. Only in the present.

Back then, I’m calm. Numb.

I suck him off even though my teeth are clenched so hard the blood should be spraying from his deflating cock. The blend between now and then is maddening. Like I’m balancing on the edge, swaying between past and present.

“Shh, you’re okay.” Nash’s voice breaks through.

A soft whisper coming from far away at first. His voice gains volume and strength with every word he speaks, pulling me out of the memory.

“Stop fighting, Hailey, I won’t hurt you.”

The past fades away. I blink, and Alex is gone. His cock’s not in my mouth. His hand’s not on my head.

The heat of Nash’s body beneath me grounds me on the right side of the line. In the present. With him. Away from Alex.

We’re not inside the car... we’re on the damp forest floor. I’m cradled in his lap, his hands holding me flush against his chest.

I guess I ran. I kicked, screamed, and fought, if the three long, red lines marking Nash’s cheek are any hint. He doesn’t have to tell me I scratched him in the frenzy.

“I’m sorry...” I whisper, my voice breaking, throat dry as if I screamed for hours. Lifting a trembling hand, I gently brush my fingertips over the angry marks. “I didn’t mean to, I—”

“You’re not safe alone,” he interrupts, gripping me like a straitjacket. He’s angry, but also... worried. “Your memories come back worse every time, don’t they? What did you see?”

My cheeks burn bright, shame spilling all over my neck and chest. I shift my concentration to a nearby fern, suddenly interested in the world’s flora. The Pontiac is parked a fair distance away, the doors on both sides wide open.

“It’s nothing, I’m fine.”

He gently tilts my chin back toward him, a dark look crossing his face. “You jumped out and ran, screaming no on repeat. You don’t have to tell me...” he grinds out like it costs him a lot to say it, “but if you want to, I’ll listen.”

“Thank you. I’m really sorry about your face.”

“I’d rather have you hurt me than yourself.” He brushes his fingertips along my jaw. “Come on, you’re freezing.” He guides me back to the car, closing the door behind me, then takes the driver’s seat and holds out a water bottle. “Drink. It’ll help.”

It does, washing away the lingering taste of panic and the musky, salty taste of Alex’s cock. Nash pulls off his hoodie, ignoring me when I say I’m not cold.

“I decide if you’re warm enough.” He pushes it over my head, dressing me like a child. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’m not. You’re here.”

“I mean at all, Hailey. You shouldn’t be alone at all. You don’t know when your memories will rush back—and you go under so deep you lose control. You don’t know what you’re doing when the flashbacks hit.”

What can I say? He’s right. I clearly don’t know what the hell is happening with me when I lose myself in the past. I could fall down the stairs, like he already suggested, or jump out a window trying to get away from Alex.

But realistically, how many more memories could hit this hard? They’re not all so intense. I had one earlier this week. I lost a few minutes of class while I grappled with the past but I stayed seated. One second the professor was greeting everyone and the next there was a script on my desk. I sat still, while Alex paced my room, pissed off. I didn’t flee, so not every memory gets me moving.

He screamed that I was irresponsible and needy. That I was childish for wanting to spend time with him while he had to work the case. I tried to stay in the memory as long as possible to hear about whatever he was working on, but it dissolved before more words were spoken.

Nash waits, giving me space to process the last few minutes. He unwraps a burger, handing it over in silence, and, knowing he won’t take no for an answer, I take a bite, chewing slowly like it’s an old shoe. It doesn’t tase of anything.

“I’ll be okay,” I finally say, swallowing the bite. “I’ve had other flashbacks since the one at the lake and I’m fine.”

He shifts in his seat, angling his body toward me. “Fine. You won’t tell me what you remembered, and I respect that, but you have to give me something, Hailey. Why did you want to get away from Lakeside?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “I had a fight with my dad. He was upset I didn’t check in last night. He’s never been like this, and I don’t understand why he’s suddenly hidden me away.” I take another bite of the burger. “The official story is that I’m healing, but that’s a lie. I just can’t piece together why he’s lying and why I’m off the grid.”

“Nothing in your memories explains that?”

“Not yet.” I rewrap the burger. My stomach’s rebelling against food and Nash isn’t interested in his share either. “I don’t remember much. I figured out Alex works with my dad and that we were... are...” I frown, unsure. “Dating, I think. Though given what I remember, I don’t know why. He—” I apply the brakes.

Not because I’m afraid of sharing things with Nash. There’s not much he can do with the information, but it’s fucking embarrassing that I clung to a man who clearly had another woman on the side, loved her, and used me for sexual favors.

All I’m missing is a memory of him raping me...

God, I hope there isn’t one. I want good memories. The sexy ones. I want to remember sweet kisses, cuddles and breathless nights. I sure hope we had some good times, too.

“He what?” Nash presses himself closer to the middle of the car. “What did he do?”

Distracted by his closeness, I blank out the question. My heart beats faster and my mind fills with thoughts of Nash bridging what little gap remains between us.

I just saw Alex do the same, but the thought of having Nash close isn’t scary. It’s appealing. I’ve wanted him close since the moment we met, and since the kiss that need has grown out of proportion. The hunger leaves me breathless as the silence between us stretches, charged with an electric tension. My pulse races, each heartbeat louder than the last.

Nash shifts again, drawing in, his movements deliberate and slow, giving me ample time to break this trance.

I won’t.

I’m tethered to him by an invisible force, drawn like a moth to a flame.

He lifts his hand, brushing a stray hair behind my ear, his touch featherlight, so intimate it sends a jolt of electricity down my spine. My eyes flutter closed for a second and when I open them, his hot gaze falls to my mouth.

Without thinking, I bite my lower lip, painfully aware of the blush heating my face.

The car feels smaller and smaller as the space between us disappears inch by inch. His warm breath fans my skin, the gentle roughness of his short stubble catches my cheek and... he’s kissing me.

It’s soft and cautious, slow and gentle. Not at all what I thought it’d be. So different to our stage kiss.

His tongue glides along my lips, begging for more. Shockwaves run across my nerve endings when I let him in with a gasp and that sound annihilates his inhibitions, turning the gentle kiss into a battle of want.

His fingers find the side of my face while his tongue explores my mouth and he’s drawing me closer.

Closer, closer, closer.

“Hailey?”

My name cuts through the haze, snapping me back to reality for the second time today.

He’s not close. He’s not kissing me. He’s still in his seat, a coffee cup halfway to those full, tempting lips. His dark eyes, framed by a frown, search mine with a hint of worry.

“Another one?” he asks.

“Um... no, I... I zoned out.”

My blood runs a fever from the intense embarrassment. I’m sure he can tell I’ve been daydreaming. My face is so hot I’m surprised I’ve not caught on fire.

“What were you thinking about?” he coaxes, a small smirk playing across those full lips I wish were really on mine. “You’re blushing, Hailey.”

I tug the strands of his hoodie. “I’m warm.”

This time a full-blown, knowing smile twists his mouth. It’s a rare sight. He’s always so guarded...

I shamelessly stare at the twinkle of joy in his brown irises.

“Are you going to the party next week?” I deflect his attention from my pink cheeks. “Same place as last time but there’s supposed to be a big bonfire.”

“Why are you going? You told Chloe it’s not your scene.”

“It isn’t but she’s persuasive and... I’m tired of spending every evening alone, obsessing over the past, my dad, and the lies.” I steal a few cold fries from his box, chewing slowly.

“You haven’t answered my question, Hailey.”

I don’t point out that he completely ignored mine. Maybe he misunderstood, thinking I wanted us to go together, and he’s letting me down easy.

“What did Alex do that makes you wonder why you were with him?”

I tense up, recalling Alex talking about his other girl. I don’t want to admit it aloud, but the words spill out anyway.

“He was seeing someone else while he was with me.”

“You knew he was cheating, and you stayed with him?”

The accusation makes me shrink back on myself. “I don’t know. I don’t remember what happened after I found out. I just remember him saying how special she is.” I pop another fry into my mouth, staring out the window. “I thought about it a lot and I don’t blame him.”

“What? Why the hell not?” He reaches out, curling one finger under my chin to turn my head his way, his eyes boring into mine. “Tell me you don’t blame yourself.”

“No, it’s not that. I blame the rope that snapped and left scars all up my thigh. The barbed wire I fell into, the saw I cut my hand open on.” I chuckle without humor. “I guess my clumsiness is on me.”

“You think he cheated because of your scars?”

“I’m covered in them, Nash. Even more now, since the accident. It’s not a pretty sight, believe me.” Sitting up straight, I grab the seatbelt. “We should head back.”

“Hailey, look at me.”

I let out a breath, forcing my frown into a smile. “I’m fine. His loss, right?”

“You’ll realize how true that is when you believe it.”

You’ll realize how wrong you are if you ever see my scars.
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The temporary high of a job well done makes my fingers itch as I quietly open Hailey’s door. I’ve become somewhat of a master at picking her lock, down to fifteen seconds from the three minutes I started with on the first night.

Time at Lakeside moves at its own pace, faster than Chicago. Faster than Ohio. One minute I’m arriving on campus, filled with hatred toward the girl who aided and abetted my sister’s death. The next minute it’s three weeks later, and I’m struggling to walk the path I chose.

It’s hard. The hatred weakens every day, but chanting she killed Aalyiah on repeat keeps me relatively on track.

Quality, undisturbed sleep makes the days blur into each other. No late-night wake-up calls, no early mornings spent carving the skin of men who wrong me or Dante Carrow. Four hours in bed is a privilege back home. Here, seven is a short night. A restless night.

No wonder time’s flying by. I’m sleeping it away, or wasting it in class, feigning interest while turning over the information I’ve gathered thus far inside my head.

In the evenings, when Hailey’s down for the night, since there’s nobody who needs torturing and no people to see, I read through Aalyiah’s texts. A small chunk every night. A page here, three there...

I can’t stomach more. I need breaks. Short breaks, but breaks, nonetheless.

Some of their interactions send me halfway to the grave. Some pump my blood pressure so high I should be in cardiac arrest.

I’m almost through the entire exchange, maybe two hundred pages left, and I’ve not found one mention of Hailey, Rhett, the evidence, or even one nosey question from Alex.

So what is it your dad does?

Nothing of the sort. Alex wasn’t as dumb as I pegged him for. He didn’t leave any trail. At least not on this phone. Jackson and Ryder haven’t located the other one yet.

Every other minute of my day is spent watching Hailey. With amusement I’ve realized I’m a stalker. Not a crazy one—yet—but, nevertheless, a stalker watching her all day long.

I watch as she leaves the dorm building, always half-asleep, stumbling across campus to the cafeteria. I watch while she eats breakfast, her favorite foods etched into my memory: BLT sandwich takes the crown. Then waffles, French toast, and on the days when the bags under her eyes are more prominent it’s either cereal or a fucking apple.

I watch her head to class with Chloe, Rachel, or Amari, and in the afternoons I’m her shadow, out of view but trailing her footsteps wherever she goes.

She’s a loner in the evenings. She either writes or reads her diary, and occasionally another book from Agatha Christie. Watching her obsess over her own past or smile when Poirot finds a clue shouldn’t be interesting. Her memories are interesting, not Hailey.

Yet she is.

I spend hours watching from a distance, more drawn to seeing her write than read. The rhythm of her hand moving along the page, long strokes for ys and gs, the dots sharp like little stabs. The occasional lip-chewing pause while she thinks, the slight headshake before she crosses something out. I can tell if she’s writing a memory or jotting down questions and possible answers based solely on how she guards her words.

If she restlessly shifts in her seat, protecting the pages whenever someone passes too close for comfort, she’s writing memories. If she doesn’t notice people whizzing by, she’s focused on the possible answers to all those questions she poses in the margins. I meticulously catalog all the inconsequential details, memorizing the nuances of her expressions, how she bites the tip of her fineliner when she reads the memories back and how she always has more to add.

Sometimes, when the need grows too visceral, I approach, though I’ve been careful not to since she bolted out of my car last week, running as if she were chased by vicious dogs.

I broke into her room that night. Of course I did, I couldn’t stop imagining what nightmare she’d fallen into. I had to know exactly what she saw, but there were no new flashbacks in her diary. Not that night and not any night since. I found all the stuff about her mom though, she’s been writing that in the back, for some reason. But that doesn’t help me now.

I know she’s regained at least three new memories. Her eyes turned dull on Monday, then again when I interrupted her reading in the almost empty cafeteria late on Tuesday. And again, when she spilt hot coffee all over herself this morning.

Including the flashback from the car, that’s four glimpses into the past, but nothing on the page.

Whatever she remembered this week wasn’t as intense, but the sadness in her eyes drove me crazy late into the nights.

Why isn’t she writing about whatever she saw?

I need to know what she saw.

I’ve been holding back from getting close to her all week. I should keep at a safe distance. It’s enough that—in a way—I’ve been compromising the task when I’m alone, fucking my hand to thoughts of Hailey’s round, perky ass, full lips, and what I imagine to be a pretty, pink pussy.

Once the orgasm has rattled through me, I’m fine. Ashamed she is the shining star of my fantasies but in control of my actions...

Too bad that soon enough I somehow find myself wherever she is... and it’s not only during the day now.

Careful not to make a sound, I close Hailey’s bedroom door behind me, my eyes dart to her nightstand for confirmation that the diary’s there.

It is, so now I’m a creep, watching the sleeping beauty.

She’s tangled in the sheets like every other night, though tonight she’s facing the wall, not me. That’s disappointing. I enjoy her unguarded face.

Though I admit... in this position my view is fucking exquisite. She has one leg draped over the comforter, the soft curve of her hip bathed in the moonlight.

I’ve seen countless boobs in my life, dozens of pussies, women in the throes of ecstasy, their bodies shaking and asses bouncing as I powered inside them, but Hailey’s hip is somehow the most arousing, stimulating sight.

It’s so fucking erotic it should be illegal.

She should be illegal. It’s unnatural for a woman to exude such raw magnetism.

Just as it’s unnatural for a man like me to get so hung up on a woman. A woman who’s supposed to be nothing more than a means to an end, a tool in my hands.

It’s appalling, this primitive want, the feral need to hear her moans and see her come undone beneath me.

I only want her because I can’t let myself have her.

The forbidden fruit tastes the sweetest.

I shake off the moment, moving my eyes back to her diary. This is why I’m here. I need answers, not a boner.

Too little, too late.

My boots barely make a sound on the carpet as I snatch the diary and lock myself in the en suite.

Nothing new... not one fucking sentence.

I exit the bathroom, place the diary back where it belongs and pause for a split second, checking it looks untouched.

I’m almost at the door, almost grabbing the handle when a sharp gasp pierces the air.

An invisible frost breathes across my neck.

Cold hands squeeze my throat, touting a sense of imminent danger.

Fuck! Busted.

I don’t have a single explanation for why I’m here in the middle of the night. My only line of defense is to lie. But, angling my head as I slowly turn toward her, I find she’s still facing away.

The tightness in my chest unravels thread by thread as I soundlessly plaster myself against the wall, hiding in the darkness.

Relief doesn’t last long.

Hailey’s breathing grows loud, erratic, punctuated by agonized, distressed whimpers.

I think she’s having a nightmare, but... she doesn’t sound asleep. More like she’s having a panic attack.

My brows furrow. I saw her panic when she bolted out of my car. She was hysterical. She ran, waved her hands, scratched my face, and cried. There’s none of that now.

She’s still as a statue while the sounds she’s making grow more and more sinister. My pulse whooshes in my ears. An anxious, confused edge seizes my thoughts.

What the fuck?

Her whimpers fill the room, chilling me to the bone. They’re not loud but muffled like she can’t open her mouth. Like she’s gagged. Her shoulders barely move even though I can hear she’s pulling down gallons of air.

This isn’t right.

It’s not natural.

She’s frantic, trapped, desperate, and... motionless.

My blood chills, thickens and, soon enough, my veins flow with cherry slurpy. Every fiber in me wants to touch her, grab her, mold her into me and calm her down but rational thinking chains me in place.

If she sees me, I’ll blow my cover. She’ll tell Vaughn about the creep who broke into her bedroom and he’ll take her away first thing in the morning.

I can’t afford to lose her...

The more distressed Hailey sounds, the harder it gets to stand my ground. Her fear’s almost corporeal, substantiating in the air.

Fucking suffocating.

My hands ball into tight fists when my fingers twitch with the urge to touch her. Reason and instinct battle inside my head. One says wait, the other screams help her.

Each distressed whimper hits me like Tyson’s right hook.

It’s maddening and I’m so fucking grateful I can’t see her face. If I saw the terror I’m certain is in her eyes, I’d be with her by now. I’d jeopardize the task and risk Rhett’s life.

I’d risk my life.

Maybe even Hailey’s.

All to hold her. Calm her. Be there for her.

Time slows, drags like a dead weight. Every second’s an eternity. I’m so engrossed in Hailey, so consumed by the whirlwind of emotions running rampant inside me that I almost miss her head jerk.

It’s barely noticeable, but feels monumental.

Her breathing slows, her whimpers soften, and three heartbeats later, she sits up, shaking all over. She tangles her fingers in the comforter, her face bathed in the moonlight.

Tears stain her cheeks, the sight halving my lung capacity. For a fleeting moment, the world shrinks to her pain and my struggle before she slowly, like a mechanical doll, gets out of bed, her knees bending stiffly for the short distance to the bathroom.

She grabs the handle, flicks the light on and steps inside, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

Thank fucking God.

Leaning my head back against the wall, I let out a slow, measured breath, a storm of emotions raging within.

This was supposed to be easy. Get in, extract the information Rhett needs, and get out, but Hailey, with her pretty face, smarts, vulnerability, and raw emotions, quickly became a complication I hadn’t anticipated.

A complication I don’t fucking need.

The sound of running water from the bathroom mingles with Hailey’s continued soft sobs. My ears perk up, catching and magnifying every sound she makes.

I’m stalling...

Time to leave.

One silent step at a time I leave the room and don’t stop until I’m all the way outside, leaning against the wall, the cold, biting air a welcome distraction from Hailey’s inexplicable magnetism.

Her sobs, those whimpers, the fear... every sound she made is a small rubber ball without aim, knocking about my head, stirring my violent streak.

This isn’t part of the plan.

Caring isn’t part of the fucking plan.

Yet, here I am, flexing my fingers, itching to kill whatever caused her pain. Her past, the nightmare, tangible or not, it should fucking suffer...

Then again, I should want her to suffer. Why am I fighting on the wrong team?
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Why am I here?

I promised myself I wouldn’t show up and told Hailey the same thing. I was desperate to stay locked in my room, but the minute I saw her walking around the lake with Chloe, Rachel, and the dead man walking—Jensen—I knew my resolution wouldn’t last.

I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be roaming this throng of sweaty bodies moving to the bass from the speakers strategically placed around the perimeter. I shouldn’t give a fuck who Hailey’s dancing with or how much she had to drink.

Her head is fine now.

Healed.

Her memories are returning faster and faster. Those she’s written about are still scattered, incomplete and mostly making little sense, but there’s no threat to her mind if she has one drink too many. Unless she hits her head hard, the gradual rebuilding of the abyss of her past is safe.

But she isn’t.

Not here, surrounded by drunk, rowdy college kids. Not with sleazy Jensen planning to make a move. Not unless I watch her. Not unless I keep her safe.

I navigate the crowd where the bonfire soars into the sky outside, at least ten feet tall and just as wide. A group of loud seniors are playing some idiotic college game, timing themselves chugging pitchers of beer. One’s already puking his guts out behind the tree line, but it doesn’t faze the others.

With a bottle in hand, I scan the crowd for Hailey. There are at least two hundred people out here, and more inside the derelict building. Stage and strobe lights bounce off the weathered façade, eerie shadows dance across the ground, people move, talk, dance... but Hailey’s nowhere in sight. Neither is Chloe, Rachel, or even Jensen. Surveying every face, I move toward the building.

Bass shakes the walls, dust settling over my shoulders as soon as I cross the threshold. Turning right, I spot Hailey with her friends, laughing across the room, and my insides do a weird pirouette. She’s different tonight. No trace of the vulnerability she’s worn all fucking week. No trace of the panic that ate her alive last night.

She’s uncharacteristically cheerful. Vibrant. Alive... her behavior hinting that the beer she’s holding is not her first tonight. At least she’s nursing a bottle, not a red solo cup with contents of questionable origin.

Jensen’s nearby, swaying on his feet, unfocused eyes roving the room without purpose until they stop on Hailey. I can almost hear his thoughts as he looks her over, then moves off. He’s spent the week seizing every opportunity to ask her out. She’s dodged his bullets, always needed elsewhere whenever he gets too close.

But Jensen’s an idiot and didn’t get the message.

Neither mine, nor Hailey’s.

He comes closer. Dips his head to whisper in Hailey’s ear, his lips a breath from her skin.

My pulse goes haywire.

Without a word, but with a purposeful roll of her blue eyes that gets me rock fucking hard, she follows him to the makeshift dance floor. “Used to the Darkness” by Des Rocs gives way to “Amsterdam” by Nothing But Thieves.

One of my favorite songs.

They start dancing. I’m sure she’s only indulging Jensen so he’ll back off, which would be fine if it didn’t make me consider ripping his fingers out one by one.

He’s too close. No man’s allowed this close to her.

The way she moves, swaying those alluring hips in time with the music, her blonde, silky hair flowing down her back, the lights highlighting her smooth skin... she’s addictive.

So fucking beautiful.

It’s maddening that I can’t peel my eyes off her. Every fiber in me screams to look away, keep my distance, stick to the fucking plan, but the line between duty and want has blurred so much it’s nearly nonexistent.

The song reaches the bridge, and my chest tightens as Jensen sidles up behind Hailey. His heated eyes devour her chest over her shoulder, his intentions clear as day.

My blood rages in a maelstrom until I can barely keep myself from snapping his neck right here, right now. I grit my teeth, biting down on the overpowering emotions.

He’s a civilian. I don’t kill civilians unless there’s a valid reason. Francis battered my mother and deserved way worse than he got. Jensen’s just clingy. A horny college kid. No matter how tempting the promise of his screams, I have a job to do, and pointless bloodshed won’t help. Hailey’s gorgeous, who can blame him for trying his luck?

I can. I do.

The forced calm lasts three whole seconds. Anger gushes through me, more potent, scorching, as Jensen crowds Hailey’s back. He snakes one arm around her middle, drawing her closer.

As if he knows I’m watching, as if he’s deliberately challenging my restraint, as if he thinks showing me the middle finger is a wise move, he dips his head and drags his lips along the delicate skin of Hailey’s neck.

Something primal inside me roars, writhes, and snarls. A beast pawing the dirt, ready for carnage. It begs to be unleashed when uncertainty and nervousness flash across Hailey’s face.

I’m moving before the rational part of my brain can stop me.

Hailey peers down to where Jensen’s holding her way too low, his palm not far off cupping her pussy. She moves his hand over her stomach. It doesn’t stay there long. He drops it lower again, his fingers on her hip, fisting her dress.

The crowd doesn’t part for me the way it does in Bravo. There, one look at me ignites a mix of fear and respect. My clothes, my gait, my face, my gun... all send people scattering.

Here, I barrel through the crowd with the determination of a charging bull, elbowing my way toward Hailey.

Her brows draw together, a worried crease as she tries wiggling out of Jensen’s embrace without making a scene. Overly polite. Overly considerate. She should knee his balls, then once he bends in half, knee his nose.

She doesn’t, and the violence inside me soars.

I bludgeon my way through the last group of dancers, throwing them off rhythm, and the commotion draws Jensen’s attention. Color drains from his face and his hands fall down his sides as he stumbles back, away from Hailey, his eyes wide.

My first instinct is to nail his face. It’s the least he deserves for making Hailey anxious, but one look at her changes the plan.

She notices me in time, visibly relieved when I reach her. My heart bangs like a kick-back from the gun I imagine pressing against Jensen’s temple.

“Hey,” Hailey coos, her cheeks growing pink. “You said you weren’t coming.”

“So did you.” I cuff her wrist, then lace our fingers as I steer her out of the building.

“Where are we—” She stumbles over an empty wine bottle, losing her balance.

I snap my arms around her waist, pulling her flush to my chest, her small hands bracing against my pecs. She’s warm, flushed, her skin’s clammy, and locks damp, stuck to her neck.

“Careful, pretty girl. How much have you had to drink?”

“Not that much,” she mutters, betraying the lie when her breathing hitches and hungry eyes drop to my lips. She swallows hard, attempting to control the desire glowing from her neck and cheeks. “Where are we going?”

“Back to campus.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue.”

I lead her out of the building; the stuffy atmosphere of the party gives way to the heat of the crackling bonfire.

I guess she was right all those weeks ago when we sat on the boat platform... I am a bit of a caveman.

Maybe more than a bit.

Jensen’s lips touching her neck plays on the back of my eyelids, fueling the acid dissolving my veins. Holding Hailey’s hand is all that’s stopping me from turning around and throwing punches at Jensen’s face.

The last three minutes prove Hailey’s no longer a task. No longer a tool or a means to an end.

She’s an obsession. A constant worry at the back of my mind. I can’t shake it.

Another novelty. I’ve never felt this territorial about a woman. About anyone, but Hailey’s stirs a sinister, reckless flavor of possessiveness.

“I don’t want to go.” She snatches her hand from my grip, her expression a compromise between anger, confusion, and... lust? “Let’s stay.”

“The party’s over, Hailey,” I grit out.

It is lust swimming in her eyes... and it triggers a short, erotic fantasy: Hailey on her back, naked, her legs spread wide to make room for me.

The sudden, primitive urge to feel her, claim her, mark her pools in my stomach, chest, and my fucking cock. It’s maddening. I want her body, her moans, her nails scraping my back. I want her orgasm. Orgasms powerful enough she’ll be too exhausted to move.

“No it isn’t!” She pokes my chest. “Tell me why I can’t stay or I’m going back inside.”

“Like hell you are.” Without thinking, I swing her light frame over my shoulder.

I feel her.

Not just where our bodies make contact, but everywhere. She’s a virus running rampant through my system. A fucking infestation of tiny insects burrowing deep under my skin.

“You’re done for the night.”

Unsurprisingly, no one follows. No one tries to stop me marching away with a defenseless girl.

Surprisingly, Hailey doesn’t react.

I was certain she’d pummel my back with her little fists, but no. She simply grasps the back of my t-shirt with both hands like she’s here for the ride.

“You’re confusing,” she mumbles a hundred yards later. “Can you stop? It hurts.”

“What hurts?”

“My tummy. Your shoulder’s hard.”

“Yes, bones usually are.” I slide her down my front. The warmth of her body works miracles on my wellbeing, keeping me from turning back to end Jensen.

Now that would be stupid with all those witnesses.

I haul Hailey up again. This time, her legs have nowhere to go but around my waist and—fuck... that feels good.

“I can walk, you know?”

“I’m aware.”

She lets out a long breath, waving the white flag before the fight’s even begun. A few steps later, her head lolls onto my shoulder, her small hands cinching my neck.

I keep walking. One hundred, two, three hundred yards in utter silence. I think she’s asleep until her lips part in the crook of my neck.

“Nash?”

“Yeah?”

“Why did you take me away?” she asks, her sweet, warm breath sighing against my skin to leave goosebumps. “I had fun. Jensen’s pushy but I can handle him.”

I’m sure she can. She fucking shouldn’t, though. I’d love nothing more than to go back, drag him a safe distance from the party and make good on my promise. I could put Hailey in bed, tuck her in so she’s safe, and then come back and break Jensen’s fingers, wrists, elbows, jaw, nose, knees... every bone I can fucking think of.

But that would be stupid. It’d raise too many suspicions and I can’t have Hailey doubting me.

“Why did you take me away?” she asks again.

Because there’s no way in heaven or hell that any man will touch you while I’m watching. And if I can help it, not even when I don’t watch.

“Because you’re drunk and Jensen’s a sleazy motherfucker.”

Her lips curl against the soft spot under my ear as her fingers tangle in my hair. She toys with the short strands, sending pleasant ripples through my tense muscles.

It’s calming. She’s calming. A potent sedative.

Another eight hundred yards, and we enter the girls’ dorm, Hailey still in my arms. She weighs next to nothing. A little feather, warm and safe as I navigate the winding corridors, silence blanketing the entire building. Almost everyone is on the other side of the lake, and anyone who skipped the party is probably asleep by now.

The floorboards creak with every step, louder than during the day, and dimmed lights cast our shadows over the bare walls.

I adjust Hailey as I climb the narrow staircase, keeping her in my arms when we reach her bedroom door.

“Good memory,” she praises.

For all she knows, I’ve only been here once.

“Where’s your key?”

“Back pocket.”

Moving one arm under her butt for support, I use the other hand to check the pockets of her denim dress. “It’s not.”

“Oh... then... I think Chloe has it.”

Fuck my life. No way I’m going back across the lake. It’s too big of a risk. My fist might accidentally slip and land on Jensen’s nose.

“Looks like you’re sleeping in my bed tonight.”

She arches back, her big eyes meeting mine. “I am?”

“Yeah. You are.” I’m already on the move, my heart picking up rhythm as I descend the stairs. “Unless you’d rather sleep on your doormat?”

She chews her lip, considering the option.

“You’re not sleeping on the doormat, Hailey. Head on my shoulder. I can’t see where I’m going.”

Ejecting all air from her lungs, she obeys, nuzzling her face so close I feel her eyelashes brush my skin when she blinks.

I could get used to this.

Five minutes later, we enter my room. I drop Hailey on the bed and fetch a fresh t-shirt from the closet.

“You’ll be uncomfortable sleeping in your dress,” I explain.

Without a word, she gets up, a little unsteady on her feet as she pads across the room, locking herself in the bathroom before I can order her to strip right here. What wouldn’t I give to watch her change...

Bad idea. God knows it’ll be torture keeping my hands from her all night. It’s already hard not to touch her whenever she’s within reach. Seeing her naked would complicate things further.

Stripping out of Nash’s uncomfortable clothes, I leave my watch and phone on the bedside table, then get between the sheets, willing my cock to stop twitching like it’s trying to burst out of my boxers and corner Hailey in the bathroom.

The door cracks open five minutes later. She peeks into the room, her dress neatly folded, eyes idling between the bed and the loveseat tucked against the opposite wall.

“Don’t even think about it,” I warn, pulling the covers aside. “Get that pretty ass in bed, or so help me.”

A small smile lights up her face, cheeks flushed, though I don’t think it’s embarrassment heating her skin. It’s however many drinks she’s downed. She leaves the dress on my desk and comes closer, hips swaying, my tee swishing around her mid-thighs.

“I don’t like sleeping on that side.” She points at the empty space. “Can you move across?”

“No.”

“Oh come on. Pretty please?”

“No, Hailey. If I move, there’s nothing between you and the door.” I cuff her wrist, tugging until those killer legs have to clamber over me.

With a little pout, she makes herself comfortable, kicking the comforter about and whacking the pillow like it’s threatened her family before she lays down, facing me.

The warmth of her body seeps into mine, igniting needs and wants I doused while she was in the bathroom. Her sweet floral perfume wafts in the air, permeating the bed sheets. I’ll smell her here for days until room service changes the sheets.

It takes less than a minute for her breaths to even out. Either she’s comfortable around me or utterly exhausted. The night lamp bathes her skin in an orange glow, her lashes casting long shadows over her porcelain cheeks. No trace of a blush...

How disappointing.

Not long ago she didn’t trust me enough to admit her father was lying. Now, she’s falling asleep beside me, unconcerned that she’s at her most vulnerable.

A strand of blonde hair falls across her face, moving with every breath she takes. Involuntarily and against all rational thoughts, I tuck it behind her ear. She stirs, but doesn’t wake, nuzzling her face deeper into the pillow. I don’t backtrack, running gentle fingers from her ear down over the line of her jaw. She’s soft, delicate, so fragile beneath the tough exterior.

I don’t know how long I watch her for, but it can’t be more than ten minutes before her eyes pop open.

“Nash?”

I always fucking hate it when she calls me that, but right now it’s unbearable. The tone of her voice, the intent behind it, that raspy whisper...

I want Carter to roll off her sweet lips like that. Right now, in this very moment when she stares at me, her blue irises almost completely swallowed by black pupils, cheeks and neck flushed a pale shade of pink...

My favorite.

“I’m here, pretty girl. Sleep.”

She flips onto her belly, rises on one elbow and, before I anticipate her next move, she pushes me onto my back, flinging one leg over my middle.

She’s on top.

She’s fucking straddling me.

The comforter pools around her, her locks a veil flirting with her arms and shoulders. She stares down at me, feasting on my face, clear in what she wants as she slides a little lower, settling the most tempting part of her beautiful body on my cock.

This... this is my funeral. I swear, this girl will get me killed.

She adjusts herself again, her lips parting in surprise when my cock swells under her.

Not a teenie weenie, pretty girl, is it?

She shepherds the shock quickly and, with a breathless sigh, she fucking grinds into me.

Her lips part but she doesn’t throw her head back like every other woman I’ve fucked over the years. No, Hailey holds my gaze, a hint of confusion flashing in her eyes that gives way to determination when she briefly zeroes in on my mouth.

I’m so surprised I can’t find my tongue.

Where’s this coming from?

Is it alcohol?

A dirty dream?

Pent-up need?

Maybe I’m dreaming.

“I know there’s ugly here...” she whispers, touching the scars marking her neck, arms, thighs. Old first, then new. “But it’s not so bad, is it? Not pretty but... plausible?”

I hate that she’s so insecure.

She’s beauty personified. Every blemish, and imperfection. Every milky inch of her skin. Those small boobs, angry red scars, and those that almost melt with her complexion. That glint in her eyes, the bow of her full, kissable lips, those round, blushing cheeks...

She’s a romantic piece from the turn of the last century. Fiery personality clothed in innocence.

“What are you doing, Hailey?” I sidestep her question.

Telling her how sexy I think she is will encourage her and she’s not thinking clearly, her judgment clouded by alcohol.

The question falls on deaf ears as she moves again, angling her hips to press her clit against the hard bulge in my boxers.

“You’re drunk,” I grit out, every word requiring more effort. “You’ll regret this tomorrow, Hailey. Get off me and sleep.”

She pouts again, pursing those ruby lips a second before a pang of mortification crosses her face. There’s more there... regret? Sadness? Whatever it is, I hate it.

It doesn’t fucking suit her. That arousing, awed glint flickers away. Cheeks flush scarlet as she glances down the length of her body, stopping at the point where we meet, the exact spot hidden beneath the black fabric of the tee she’s wearing.

I can’t handle the shame heating her cheeks. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. She’s breathtaking, beyond erotic when she prioritizes her own needs. Absolutely spellbinding.

“Hailey.”

She doesn’t look up.

What’s more, she starts sliding off and... fuck. I shouldn’t, but I fill my hands with her hips, holding her in place.

“Eyes, pretty girl. Look at me.”

“Um... I’m sor—”

“Don’t finish that sentence. Look at me.”

Now she does. The order in my voice isn’t something she’ll willingly disobey.

“You want to come, don’t you?” I dip my fingers in her flesh. “No. You need to come, isn’t that right?” Mimicking the move she made a moment ago, I yank her a few inches closer, a low groan vibrating in my chest at the contact. “You’re so worked up you’re dripping. I can feel how wet you are.” I push her back, my body wound up tight as her pussy crawls across my cock. Her mouth parts on cue, a silent oh. “You can use me, but I want your eyes on mine while you do it.”

“I... I—” she stutters.

She’s not sure what to do, but her body decides for her. She grinds into me, her cheeks red hot.

My. Favorite. View.

“Nash...”

“Don’t think. Ride me, Hailey.”

And she does.

She lets loose, pushing her inhibitions aside as she angles her hips back and forth. Her uncertainty fades fast. She starts slow, then gains momentum in sync with the sweet moans penetrating the otherwise silent room.

Another oh, louder, beyond titillating.

“Good?” I question, my heart hammering my chest, my stomach twisting like a wrung-out rag.

“So... oh. So good.”

She tugs the hem of her t-shirt, pinches the fabric between her fingers and it rolls up, then falls, and rolls up again, giving me glimpses of her bare stomach and...

“Fuck,” I growl, eyes where she’s flashing her pussy, bare save for a strip of dark hair. “Where are your panties?”

“I... God... I don’t sleep in my underwear.”

She’s definitely trying to kill me.

I openly stare at the glistening, pink, swollen bundle of nerves at the apex of her thighs, darkness consuming my mind in a split second.

Not darkness... jealousy.

“Names,” I rasp. “I want the name of every fucker who’s ever seen you this way, Hailey.”

Disheveled, horny, eyes hooded, lips parted... I don’t blink, refusing to miss one detail.

“Why?” she gasps, looking through thick eyelashes.

So I can kill every man who witnessed this. Every man who’s still thinking about her, recalling the awed bliss painting her face. I can’t have some lowlife jerking off to his memories of her.

A small smile curves her lips like she knows something I don’t. It slips quickly, morphing into a satisfied o. She lifts her hand, tapping the side of her head.

“I can’t remember names.”

I slide my hands a little lower, filling my hands with the soft flesh of her ass and guide her moves. A little faster, a bit more pressure because she’s close.

This image—Hailey in my t-shirt, grinding over me—will forever remain carved into my brain. The way her back arches and her fingers dig into her thighs. Pink cheeks, the tendons pulsing along her neck, the sweat beading at her hairline.

Gorgeous. So fucking gorgeous.

She makes a little whimpering noise at the back of her throat that almost sends me spiraling.

I want her moans in my mouth. I want to drink every whimper and gasp while our tongues mingle. I want her pouty lower lip between my teeth. I want her under me, those big eyes staring up, her thighs cinching my waist.

It takes every ounce of control buried deep within my bones not to take what I want. What I need.

I picture my hands ripping the t-shirt off her, fingers toying with her nipples. I picture biting her neck and thrusting my hips to help her get off. I see my arms wrapping around her back, holding her close, molded into my chest. Heartbeat to heartbeat. Skin on skin. Trapped.

No space between us.

But the reality, as torturous as it is, isn’t worse. It’s fucking amazing. Her sweet, hot pussy sweeps my cock with more and more purpose. My boxers are soaked where she makes contact using the stiff length to her own advantage.

And boy, do I fucking let her.

“Hailey,” I coax. “Come for me, pretty girl.”

She shudders, upping the tempo. Faster, harder. Another moan fills the room. Louder, shorter. Just like every breath she swallows... She’s close. So fucking close I almost taste it.

That almost is agony. I want her orgasm bursting onto my tongue, my fingers, my cock.

What is she doing to me?

I never care about the women I fuck. My needs are the only goal, but right now I want nothing more than her orgasm.

“That’s it. You’re almost there and I. Want. To. Watch.”

I fucked my hand thinking about her for weeks, but not one scenario I’ve conjured rivals the raw intensity of this moment. If I had one wish, I wouldn’t wish for money or power. I wouldn’t wish to find out where the evidence is or what information Rhett’s hiding.

Because he is hiding something from me.

I’d wish for Hailey to be sober. Sober, willing and as pliant as she is now, her soft gasps hitting my ears like staccato.

“Good girl,” I whisper. “You’ll come for me in three...” She angles her hips, searching for more friction. “Two...” I sink my fingers into her hip bones, helping her work faster. “One.” And just this once, I thrust up, too weak to resist the temptation of sending her over the edge. “Now, Hailey. Let go.”

She stills for one second, and then her whole body shakes on top of mine, her moans so loud I cover her mouth with one hand, the other still guiding her moves.

“Oh yes, right there,” she mewls, throwing her head back at last, both hands kneading her breasts through the black tee.

Laying still instead of pinning her down is unbearable. I want to dip two fingers inside her and feel her pussy clench. I want to make her come again, and again...

“That’s it, that’s it, Hailey. That’s a good girl. Don’t stop. Not yet. Keep working.”

If I could, if she was sober, I’d have her on her back, screaming into my hand again within seconds. I’d dive between her thighs and feast until dawn.

Her orgasm perfumes the air, driving me incoherent with need. I’m not far off exploding in my boxers like a pre-ejaculating teen without a shred of control.

“Gorgeous,” I say, taking my hand from her mouth. “Fucking gorgeous when you come.”

I grip her waist, push her back a little, then pull her down until she lays on my chest, a content sigh hitting my ears. The need to close her lips with mine almost tears me a new one, but like everything else, it’ll have to wait until she’s sober.

My arms snake around her when she nestles her head under my chin, utterly spent.

She’ll get me killed. I fucking know it.
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An hour. That’s how long it takes before my hard-on subsides. Hailey sleeps like a baby, exhausted and tipsy, her cheek against my shoulder, face snuggled into the crook of my neck.

I weave my fingers through her hair in a mechanical motion, mesmerized by the liquid silk feel of the long strands.

It’s new. Everything I do with this girl is brand fucking new. Letting her use me without getting off myself?

New.... on so many levels.

My needs are always my priority. When I fuck, I fuck to come. To feel good. To release the tension from my knotted muscles and briefly forget about the blood on my hands and the threats lurking in the shadows.

If the woman I pound into comes too... good for her. If she doesn’t... better luck next time.

The same treatment could never apply to Hailey. I waited for her orgasm as if it’d save the world, cure diseases, and end poverty. I don’t know why. It goes against everything I know about myself, but I didn’t mind keeping my dick on a leash.

It took more control than anything ever should not to spill in my boxers, but one thought helped me along: She’s tipsy. This isn’t for your fucking benefit, only hers.

I’ve never been as entranced as when she ground into me. I could stare at her for hours.

Fuck knows what it is about her, but I’m defenseless against my instincts. Instincts that revel in the soft, sweet heat of her body beside me. Instincts that demand I toy with her hair.

There’s no need to get this close.

My task is retrieving her memories. Her trust was a part of it for a moment and that moment’s gone. Now, her trust is simply an unnecessary distraction.

I don’t need her trust. I don’t need her to tell me what she remembers because I know. I read all about it.

Well... not all of it; I still don’t know what she saw this week, but I have a feeling it isn’t relevant to the bigger picture.

Hailey wants to find out why her father’s lying. She’s rigorous in posing questions and detailing what might be relevant, while skimming over any details that don’t hold value.

Whatever she’s omitting can’t be important. What she’s written is enough. More than enough. The pages are filled with raw honesty... unfiltered Hailey in five different colors.

I’ve spent hours studying her words. I’ve read and re-read every sentence until I can recite the whole fucking thing.

It’s fascinating how her mind works. How quickly she invents plausible answers she can’t confirm. As fascinating as the liquid silk of her locks sliding between my rough fingers and tangling in my signet ring—the one accessory I refused to drop when I morphed into Nash.

Spending time with Hailey is dangerous. I should muster the hate and distance myself. The thought, a bit foggy around the edges, is there: push her away. I should, but my body operates on a different wavelength where she’s concerned.

My arms don’t budge.

Instead of loosening the hold, like I really fucking need to, a dominant, almost primal impulse has me grazing my lips over her hairline. She’s so close I crane my neck until a dull pain starts, but I do it. The impulse is too strong to ignore.

Overpowering.

I’m weak because... I do it again. I drag my parted lips over her skin and stamp a soft kiss on her head. My stomach tightens immediately, guilt sprouting like a magic bean. I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t give in to the pull.

It’s just fucking desire. Primal, controllable...

Easier said than done.

Hailey’s intoxicating. A potent drug. Not the kind to instigate that addictive feeling of invincibility or euphoria. Far from it.

Hailey’s a bad drug. The kind of high that fucks me up so bad I’m tripping. Paranoia, cold sweats, tremors... I’m not far from crumbling under the mayhem. She leaves me teetering on the edge of sanity, threatening to shatter my psyche.

It’s like my mind’s not mine anymore. The correct thoughts are there, but they hold zero leverage over my actions.

And the irony?

Once the dizzying rush disappears, once she’s not within my reach, I crave another hit like a drowning man craves air.

◆◆◆

When I wake up bright and early, Hailey’s not in the same position she fell asleep in. Instead of sprawling over my chest with her lips almost kissing the crook of my neck, my face is in her hair, arms tightly around her, her feet between my thighs... a big spoon to her small.

She was calm all night. I dreaded a panic attack, like the one I witnessed in her room, but nothing happened. Not a hint of a nightmare. Not one whimper.

She feels safe with me...

Silly girl. I’m worse than her nightmares. I’m a plague infesting her life and using her vulnerability. I’m a monster in her closet. One she can’t run away from.

One she doesn’t know exists.

My pulse accelerates as I let myself feel every inch of her soft warmth against my skin. I feel trapped even though she’s in my arms. I can move away. I’m physically capable. Nothing’s holding me here, but I don’t move.

Of course I don’t. I spread my fingers over her belly, molding her further into me.

Bad fucking drug.

The outline of her ass pressing into my groin amplifies my raging hard-on. My imagination runs wild as I picture brushing her hair away to uncover her neck. My teeth grazing the soft flesh, the hem of her tee rolling up over her ass. My hand covering her mouth and muffling her moans so she doesn’t wake the whole fucking floor. My cock springing free from my boxers and thrusting inside her in this exact position. My other hand moving her leg back, opening her up to give me easy access to play her clit.

Fuck, I want her under me, face down, my arms flush with hers, holding her still, caged.

I inhale, filling my lungs with her scent, barely stopping myself grinding into her. In the next breath I jerk away, almost leaping out of bed.

My skin tingles where her warmth was pressed against me, replaced by an unpleasant chill. Balling my fists, I enter the bathroom, putting some much-needed distance between us.

I turn the shower, stripping off my boxers, my cock like a metal pole as scorching hot water patters my tense muscles.

I was mellow a moment ago. Now, it feels like Hailey has a lasso snared around my middle and she’s roping me in inch by inch. I fight it but this girl has supernatural strength.

Eyes closed, I brace against the off-white tiles, and wrap my fingers around my shaft. For one fleeting second, I stay still, reconsidering... and then I pump hard. Angry, almost painful strokes. The orgasm builds at the base of my spine faster than ever before. When I’m about to blow, I stop.

Punishment for the weakness Hailey ignites.

This is detox.

I start again, determined to rewire my brain with slow, measured precision as I fist my cock, jerking up and down while twisting my wrist around the head.

The pure ecstasy painting Hailey’s face last night comes back to taunt me and I almost fucking lose it.

I yank my hand away, my cock twitching, throbbing, so close to a release I won’t indulge in.

Punishment for veering off course.

Steam clouds the bathroom, hanging thickly in the air. I barely see the tiles right in front of my face. Hot water pools at my feet, every inch of my skin burning from the temperature and burning for her.

I fist my cock again, fucking my hand like I want to fuck Hailey’s pussy, ass, mouth. Every jerk of my hips almost sends me over, but I grit my teeth, stop, and repeat the torture, imagining she’s the one driving me this feral. That she’s the one denying me sweet release.

Punishment for craving another hit.

From the top. Five, ten, fifteen denied orgasms. My body’s exhausted, my balls so full they’re painful, my cock so swollen every touch drives me insane. I don’t know how long I’m at it. The pads of my fingers are water-wrinkled when I grasp the base again, squeezing hard as I stroke faster and faster, shaking harder the closer I get.

And then—because I’m goddamn certain I could hurt Hailey right now, because I fucking hate her—I let the orgasm rattle through me, an apocalyptic release. So potent my knees buckle, so potent that dark spots blur my vision. I milk the warm cum spattering the tiles, shaking with every erratic breath I pull down.

It takes three minutes to regain my balance. Another five to shower, dry-off and stumble back into the bedroom, a towel draped over my hips.

The hatred still simmers beneath my skin. I’m itching, vibrating with it, pure wrath scorching my veins. One look at the clock tells me I’ve been torturing myself for half an hour.

One look at the bed tells me it was all for nothing.

Hailey’s nose is buried deep in my pillow, as if my scent keeps her sleeping peacefully. As if my scent—and by extension me—is the only thing that lets her rest.

The defenses I erected a moment ago shatter like fine china. It’s a merry-go-round with this girl. Hailey’s memories and my guesses are the passengers. There aren’t many yet, but the seat where my hatred sat is empty already. It’s empty because just now, hatred evaporated like a drop of water on a scorching metal roof in full sun, leaving no trace, no proof it was ever there.

Something else is beelining for the spot. Something disturbing. Something I won’t name.

There’s no room on the ride for that something.

I’m overcome by that infuriating impulse to hold Hailey close, once again under the influence of my personal bad fucking drug. My head’s full of her riding me last night. The pure bliss painting her face, the narrow strip of hair between her legs where I want to bury my nose and inhale, the sweet, mewling sounds she made...

It takes everything I have to keep from climbing back in bed beside her.
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I glance over Rhett’s email while latte drips into the takeout cup. There’s a link to a high-security server where Apollo’s uploaded some files containing Vaughn’s recent moves.

Nothing useful, but I guess Rhett wants me in the loop. I was supposed to call him last night with an update—not that there’s much to update him on—but Hailey stole my focus.

He can wait a little longer.

That’s not something I’d ever say about Dante, so when his name flashes on my screen, I answer immediately, balancing two coffees and a box of painkillers as I head out.

“Carter,” he denotes. “There’s been an—” He cuts himself off so abruptly I half-expect the call’s dropped, but when I check the screen, it’s ongoing.

“Dante?”

“I’m here,” he huffs, his tone hesitant. “Where are you?”

“Where I’m supposed to be: Lakeside. Why?”

Another thirty-second pause, nothing but faint clicking sounds in the background.

“Is everything alright?” I ask, entering the dorm building.

“Yes, Jackson’s sending you directions. Head over to Boston today and pick something up for me from Andres.”

My brows meet in the middle. Pick up is Rookie’s domain. He’s the driver, on the road all week, but I know better than to question my boss.

“Sure. Ping me the location. Am I delivering to Chicago?”

“Yes,” he says, weighing the word. It’s odd. Dante’s always decisive, but right now he sounds like he’s second-guessing himself. “It’s a twelve-hour drive, isn’t it?”

“More or less,” I agree, steadying Hailey’s coffee as it wobbles on top of mine.

“Meet me in Delta at nine tomorrow evening.”

“I’ll see you then.”

He cuts the call without another word. All and any questions this exchange would normally prompt evade my mind as I push my bedroom door open, squinting against the morning light creeping through the blinds.

The warm, bitter scent of coffee accompanies me, masking the smell of sex perfuming the air.

I glance at the bed where she’s still asleep, tangled in the sheets. She’ll be a sight when she opens her eyes. Instead of the cute, pillow-cuddling pose she slept in half an hour ago, she’s sprawled out, one arm dangling over the edge, her blonde hair no longer a silky waterfall but a knotted wild mess.

I set the tray on the nightstand, careful not to make much noise so she’ll sleep off the headache, but as I step back, she snaps upright. Her wide eyes meet mine, and she holds my gaze, a panic of self-consciousness in hers.

“Morning.” I snatch my coffee off the tray. “Sleep well?”

She looks around, probably checking where she is, then bolts out of bed, her confidence from last night gone as she sprints to the bathroom, taking the comforter with her.

“How’s your head, pretty girl?” I call out, rapping my knuckles against the door.

“Painful,” she mumbles, her voice tinged with a mix of frustration and embarrassment.

“I brought painkillers. Grab a shower and come out before your coffee gets cold.”

“Um... yeah, okay.”

The water starts running a moment later. I take a seat in the wingback chair, flipping through my emails and messages until the bathroom door inches opens.

Hailey’s still in my t-shirt, her hair wet, eyes rimmed pink, uncertainty clouding her features. “I’m sorry about last night.” She pads toward the nightstand, then chases two pills with coffee.

“Which part of last night are you sorry about?”

She doesn’t sit, squirming in place and wringing her hands. “I... I’m sorry that...” Her voice breaks a little, wiping the smirk clear off my face.

My pulse speeds up when frightened tears pool in her eyes.

“Hailey, what—”

“I’m sorry I fell asleep before we took care of you,” she finishes, her voice quivering with every word. Her lips pinch and she’s rigid with tension. “I don’t know when I drifted off... I can...” She looks up but snatches her eyes away when she catches me staring. “I’ll do it right now. I know it’s too late, but—”

She falls silent when I jerk to my feet, erasing the distance between us, my pulse whooshing in my ears.

“Look at me,” I say, and give her no choice, tilting her chin up. “You think I’m annoyed I didn’t get off?”

“You’re not?”

Surprisingly, not at all. Which is fucking bizarre given my past. In all my years I’ve never not finished.

Last night was my first time.

“Did I look pissed off before you started apologizing?”

Her brows furrow, two vertical creases marking her forehead. “No... I guess not.”

“I’m pissed off now. I’m fucking fuming, thinking about the selfish fuckers you were with before me.”

Fucking hypocrite.

True. I am a selfish bastard, but as it turns out, I am anything but where Hailey’s concerned.

“Never apologize for something like this again. Never. Is that clear?”

“Um... so... we’re okay?” She’s so fucking embarrassed even her ears are pink.

“Of course we’re okay.”

“And you’re not mad I came on to you?”

I take another step forward, crowding her by the wall. “You have no idea how hot that was. I only tried to get you off me because I thought you’d regret it.”

“I don’t...” She tugs the t-shirt, the move beckoning my eyes lower. Her pebbled nipples jab against the fabric, reminding me she’s bare underneath. “I wasn’t that drunk. I only had two beers, but I hadn’t eaten all day, so it hit me quick.”

“You need to put more clothes on,” I rasp as the burning, primal need to have her resurfaces.

The pink of her cheeks spills lower, colors her neck, and... my restraint dies a sad death. I press her against the wall, one hand grazing her thigh, reveling in her soft skin.

She holds my gaze, a dare in hers as my fingers vanish under her t-shirt. Her breathing hitches and lips part, spurring me on. I trace a path up the side of her thigh, higher and higher.

She’s hot from her shower, the heat of her skin warming my fingertips as I reach the spot where the elastic of her panties should be... but isn’t.

I inhale a sharp breath, dropping both hands. The arousal in her eyes fuels the addiction corrupting my veins, but last night wasn’t supposed to happen. As much as I want a replay while she’s sober, now’s not the time.

It will never be the time.

This is already too complicated. Too risky. She’s a piece in this game and I’m lying, manipulating, and using her every step of the way. She doesn’t deserve that, but there’s no other way.

“Don’t let me touch you,” I say without conviction. I don’t fucking mean it. Not one word. “I don’t have nearly enough restraint when you’re around, pretty girl. Push me away.”

In the grand scheme of things that impulse forcing me closer to her is irrelevant. It’s not a good enough reason to jeopardize my father’s freedom.

This addiction isn’t worth the inevitable war that Alex’s evidence ending up in the wrong hands would start. Finding that evidence is a priority. Just like containing this clusterfuck before it’s too late.

Getting this close to Hailey is not the way, but... my legs won’t budge. She doesn’t fight back, making it that much harder to retreat. Want battles inside me with a sense of higher purpose.

This is the wrong side of the fence.

If I give in, I’ll open a Pandora’s box. More danger, more threats, more lies, but caring about all the reasons why this shouldn’t be happening is almost impossible right now.

“Push me away,” I say again, my tone firmer, a clear order.

One she blatantly disobeys.

She doesn’t push me away. No, she fucking ruins me.

One hand on my face, her fingers brushing my cheekbone, the other on my neck and... her perfect lips catching mine.

I freeze while my thoughts race. This is it. The last nail to my coffin. One kiss. Barely a kiss at all, nothing in comparison to our make-out session on stage, but it tips the scales and that something beelining for hatred’s spot on the merry-go-round takes a seat.

Hailey pulls back slightly, taking in a shaky breath. She doesn’t go far. Barely an inch before I’m on her, sealing her mouth and tangling my fingers in her damp hair.

I part her lips, slipping my tongue inside, her sweetness overwhelming reality. Running on instinct, a slave to desire, I pin her to the wall with my body, and finally suck her bottom lip like I’ve imagined for weeks.

She lets out a soft moan, clinging to me harder and this kiss... this fucking kiss isn’t what I wanted thus far in life, but everything I’ll want going forth. It knocks the stage kiss out of the park. There’s no pretending here. No anger, just pure passion.

Her tongue tangles with mine, sinking deeper and fuck if a kiss with this girl doesn’t taste like everything that’s good with this fucked-up world.

We both grow hungrier, tasting, teasing, taking as much as we can while our lips work in sync until her teeth nip my bottom lip. She tugs lightly, leaning back against the wall, releasing me slowly, her eyes sparkling.

“Sorry,” she breathes, without an echo of regret. “I couldn’t wait for your move any longer.”

I shut her up with another kiss, hauling her into my arms only to drop her on the bed. My body covers hers instantly, and I resume the greedy kiss.

I’m gone.

Rational thinking be damned.

Nothing exists outside this bubble. Nothing exists outside this kiss. Hailey’s all I feel. All I want.

She wraps her arms around me, holding me close like she can’t bear any space between us. I can relate. There’s a hunger inside me that wants more, more, more... all of her.

She smells like my shower gel, tastes like mint, and she’s wet. I feel where she’s soaked my t-shirt in the five seconds it took to haul her up and lay her down.

“I need to see you come again.” I grip her under her arms, scooting her further up the bed. “And I need your taste on my tongue when you do.”

She doesn’t protest, a lick of arousal flaring her stormy blues as I skim my fingers along her hips, pushing the fabric of her tee higher. Pale, milky skin uncovers, inch by fucking inch. I purposely take my time, drawing out the moment, feasting on her body until I reach the prize and see her bare.

Her pussy lips come to view first. Perfect, pale pink, her clit a tiny button begging to be pressed, and a line of dark blonde hair. Last night, in the dimly lit room while she rode me, it looked much darker.

“Fuck,” I groan, dropping a kiss above the narrow strip. “Such a pretty girl...” I kiss her there again, making her squirm.

“This isn’t fair,” she complains, deliciously breathless. “I had an orgasm last night and you—”

“Had one this morning in the shower.”

Her eyes grow wider. “You... you did that while I slept?”

“I did what, Hailey?” I keep pushing her tee higher, uncovering her stomach and higher still, until the swell of her breasts plays peek-a-boo with me.

“Made yourself come,” she whispers on a soft sigh when I dip my head, kissing a line up her sternum before I veer left, taking her puckered nipple between my teeth.

I bite, suck, then lick, easing the sting, drunk on how responsive she is. Her back arches when I inch away, and she pushes her breast close to my mouth again, begging for more.

“I did,” I answer her question, letting my warm breath fan her nipple. “I fucked my hand thinking about you. How you rode me last night, how wet your pussy was for me, those sweet noises you made...” I punctuate the words with a lick or a kiss, making amends for the hate-filled jerk-off, apologizing with gestures, even though she won’t ever know how hard I fought to hate her. “How gorgeous you looked when you came all over me...”

She lets out a shaky breath, grasping thick tangles of my hair, and snaps her arms flush with her boobs, squeezing them together. I lick the valley, kiss her neck, then along her throat before we’re eye level, my body covering hers.

“You’ll show me again.” I nudge her nose with mine, coaxing her to look at me. “You’ll show me those blown pupils, pink cheeks, and parted lips, and you’ll let me hear your moans while I lick you clean. I’ve been wondering what you taste like since I saw you sitting on the boat platform.”

“Only if I can return the favor later.”

“You can’t. Not until you understand this isn’t an exchange, pretty girl. Until I know you’ve learned to take without thinking you need to give back, you’ll orgasm over...” I kiss her collarbones, moving back to where I started, “...and over...” I cup her breasts, playing her nipples with my thumbs as I drag my lips down the way I came, “...and over again.”

She squirms when my breath fans her clit. Giving her no time to come up with another clever retort, I hook my elbows under her knees, spread her open and feast.

A low groan vibrates my chest at the first taste. She’s dripping wet, tender, and swollen as if she already came a few times. She hasn’t, she’s just...

“So fucking needy,” I tut, sucking her clit into my mouth.

She lets out a whimper—music to my ears—her nails biting into my scalp. “God, this feels good.”

“Tastes even better,” I mutter, diving back down for another unhurried taste. “It’s nine in the morning. If you’re too loud, I’ll cover your mouth with my hand.”

Normally, I don’t give a flying fuck if anyone overhears the women I fuck screaming their brains out.

That’s not the case with Hailey. It will never be the case with her. The carelessly possessive, territorial part of me born overnight kicks up a riot in my head at the thought of letting anyone listen. Her gasps, whimpers and moans are for my ears only.

“I’ll be quiet,” she promises, staring down the length of her goosebump-covered body. “I promise.”

“Good girl. Only I can listen to you.”

“Only you,” she sighs, arching back when I come down on her clit like a savage, using my best tricks to get her off. “Oh, God...” she whisper-shouts, moving her hands from my head to fist the sheets. “It won’t take long.”

She moans again, louder the closer she gets. Just like last night. The incoming orgasm seems to overwhelm her so much she doesn’t realize how noisy she is.

That’s good. It means she’s lost in the moment, focused on the high, on how fucking good she feels rather than wondering if she’s too loud. I unhook her right leg, dragging my hand up her hot body until I clasp her mouth, never breaking the relentless tempo of my tongue toying with her clit.

Her cheeks run red, the baby hairs at her hairline dampen with sweat. Our eyes lock, the sudden awkwardness in hers fading faster than it appears when she sees me between her legs.

Looks like she finds the sight as arousing as I find her.

“Give it to me, Hailey,” I whisper, licking between her slick lips as I replace my tongue with my thumb.

I move it side to side, barely any pressure on her clit, just enough so the swollen button glides under my fingertip. That’s all it takes.

She comes... hard. So fucking hard she bites my palm that can’t quite muffle her gasps. Her hips arch when I put my mouth back on her, sucking and licking her clean.

“Gorgeous,” I tut. “Fucking beautiful.”

I lift my gaze, openly staring at her face and this... this is the moment I never wanted to experience. The moment I hoped wouldn’t come while I used women for my own pleasure.

It snuck up on me today. I didn’t see it coming. Not like this. Not now and not ever, but the way my chest constricts with the need to see her fall apart in my arms again is a clear sign that this is the moment.

The moment I realize I’m owned, and I want to own.

That’s a fucking problem if I ever saw one, given that I’m lying through my teeth and using her for personal gain. A fucking hypocrite given that I want to dig up Alex and hang his corpse for doing the exact same thing to my sister.

I don’t deserve Hailey.

But that won’t stop me from keeping her.

“Nash?” she sighs softly, her fingers knotting behind my head, a silent plea for me to move up.

“Yeah, pretty girl?”

“I’m think I’m catching feelings.”

I’m way ahead of you.
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Hailey

I swallow hard, coming down from the high. There’s nothing more addictive than seeing Nash between my legs, sucking and licking like making me orgasm is his life’s mission.

I finally got what I’ve been hoping for since we met. The kind of memories I wish I had from the two years I spent in college because my God, his tongue on my clit is amazing.

But no. Instead of the good stuff, all I get is Alex shoving his cock down my throat.

My chest rises and falls faster, my eyes on Nash as he kisses every scar he can reach on his way up my body.

“You don’t—”

“Shh,” he whispers, kissing the still-fresh scar marking my shoulder. “I know you hate them, but I don’t.”

“How do you know I hate them?” I narrow my eyes when he kisses my nose.

“You cover these up with clothes or concealer and...” He skims his parted lips over the fading marks along my neck. “You wear a scarf or pull your hair forward to hide those.”

A pleasant flutter starts low in my belly. He paid attention... noticed things no one else did. Even when his mood swung from angry to nice, even when I was certain he didn’t care about me at all, he paid attention.

“Nash...” I brace my hands against his chest to prop him up. “You’re getting me wet again.”

“Am I?” he smirks, one eyebrow arched. It’s not the irritating, self-assured smirk I’ve seen so many times. This is genuine delight. “I’ll have to do something about that, don’t you think?”

Dragging my hands down his back, I grip the hem of his t-shirt, tugging it off to reveal his inked chest.

I was too far gone last night, too focused on my orgasm to really look at his tattoos, but now, in broad daylight, I marvel at the intricate art adorning his tanned skin, well-defined muscles, and broad shoulders.

I drag my fingers down his arms, squeezing the biceps as I go and he takes my mouth in a heated kiss, slipping his tongue inside like he’s trying to distract me.

Or work me up again.

I break the kiss, pushing him away.

“Stay still,” I whisper, tracing the eagle’s wings stretching over the bottom half of his pecs.

The bird is in flight, probably mid-hunt, his talons reaching down. Lower, two revolvers follow the curve of his ribs, while angels flank the eagle. Ace of spades and ace of hearts, roses with thorns, diamonds, casino chips, words I don’t understand. There’s no rhyme or rhythm, but the designs work as a whole.

There are more, disappearing under the waistline of his jeans. His muscles tense at my touch, the six-pack more defined when I glide my fingers along the beltline, coming back up on the other side to navigate his ribs.

“You look fascinated,” he says, hovering above me, the weight of his body supported by his outstretched arms.

“You have scars, too...” I say, a few bumping under my fingertips. “What about here?” I lift my head, kissing the top half of his bare pecs. “Why no ink?”

He has two arrows pointing outward in the crooks of his shoulders and Caesar’s laurel under his collarbones, then more words run down his neck on either side, but the tops of his pecs aren’t inked.

“Still thinking what I want here.” He grips my wrist, pinning it to the pillow by my head. “Do you have any?”

I shake my head, unconvincingly. I didn’t scrutinize my body for tattoos after I woke up at the hospital. I’m pretty certain that by now I’ve seen myself in the mirror from every angle, but I might have missed a tiny one.

“You don’t know.” Nash reads my mind, quickly helping me out of the t-shirt. “Let’s see.”

I don’t voice any protest when he sits back on his calves, dragging my leg up to rest my foot against his warm chest.

“Are your feet always this cold?” He turns my ankle left and right, inspecting every inch.

“That I know.” I smile relaxing into the pillow. “They are.”

I lie naked before him, a sight I don’t enjoy, but the raw awe in his dark eyes tells me he does.

I’ve never been this comfortable in my skin. Never felt as pretty as I do right now. It’s the most empowering feeling.

“You pushed them between my thighs last night in your sleep...” he continues, his voice husky. “Colder than ice.” He lifts my other foot and rests it beside the first. “Do it again tonight.”

My blood runs a fever at the thought.

He wants me in his bed again? To sleep?

I jerk when he finds a ticklish spot under my knee, and another genuine, tiny smile graces his handsome face. The corners of his mouth barely twitch, but his eyes tell me he’s pleased.

“Nothing so far.” Dropping my feet back on the bed, he ghosts his big hands up my thighs. “Nothing here, either, but...” He maneuvers himself between my legs.

“You already checked there.”

“I was too busy tasting to look for tattoos, pretty girl.” He spreads me with his thumbs, licking a path to my clit.

I grasp the sheets with both hands, my abdomen contracting as I melt into the mattress. “You’re not looking.”

“Just one more taste,” he grunts, dragging the flat of his tongue between my pussy lips. “So sweet.”

“Tattoos, Nash.”

He inches away, studying the bare skin between my legs. The fire burning in his eyes makes me feel even prettier.

“And? Anything?”

“Everything,” he whispers, licking me again. “Give me one more orgasm and we’ll head down for breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“I’m fucking starving, pretty girl.” He latches onto my clit, flicking his tongue fast over the aching spot, his big hands toying with my boobs.

Not for long, because within a minute, he moves one hand to cover my mouth, making me realize I have zero control over the sounds I make when he’s between my legs. He sucks again, his hot tongue playing me like an instrument and the pressure mounts, the orgasm rushing to the surface.

A loud knock shakes the door, making my eyes pop open and the top half of my body bow off the bed. Nash doesn’t stop. Not for another few seconds until a familiar voice seeps into the room.

“Sorry to... interrupt, but I need a word,” Chloe says from outside.

“Zero respect for mealtimes,” Nash huffs, his biceps bulging as he brings himself up, his features pinched. “Don’t move, Hailey. I’m not done here.”

“I can tell it’s not a good time, but I...” Chloe continues. “Well, I’m looking for Hailey. She’s not in her room. Have you seen her?”

“More of her than you want to know, Chloe,” he whispers, bending his elbow like he’s doing a push-up, and kisses my lips. “Don’t move.”

He shimmies into his t-shirt, crosses the room and cracks the door open, enough to see Chloe but block her view.

“Hi,” Chloe chirps, uncertainty in her tone. “Is Hailey here? You left the party together last night so I figured—”

“She’s here and she’s fine.”

“Oh, okay, good. You have a visitor, Hailey,” she says louder. “Dear Melinda’s looking all over the place for you.”

I fetch my discarded t-shirt from between the pillows, jump out of bed, and duck under Nash’s arm as soon as I’m decent. “Did she say who it is?”

“Oh, thank God you’re okay, babe.”

“Of course she’s okay,” Nash clips, his arm pulling me flush against his chest. “She asked you a question. Who’s the visitor?”

“Some guy. Tall, old... Melinda didn’t introduce us.”

“My dad,” I breathe, trying to wriggle out of Nash’s hold, but he pulls me further into him. “He’s probably freaking out that I’m not in my room. Where are they?”

“Cafeteria. I’ll tell them I found you and you’ll be down in ten...” She cocks an eyebrow at me, “...fifteen minutes, shall I?”

With a wry smile when I nod, she marches down the corridor, her soft steps barely detectable in the hum of conversations blending together as they seep from the surrounding rooms.

Nash closes the door, spins me around, and presses me against the hard, cold wood, his brown eyes annoyed, a frown creasing his forehead. “Why?”

“What do you mean why?”

“Why is your dad here, Hailey?”

The steady thump of his heart contradicts the wild look on his face and I realize why he’s so agitated.

“I don’t know.” I pinch my lips into a thin line, holding off a smile. “He didn’t tell me he was coming.”

Nash is an enigma. I’ve seen so many sides of him already, and I have a soft spot for every single one. From the downright rude and aggressive, through helpful, and somewhat friendly, to this protective man before me.

He’s all those things and more. Layers upon layers of personality, some meticulously hidden away, peeking out when his guard slips, some on display, all equally alluring.

“I’m sure he’s only visiting,” I say, smoothing the nonexistent creases on his t-shirt. “He won’t take me away.”

Looks like I struck a chord, because he leans in, pressing his lips to mine. “He better not. I’ll find you, Hailey. You can’t hide from me, pretty girl.”

“Wasn’t my intention. I’ll come over when he’s gone, okay?”

“I’ll stop by your room when I’m done. I have a few things I need to take care of.” He pushes away from me, his shoulders still squared. “Go on, Hailey. Go see what your dad wants. It must be important if he came all the way from Ohio.”
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Hailey

“Miss Vaughn.” Melinda’s clipped voice calls out as soon as I enter the cafeteria, dressed in jeans and a long cardigan.

She sits by the professors’ usual table, her features pinched, her boring, brown dress suit impeccable.

“You have a visitor.” She motions to the man beside her.

Relief and disappointment churns in my stomach, one contradicting the other.

It’s not my father. I dreaded getting into an argument over why I wasn’t in my room this early in the morning, but at the same time I miss him. Maybe we could talk more freely face to face.

I narrow my eyes at the man beside Melinda, his posture rigid, black suit hanging loose over his shoulders like he recently lost thirty pounds and hasn’t had time to buy new clothes.

Why is he here? It doesn’t make sense. I only met him once and Dad said no one save for him and Dr. Phillips know where I’m recovering.

“Good morning, Hailey,” Officer Matthews denotes with a kind smile. “Your father sends his regards.”

Coming closer, I take his outstretched hand. “He didn’t mention you’d be visiting. Is everything okay?”

“It is, I’ll explain in a minute.” He glances out the window before zeroing in on Melinda. “Do you mind if I take Hailey for a walk?”

“Of course not,” she clips, rising from her seat. She couldn’t look more disinterested if she tried. “Please don’t wander far. It’s easy to get lost in the woods.” She looks at me over her glasses. “I trust you’ll be okay?”

I don’t know.

I nod, remembering what Dad told me about Matthews. Without another word, Melinda turns on her heel, briskly sauntering out of the nearly empty cafeteria.

“Shall we?” Matthews gestures toward the double doors, letting me lead. “I’m afraid I don’t have much time.”

As soon as we’re outside, I regret choosing a cardigan. Had I known it wasn’t Dad, I would’ve proudly pulled Nash’s hoodie over my head, but I didn’t want to face an inquisition.

Now the chilly morning air seeps through, making me shiver. Matthews takes charge of our destination, leading me down a cobblestone pathway toward the forest. Before we get there he stops, and pulls out a folded note from his inside pocket.

He hands it over, urging me to read and I immediately recognize my father’s neat writing.

Sunshine,

I’m sorry I can’t make it out there myself. There are many things I can’t yet tell you about but know that all precautions I’m taking have your best interest at heart.

I need to know what you’ve remembered so far, but I can’t risk a phone conversation, or driving all the way down there in case someone follows me. It’s not safe for anyone to know you’re healing at Lakeside.

Again, I’m sorry I can’t explain things further, but I promise it’s for your own good.

Please answer all of Jonathan’s questions as best as you can. He will relay everything back to me.

I love you and I hope to have you back home safe soon.

Dad

Questions swirl inside my head, begging for answers. My lips part, but the words dissolve on the tip of my tongue. Jonathan’s expression tells me that, like my father, he won’t explain shit.

He’s here to get information, not give anything away.

I swallow hard, wondering why I’m not safe and why no one can know where I am. What the hell happened the night of the accident? What don’t I remember?

How does Alex play into this?

All the effort my dad’s put into sending and keeping me here, how adamant he’s been about secrecy, how insistent on communication, how paranoid over anything suspicious... it all tumbles down on me, confirming what I knew deep down.

My life is on the line.

Frustrated tears well in my eyes, a new wave of questions infesting my mind... None of which will be answered today.

“Can we talk now?” Matthews asks, stepping off the pathway and heading for the trees.

“I don’t think I have any choice in the matter,” I bite back, frustration morphing to anger. “What do you want to know?”

“Not me. Your father. I’m merely the messenger, Hailey.” He stares at me for a while, as if waiting for his words to strike a chord. They do. I can’t blame him for whatever Dad’s hiding. He’s doing him a favor. “Charlie’s worried about you.”

He always worries, but this isn’t normal parent worrying. This is laced with real threat.

I look into Matthews’ eyes, getting a hold of my emotions. Regardless of how angry I am about my father sending his colleague instead of driving over himself, while still keeping me in the dark, there’s something comforting about Jonathan.

The rustling leaves under our feet and the howl of the wind through the trees grow louder the further we walk into the forest. Matthews acts like he knows where he’s heading, though his flickering eyes give him away. Once the asylum buildings are no longer visible between the thick trunks, everything looks the same no matter which way I turn.

Still, we plod on, forward, always forward.

“We shouldn’t wander too far,” I say.

“Don’t worry, I spend all my free time hiking. I’m pretty good at finding my way in the wild.” He smiles, nudging my shoulder. “So are you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Charlie said you two went camping in the woods a lot when you were younger.”

I smile, recalling the times when the two of us trekked through forests, setting camp on high ground so we could watch the stars for hours.

“We never went in blind. Dad taught me to mark the trees.”

“Chalk, right? He said you carried a stick with you wherever you went for years.”

“I don’t have any right now.”

“We don’t need it today, Hailey. We’re not that far away. Someone would hear if you called out.” He slows his steps, glancing around as if checking for eavesdroppers. “How are you finding it here?”

“Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but...” I tap my head, pulling an apologetic face, “...you’re a stranger. I know you and Dad are close but I don’t remember a single thing about you, so this feels a little odd.”

“That’s understandable. Your father’s one of the good ones, Hailey. It’s been years since I worked with someone I trust. Someone who’d rather risk his life than accept a bribe.”

I’m taken aback by the raw honesty. It’s not every day you hear a cop admitting the system is flawed.

“I know you don’t remember, but you and I... we’re pretty good pals,” he adds with a cheeky smile. “You kicked my ass at a whole lot of boardgames more times than my pride will let me admit.”

Against myself, I smile too. He does seem easy-going. Someone I’d get along with.

“One day, when I’m back home, maybe you can kick my ass for a change.”

“I truly hope so. It pains me to see Charlie like this. He never stops working and barely sleeps, trying to make sure you’re safe. He’s been there for me through thick and thin and now I’m trying to repay him a tiny bit.” He takes a seat on a fallen bough, stretching his long legs. “Charlie wants to know what you’ve remembered.”

My mind pictures the diary in my room. The pages are filling faster than I anticipated. Slower lately because I refuse to write about Alex’s sexual abuse. I doubt it’s connected to the accident, or the threat Dad’s hiding me from, anyway.

I’m too embarrassed to even think about how I let Alex use me, let alone write about it.

“Alex,” I answer simply, taking a seat beside Jonathan at the far end of the makeshift bench. “And Mom. Everything so far is about them. I guess Dad won’t be interested in my memories of Mom’s death.”

“I suppose not,” Matthews admits. “He was there.”

“Yeah... he was.”

“So? What about Alex do you remember?”

“Not that much. I figured out we were... dating, I think.”

“Your father mentioned you said that over the phone. I can tell you that’s news to him, and me. What else?”

Well that’s not reassuring. If Dad didn’t know, then Alex and I must’ve been sneaking around. But... why? Did he not want my dad to know? Did I? Was he afraid Dad would take him off the case if he found out about us?

“He was working a case,” I say, deftly toying with a button on my cardigan. “I don’t know the details, but I know it was dangerous. He was angry all the time and—”

And he made me suck his dick even when I didn’t want to.

I can’t tell him that.

Aside from Alex’s anger, nothing’s relevant and... it’s embarrassing because in my memories I take his shit and ask for more like I deserve it. Like I’ve done something wrong and I’m accepting the punishment. It’s odd.

“I keep seeing him leave, to do something that worries me. I don’t know what, but I tried stopping him a few times.” I pause, unsure what I should say.

Not knowing what’s happening, where Alex is, and how my words will affect him makes it so much harder to be honest. If we were sneaking around, then what Alex told me about the other girl, how special she was, isn’t meant for Dad’s ears.

“What else, Hailey? Anything might be important, the smallest detail,” Matthews says.

He comes across as calm, but it’s artificial. The slight tremble of his hands, the intent of his gaze, the way he leans closer... it all betrays that he’s on edge, eager to know everything.

Apparently, something I said hit a nerve.

I wish I knew what so I could gauge how much Alex would be okay with me sharing but... why would I cover for him? He was nothing but vile in all my memories of him.

He said he was protecting me, but doesn’t every cheating bastard spew that line?

“I think he had someone else,” I say, surprised that the betrayal I can’t remember still hurts. “I don’t know who, but he was in love with her. He left me for her.”

Matthews nods, shepherding his tells so his expression gives nothing away. If only I could read people better. My father’s mastered this skill to perfection: one look, one twitch of the cheek and he extracts heaps of data.

All I see is how closed off Matthews suddenly is. How tightly he guards himself. Whatever case Alex was working, it was important, and his girl... she’s important too.

“That’s all,” I lie, omitting everything I’m too ashamed to share with anyone.

“Thank you, Hailey. I know it can’t be easy for you here, away from everything you know. And it must be even harder because you don’t know what’s happening but—and I hope this goes without saying—you can’t trust anyone right now. Too much is at stake.”

Once more Nash’s sharp features materialize before my eyes. The possessiveness of his touch, the concern in his eyes even when he doesn’t want to show emotion.

He cares.

How much, I’m not sure. It’s hard to judge, but he cares enough to want me in his bed again, even though he never struck me as a guy who enters the same river twice. He cares enough to listen when I speak and understand when I’m silent.

When he held me all night, weaving a metaphorical security blanket around me, I felt almost normal.

“If I can’t trust anyone, why should I trust you?” I ask.

“You shouldn’t.” He playfully nudges my shoulder with his. “The only person you should trust is your father.”

Dad’s lying. With my safety in mind, so technically he has a good reason. If there’s one person who would do anything to keep me safe, it’s Dad... and since he trusts Matthews, by extension, it means I’m safe to trust him.

“You didn’t spend the night in your room,” Jonathan states. “It’s not my place, but be careful, Hailey. Your father will want to run checks on whoever you were with.”

“If I know my father, he already ran a check on everyone here. I’m here, so he clearly didn’t find anything. I think if I keep my mouth shut and don’t share my secrets, I can sleep around with whoever I want.”

“I didn’t... I wasn’t implying that you’re—”

“It’s what you thought, isn’t it? Don’t answer that. You can tell my father I’m fine. If he doesn’t think so, he knows where to find me.”

“Of course. I’ll tell him you’re being... sensible. Maybe it’s best if we don’t mention your boyfriend. Charlie has a lot on his mind without worrying about your heart, too. He’s a shadow of the man he used to be and he wouldn’t send you here if he was concerned about any student.”

My insides riot, the anger and resentment replaced by a sudden longing. I swat away the tears pricking my eyes and swallow the lump clogging my throat.

“You’re right, I’m sorry, it’s...”

“Hard,” he finishes for me, scooting close to drape an arm over my shoulders. “I’ll tell you what. Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in. If you ever want to talk, I’ll come down.”

I lean into his embrace, the scent of his cologne vaguely familiar though I can’t remember where I smelled it before.

Probably during those countless boardgame nights he mentioned. My chest tightens again.

I’ve lost so much... things I’m not even aware of, connections I might never rebuild, relationships, parties, first kisses, all the wild nights and the thrill of sneaking around with Alex.

All I’m getting back is the bad stuff and it’s not fair.

It’s not fucking fair.
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Carter

Phone in hand, I head toward the parking lot, scrolling through my contacts. If I don’t call Rhett now, he’ll be blowing up my phone by midday.

Before I slide my thumb across the screen, a familiar voice reaches my ears. My head whips up, eyes finding Jensen thirty feet ahead, his keys in hand, a phone to his ear.

Everything about this fucker gets on my nerves. From the way he walks, dragging his feet like a moody five-year-old, to the tone of his voice. Last night replays in my head and I can’t believe I reined in my temper.

I grew up without a father, reason enough to get bullied. The smallest kid in class for years before puberty hit. Poor. So fucking poor. I was picked on throughout elementary and middle schools. It sucked, but I learned an important lesson. Or rather, my mother taught me.

Pick your battles. Start with words. Do it again, if they come at you a second time, but... if they push you a third time—forget words.

Hit and hit hard.

I stuck to that rule most of my school life. Say it once, say it twice, but never repeat it a third time. Strike.

Before Rhett whisked me into his world, it was always a three-step. Then, his business made me compromise to a two-step. Now, it’s usually an immediate strike, but at Lakeside, back in an education environment, my mother’s golden rule comes in handy, helps me play the role of an ordinary guy.

Ordinary guys don’t strike immediately, so Jensen got words. Once, twice... and last night, he touched my girl after I specifically told him not to. It was time to hit hard, but I didn’t, swallowing the same pill I dished out to Hailey: smarter.

Nailing Jensen in the middle of the dance floor would’ve been anything but smart. Now, he’s alone. I can make good on my promise without any witnesses.

He’s a civilian.

Exactly: nothing more than a nuisance.

“Yeah, man, I’m heading out now. I’m of out condoms,” Jensen yaps into his phone, then laughs at whatever the other person says. “I fucking hope so! Man, that ass is fine.” He cackles again. “I have a plan. Flowers, chocolates, candles—” He pauses, listening as he heads toward his car, parked not far from mine.

A peculiar sense of dread makes me walk faster. He hasn’t mentioned her name, but I’m almost certain he’s talking about Hailey.

“Wine will do the trick. She’s a lightweight; she’ll be stripping after two glasses.” He presses a button on the remote and his BMW beeps twice. “Are you kidding? Fuck Nash, man. He’s all bark and no bite.”

A grenade goes off in my head. No countdown, no tick... tick... tick, no warning, just an instant blast. I jump forward, whacking the back of Jensen’s head, my signet tearing through skin. He yelps going down, his phone falling to crack on the tarmac.

“No bite, huh?” I clip, using my boot to flip him onto his back. “You’ve had more chances than any other—” I stop talking, seeing his closed eyes and unresponsive body.

I barely fucking started and he’s already unconscious.

Grinding my teeth, I silence the voice of reason that tells me to leave him here. The same voice that kept muttering he’s a civilian. He is, but he took things too far and now, he’ll pay.

No more mercy.

I grab his ankle, dragging the limp asshole toward my car. My eyes dart around, scanning the perimeter, and once I’m certain no one’s watching, I throw Jensen in the trunk.

Looks like he’s going for a ride. It’s a two-hour trip to Boston. Knowing Andres, he won’t let me leave unless we head out for lunch together, so Jensen’s in for a wait.

◆◆◆

It’s dark outside, and Jensen’s unconscious, zip-tied body lies motionless in the trunk as I yank it open.

I’ve learned to appreciate the Pontiac over the past weeks. There’s something enchanting about the sound of the old engine. Aside from that, the GTO earned a special place in my heart tonight thanks to its large trunk.

No way does a grown man fit in my Corvette with ease. You have to break bones, but here, Jensen fits fine. He lies there, perfectly comfortable were half of his face not bloodied.

The whack to the head I gifted him this morning split the skin at the back of his scalp. He got a few more hits whenever he woke up, screaming and kicking inside the trunk. I remove the black bag covering his head to check if the gash above his temple stopped bleeding. It did. A waterfall of dried crimson covers his swelled-shut eye.

That’s not on me. Andres took it upon himself to help when Jensen started screaming earlier.

And now here we are, back at Lakeside, or rather, a few miles away, deep in the forest, just Jensen and me.

I took a detour on our way here, grabbing one of those chairs for immobilizing patients, with wrist and ankle straps, from the derelict party building. It barely fit inside the car.

I place it between two trees, positioning it front and center where the Pontiac’s lights will blind Jensen when he wakes from his obligatory nap.

Once that’s ready, I line up everything I’ll need on the hood and haul out Jensen’s comatose body, dragging him across the damp ground. I’ve tortured men in the dead of the night, far from civilization, far from help, many times over the years, but tonight’s special because it’s not about money. It’s not a show of power or getting even.

Tonight is personal.

It’s about protecting the woman I—

It’s about protecting Hailey’s memories.

With practiced movements, I cut the zip ties binding Jensen’s hands behind his back, then secure his wrists and ankles with the leather straps.

I might borrow this chair when I’m done playing student at Lakeside. It adds a disturbing layer to this torture session that I’m sure my future victims will appreciate. Kind of like waking up in another installment of Saw.

My wristwatch tells me it’s almost eleven at night. The forest shrouded in a pitch-black darkness, cold and quiet. We’re seven miles from the asylum. An average scream carries about three quarters of a mile. In this still silence, if Jensen gives help all he has, his cries might carry a mile tops.

The bottom line is, he can scream until he coughs up his lungs, but no one will hear him. There are no roads here. No beaten paths. Seven miles takes ten minutes tops on a straight road, but I idled along for an hour, avoiding trees and branches while navigating the uneven terrain.

Once the stage is set, I lean against the hood, grab a pack of cigarettes and light one up, surrounding myself with thick, gray smoke clouds.

“You stink,” comes back like an echo.

I don’t put the cigarette out like I have done every time since Hailey said that. She won’t know. By the time I’m done with Jensen I’ll need a long shower to wash off the grime and blood; it’ll wash away the stench of smoke, too.

The anticipation growing inside me morphs into an excited, sick thrill. I can’t wait until Jensen wakes up.

I can’t wait for the flash of horror in his eyes when he sees me and realizes he took it too goddamn far.

That I’m a man of my word and I will fuck him up.

Three minutes later, I finish the cigarette. Jensen’s still out cold and I’m not a patient man. I didn’t think I smacked his head that hard last time he woke up, but he shows no signs of coming back... Either I used more force than planned, or he’s one weak pussy.

Growing bored with each passing second, I unscrew a bottle of water, pouring the contents over his face, hidden behind a black cloth bag.

It works a treat.

As he starts spluttering, the water stops flowing and wireless headphones land on his head. With a click of a button on my cell, “Amsterdam” by Nothing But Thieves plays in his ears.

I’m a touch theatrical, I know. I enjoy making a good show, if only for myself—something I learned from Dante Carrow.

Leaning back against the hood again, I let Jensen listen for two minutes and seventeen seconds. He whimpers, thrashing about and flexing his arms to break free.

Not that it’ll work.

His moves are as limited as his senses. He can’t see. He can’t speak. He can’t move or hear anything besides the song. Under the black bag all he can smell or taste is the blood, sweat, and spit-soaked cloth gagging his mouth.

I’ve used it in similar situations for eight years, never once giving it a wash. It’s a biohazard by now, but who cares?

I sure don’t.

Jensen shouldn’t either. What he should do is think. Think, remember, and regret last night’s events. But I’ve been in this game too long and I know that while he’s thrashing about, his mind is ruled by pure terror.

It takes forty seconds of futile attempts to unfetter himself before his tactic shifts. He stops fighting against the threat he can’t name or see and now he’s thinking. Calculating, rationalizing.

He’s remembering last night.

Recalling the way Hailey felt pressed against him as he held her, moving to the rhythm of the song in his ears.

It’s clear as day where his mind is... his body language speaks volumes. His tense muscles relax. His long fingers grip the armrests, anchoring himself in place.

He’s calming down.

No matter how good his emotion-marshaling skills, all that sudden calm is veiled with fear and uncertainty. It always is. He has no idea where he is, why he’s here, or what’s going on. I bet he’s trying to guess.

Maybe it’s a prank? Halloween isn’t far away... Maybe it’s part of some elaborate game?

He’s arrogant enough to wonder if this is Hailey’s doing, I’m sure. After all, this son of a bitch probably considers “Amsterdam” their song by now.

It so fucking isn’t.

Once the chorus hits, seeping faintly from the headphones, the images flashing through my mind give me whiplash. I’m nauseous recalling the glee in Hailey’s eyes while she was enjoying the evening, seconds before Jensen approached.

The glee that vanished quickly, replaced by unease when Jensen’s hands roved her body, sliding far enough down her front to almost cup her pussy.

My pussy.

The wrath piercing through me as I watched him touch her comes back, twice as fucking potent.

It was a goddamn torture not splitting Jensen’s head wide open last night, but it’s even harder now I’ve had a taste of Hailey and seen her come undone. Now I know he was scheming out an evening with her. An evening of getting her drunk so he could get laid.

Last night, Jensen was drunk. Clingy. Touchy-feely. He ignored Hailey when she corrected him, placing his hands firmly in the safe zones of her body. He made her feel uncomfortable.

Unsafe.

It doesn’t matter how many beers he drank, though if I dug deep, I’d find a shred of understanding. We all do stupid things when we’re drunk.

But this morning he was sober, in full control of his mind when he decided he’d get my girl drunk so she’d put out.

Civilian or not, he’ll pay for that. No one can threaten Hailey’s safety and come out unscathed. She’s mine.

Right now, the air smells like wet earth and rain out here. Fresh, crisp. Oddly comforting.

Not for long.

The metallic stench of blood will soon overpower it all.

Two minutes twelve seconds.

I push away from the car.

Two minutes thirteen seconds.

Small twigs break under my heavy combat boots.

Two minutes fifteen seconds.

I rip the bag off Jensen’s head.

Two minutes seventeen seconds... the music no longer seeps from the discarded headphones, lying on dead leaves, but blares from my phone instead.

The beat slows, the bridge kicks in and it’s show time.

His eyes find my face and immediately widen, round like silver dollars. His face turns ashen, so pale his lips look blue.

I bet he’s recalling what I told him last week in the cafeteria, and that night on the boat platform.

“Try your luck, see what happens.”

He tried and now he’ll see.

By the look of him, he regrets not listening. Too little, too late. He has sixty-three seconds before his bones start breaking.

I’ve got this down to a T.

I want his screams piercing the silence while “Amsterdam” plays in the background. I want his fear mingling with his memories of Hailey. I want him to be scared senseless of so much as glancing in her general direction.

It’s called classical conditioning. He’ll associate Hailey with excruciating pain once I’m done. That’s if I let him walk out of here alive.

I’m back and forth about it.

He gasps and starts thrashing against the restraints as soon as I angle my head further into the light so he can be fucking sure who brought him here.

It’s particularly beautiful tonight... the chaos.

The awaiting carnage.

Or maybe I’m loving this more than I’ve loved my previous evenings in the middle of nowhere with crimson blood fertilizing the ground beneath some flimsy wooden chair or other.

This metal contraption Jensen sits in is a welcome upgrade.

“I considered you smarter,” I say, recalling the detailed but thin file Ryder sent me after I told him the security footage from the parking lot needed wiping. “A four-point-six GPA, IQ of one hundred and forty-five... I’d expect a man with your brains to understand that ignoring a threat from a man like me is unwise.” I yank the gag out of his mouth.

“What the fuck is going on?! Where am I?”

“You know exactly what’s going on.”

“Hailey?” he sputters, struggling against the thick leather bands. “You’re fucking insane!”

“Probably. No one ever had me tested, but coming to that conclusion when I told you to stay the fuck away from my girl would’ve saved you from this predicament. But you ignored what I said and now you’ll—”

“You’ll beat me up because I danced with her?! She’s not your property, man! She can do whatever she wants!”

That’s a plausible argument. I shouldn’t disagree. I shouldn’t feel territorial about the cute blonde... but I do.

Very much so.

She’s mine, and that means there are things Hailey can’t do without pissing me off and bringing a heap of pain on the fuckers she does them with... even if it’s an innocent dance.

“I disagree with both statements,” I say, stepping closer. “As for the question...”

Three, two, one.

The crescendo’s still a few seconds away but fuck it. The beat’s gaining momentum and I can’t hold back any longer.

With the first over falling from the lead singer’s lips at two minutes fifty-one, my elbow falls and shoots forward.

My clenched fist—adorned by three chunky signet rings I’m wearing especially for Jensen—strikes his jaw hard enough to knock his head sideways.

I keep the blasts coming, timing each blow with over, and then with again.

I don’t hear Jensen. I have no idea if he’s making any sound at all while I send one blow after the other, my mind ruled by the beauty of this chaos.

All I hear is my fist hitting the mark and the song. Once it reaches the crescendo, Jensen get a break to catch his breath and spit his teeth out.

It’s a brief respite, a mere three seconds.

Then, with the next over I’m back at it. Faster as the beat gains momentum, using both fists to keep up with the tempo.

The pure wrath inside me is uncontainable.

Images of this scum’s hands on Hailey, of what he wanted to do tonight, throw me into a psychotic rage I only ever experienced once—when I gutted the fucker who killed my mother.

It’s a goddamn miracle I didn’t murder Jensen last night.

Every time my elbow falls back, I see Hailey’s unease and the consequent blow is that much stronger. Every time I land my fist, the timid smile she gave me the first time we sat by the lake appears at the forefront of the chaos.

The fun ends all too quickly.

Forty-five seconds and the beat drops. Forty-five seconds and Jensen braved thirty-one shots.

My knuckles bleed, my chest heaves, my muscles burn with the effort but I’m thirsty for more. He hasn’t suffered enough.

Which is why he’ll live. For now.

“Hailey’s mine,” I seethe, gripping his hands and bending his palms back just shy of snapping his wrists. “Have you heard about the rule of three?”

He whimpers, both eyes swollen shut, enough scarlet covering his face for two blood transfusions. His nose is broken, so is his cheekbone. Both eyebrows and lips split.

“Please...” Jensen begs, tears cutting through the blood on his cheeks. “Please, stop. I’ll leave, I swear.”

“If only I believed you.” This is not my first rodeo. Broken bones heal, but gut-deep fear lingers forever. “The rule of three is something outdoorsy people use in the wilderness. An average human can survive three minutes without oxygen, three days without water, and three weeks without food.”

“Please... I’ll do anything. You won’t see me again. I have money, I—”

The fucking audacity. My blood pressure peaks and I drive my point across, bending his wrists the rest of the way. His screams mingle with the sound of his bones cracking to whip across the forest in a melody unlike any other.

I bask in the sound for a moment, then shove the biohazardous rag back in his mouth, shutting him up.

“I don’t want your money. I want to teach you a lesson.” I grab a bottle of water and a clean rag from the hood, washing my hands. “Make yourself comfortable. You have seventy-two hours in this chair. While you’re here, I want you to think about your life choices.”

He whimpers in response, no longer fighting to escape. There’s no way he’ll move. Not with two snapped wrists.

“See, when I come back, I might let you live... if I believe you understand the consequences.”

I cover his head with the black bag, then drop the headphones, water bottles, and rag into a bag in my trunk, then slam it closed, making Jensen jump.

“But...” I emphasize, opening the driver’s side door, “...if you look at Hailey again, if you go anywhere near her, I’ll drag you back here, loop this song and won’t stop throwing my fists until you stop breathing.”
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Carter

Hailey cries out, her body a drawn string beneath me. She’s stiff, wound up tight, those gorgeous blues hidden behind tightly shut eyelids and quivering eyelashes. Her nails gouge into my neck so hard she’s not far off breaking the skin.

She’s projecting.

Projecting her pain.

“No,” I hiss, refusing to let the thought sink.

But it does, filling every crevice like cement as it locks me in place. I hold perfectly still, buried deep inside her, reading the pain and shock contorting her features.

“Fuck! Are you a—” The word dies on my tongue. It’s abstract. Impossible. “Look at me.” I cup her cheeks, my thumbs swiping under her eyes. “Breathe through it. Breathe, pretty girl. In and out.”

She doesn’t.

Her nails sink deeper into my skin, so hard it hurts but I barely register the pain, my mind in chaos mode, repeating one thought: she’s a virgin.

Was a virgin.

And I just ripped that from her without a care.

“Tell me it’s my size. Say I’m too fucking big,” I mutter, clinging to the idea, even though I know better than that. “Fuck, Hailey... why didn’t you tell me?” I smooth my fingers over her hair. “You should’ve told me you never had sex.”

“I. Didn’t. Know,” she whispers, punctuating her words with steady exhales. “I thought I had. I’m sorry.”

Didn’t know? How?

She doesn’t remember...

But she was so courageous. So pliant, ready, willing, and seemingly experienced last night. She was with Alex, for God’s sake. She rode me. She knew exactly what she was doing.

“Do not apologize,” I grit out, my fingers tangling the silk of her hair. “Breathe, Hailey.”

She ejects all air from her lungs, blinking those pretty blues open to stare up at me. “I’m fine, just... go slow, okay?”

I brace, inhaling a deep breath, then rip the Band-Aid, pulling my hips back. Crimson glistens on my cock and her pussy, stealing my attention.

“You’re bleeding,” I say.

Something feral roars to life inside my head chanting mine, mine, mine on repeat like a broken record. The feeling knocks the breath out of my chest, decompressing my lungs. It seizes my stiff muscles further, waking something thirsty and eager.

The need to watch myself sink into her again, watch her take me knowing I’m the first man to have her... it’s so fucking potent I can taste it. I don’t give a shit whether she had sex before. I didn’t give a shit. Virginity doesn’t matter, but I am her first.

“How bad does it hurt, Hailey?”

She doesn’t answer, those big blues filling with tears she desperately tries to blink away.

“Shh... it’s okay. We’re done. We’re not doing this.” I kiss her forehead, cradling her face with both hands. “It’ll pass.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her eyelashes wet. “I didn’t know, I thought... I thought...” She inhales sharply, pushing both hands against my chest. “I need to go.”

“Go?” I don’t budge, even when she puts all her strength into shaking me off. “Go where, Hailey? You’re not leaving. You’re staying here.”

“No, you...” She sinks her teeth in her lip, shaking softly beneath me, her hands dropping, giving up. She wraps both arms around herself, hiding her breasts. “You said we’re done.”

“Done with sex, not us. Never us.” I nudge her nose with mine. “You’re in pain, pretty girl. I hate being the reason why, so we’ll start over when you’re feeling better.”

She looks at me again, eyes brimming with hope and a vulnerability that tears me apart bit by tiny fucking bit.

Her thoughts are on display. I don’t have to read her mind to know she can’t believe I want more than sex. She can’t fathom I care enough that hurting her hurt me.

I can’t fucking fathom it either. Not that long ago I wanted to hurt this girl. Now... knowing I have, I can’t cope.

“You said it, Hailey. I worry about you. I want you safe and comfortable. You’re only one of those things right now.”

“I’m okay. Comfortable.” Slowly, she lifts her hands, fingertips tracing my jaw. “Please... I don’t want to stop.”

I don’t want that either.

The hungry, greedy, primal part of me wants her right now. Now and fucking always, but that part duels—old-fashioned style, pistols at dawn and all—with the part that can’t stand her pain.

“Please,” she repeats, lifting her head off the pillow for a kiss, her dainty fingers gripping my shoulder blades, forcing me down. “Please don’t stop.”

I smooth her hair again, brushing long blonde strands behind her ears. “Promise you’ll tell me if I’m hurting you.”

“I promise.”

“Good girl.” I kiss her forehead, then lean back on my calves. “Lift your hips for me.”

Most women I’ve fucked were experienced, wild, catty... I haven’t come across a virgin since I was a snotty teenager, fucking any girl that spread her legs.

Hailey’s nothing like the many I’ve indulged in over the past ten years. She had a hint of innocence about her from the start, but I mistook it for naivety.

The worst part is over. She’s not a virgin anymore and the way it happened will forever top my regrets list.

I powered inside her like a fucking bulldozer...

She’ll be sore when I slide in.

Hailey arches her spine off the bed slightly and I shove a pillow under her hips, my eyes drawn to the virgin blood again. A little is smeared over her pussy lips, a few specks on the sheets, tangible proof that everything happening right now is brand new to her. She’s not experienced and the responsibility of making sure she’s comfortable with every step falls on me.

She reaches down to touch my cock, swipes a little blood with two fingers, and lifts them to see better.

“I didn’t know it would be like this...” she whispers. “I didn’t know there would be blood.” Her cheeks turn bright pink, embarrassment flooding her features. “I should wash up before we—”

“Later.” I take her bottom lip between my teeth, pulling gently. “You wanted to feel me, and I want to feel this.”

I break away but she moves with me, demanding more. Her sweet, hot tongue slips into my mouth, tasting in a lazy, erotic tempo. Having her close, our lips working in sync, fills me with more emotions than any other woman inspired even during the wildest nights of my life.

Kissing never felt this fucking fulfilling.

I rest my forehead against hers, wiping the blood off her fingers against my pec. “You sure you want to keep going?”

She nods, pinching her lips into a concerned line in expectation of pain.

“Look at me,” I rasp.

I slide my cock along her pussy, getting her worked up, ready and wet. Her eyelashes quiver, the blue irises almost completely swallowed by blown pupils—a mix of fear and arousal.

“You need to relax for me. You’re too tense, Hailey. We’re not doing this unless you relax. I don’t want to hurt you.” I drag my lips from her jaw to her ear, biting the soft lobe. “I’ll be gentle, pretty girl. I’ll go slow.”

“Okay,” she sighs. “Okay... I’m fine, I want this.”

With a deep breath in, and a long sigh out, the tension leaves her bunched muscles. She melts into the mattress, and I slide the head of my cock inside. Less than an inch, but it’s enough to send a fit of shivers down my spine.

She’s soaking wet. Warm. Mine.

I watch her face, pushing deeper slowly. Very fucking slowly. She’s so tight it feels like there’s no way I’ll fit. A small frown wrinkles her forehead when I’m halfway in, making me halt.

“I’m okay,” she whispers. “Don’t stop.”

“You’re doing great. So good, Hailey.” I cradle her neck, massaging gently. “Hold on to me and take a deep breath.”

She grasps my biceps, gouging her fingers deep into the muscles. With visible anticipation, she inhales, and I take the short window while she’s completely mellow to thrust my hips forward, bottoming out inside her.

Hailey gasps, her nails biting my skin, bound to leave half-moon marks behind. I stay still, buried as deep as this position allows and shower her face with small kisses.

She’s heaven, this girl, her pussy snug around my cock like a tight-fitting glove.

“How are you doing?” I ask, caressing her hip with my free hand. “How’s the pain?”

“Good. It stings, but it’s fine.” A shadow of a smile lights up her pretty face. “I’m definitely catching feelings when you watch me like this. You want me to fall in love with you?” She bites her lip, my little tease.

“Fall, Hailey. Fall fast.” I kiss her slowly while pulling my hips back an inch, testing the waters.

“You don’t have to be so careful.”

Maybe I don’t. I wish I wasn’t. Not so fast, because this... this heaviness in my chest, how my heart’s ramming, how worried I am about her... I’m so fucked.

As soon as she slides her hands down my back, grasping my ass to force me deeper, my heart swells like a balloon.

“Move,” she coos.

I give her what she wants. What we both desperately need.

“Out.” I pull my hips back almost all the way, our lips working in sync, my free hand tending to her swollen breasts and perfectly pebbled nipples. I roll one between my fingers, pinching lightly. “And in.” A low groan vibrates my chest as I make good on my words.

Bad drug. Perfect high.

I move again, in and out, every thrust slow while her body adapts, making room for me. It’s not easy. She’s never been filled and I don’t have a big car to compensate for my teenie weenie.

When the first satisfied moan flies past her lips a heatwave sweeps me from head to toe. I up the tempo, angling my hips to drag my cock over her G spot.

“Oh yes, right there,” she mewls, pulling my hair hard enough it stings.

She’s still tense, still unsure, but she’s enjoying this... which means she’s no longer in pain.

That’s my cue.

I dip my head, sucking her puckered nipple. She loves it, and I can’t get enough of watching her spine arch off the bed when she presses herself into my mouth. She’s a sight to behold. Beautiful, eager, so fucking responsive.

Her pussy contracts around my shaft every time I lazily bottom out inside her. She grips my biceps, anchoring herself, and lifts her legs, wrapping them over my back. It’s leverage. She wants more, and she makes it clear, yanking me down until I almost crush her into the mattress.

The pace is nowhere near my go-to tempo, but it’s fucking divine. I never cared for slow sex... then again, I never cared at all. Now, the steady rhythm lets me savor the small tremors passing through Hailey with every beat. Judging which angle rubs her the right way and which doesn’t quite hit the mark is child’s play at this mellow pace.

I have her on her back—something I’ve done maybe twice in my life. I didn’t even consider flipping her over to fuck her from behind.

You don’t turn a blind eye on fine art.

Hailey with those parted lips, fluttering eyelashes, and pink cheeks, is the most divine, erotic piece I ever saw. Going forward, I’ll favor positions that give me a clear view of her face so I can watch the ecstasy color her skin. She’s close, so close the incoming orgasm already perfumes the air.

Her moans grow louder the more she loses touch with reality, her focus narrowed to her needs. I pull back, driving myself home, harder than before. Then again, and again, my hand clasping her mouth because she’s close, and I already know how loud she is when she comes.

“You’re mine, pretty girl,” I whisper angling her head to suck a mouthful of her neck, raising a pink mark. “Mine. Marked. You only come for me, Hailey.”

She peeks from under her thick eyelashes, blown pupils staring up at me, the most arousing symphony of moans, gasps, and shallow breaths filling the room when the orgasm hits her like a tidal wave. My hand muffles the sounds, but she probably already woke up her neighbor.

I don’t slow down, chasing my own high. If this wasn’t Hailey’s first time, I’d make her fall apart so many times she’d beg me to stop. I’d wring out back-to-back orgasms, until she’d be too exhausted to lift her head off the pillow because I can’t get enough of seeing her come.

But it is her first time. She’ll be sore tomorrow, so I’m taking it easy on her. She’s still trembling beneath me when a low groan rattles my chest.

Fuck.

I forgot the condom. Just as the orgasm erupts at the base of my spine, I pull out, grip my cock, and pump, watching warm cum splash Hailey’s breasts.

“That was...” She blows a lock off her forehead, lifting her head to kiss me. “Just wow.”

“Wow?” I smirk, taking a mental picture of her clammy, skin glistening with sweat and my cum. “That was fucking scary. It’s not how your first time should be.”

She tangles her fingers in my hair. “It was perfect.”

“You were in pain.”

And, apparently, I can take a bullet but can’t watch Hailey’s pain without feeling like I’m being dragged across hot coals.

“Stay still. I need to clean you up.”

As soon as I stand, she sits up, peeking between her legs at the blood mixing with her arousal. There’s not much, but we’ve smeared it over her pussy, her thighs, and the sheets. There’s still some marking my cock, too. She closes her legs, hugging her knees.

“That’s a mess... I’m—”

“If you say you’re sorry I’ll lose my temper.” I drop my fists on the bed, leaning in for a kiss, then nudge my chin at the whorls of scarlet. “That’s fucking beautiful, Hailey. I want to frame it and hang it in my apartment.”

“You wouldn’t.” Her eyes grow wider, shame morphing to defiance as she whacks my chest. “Promise you won’t!”

“Only because you’d be permanently pink if I did. As adorable as your blush is, I don’t like it when you’re embarrassed.” I run my fingers along her pussy. “Mine. You’re mine, pretty girl.”

She smiles, touching the two bloody lines on my chest. I didn’t check the place I wiped her fingers earlier, but the marks are right above the steady thump of my heart.

“Does this mean you’re mine?” she asks, once again uncertain. “Marked?”

I hate how deep her insecurities reach. She’s scared to even hope I feel as strongly as she does.

She has no fucking idea that this is it. The moment I throw my inhibitions aside, the moment hatred falls off the merry-go-round for good, the moment she becomes an inseparable part of me.

There’s no going back.

She’s mine.

All mine.
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Alex walks my dad out of the kitchen.

I don’t recognize this place. Dark, polished furniture, a small, round table against a bay window, sleek, modern appliances, a checkered floor...

It must be our kitchen in Ohio.

I don’t like it. It’s so clinical. No food littering the counters, no music playing in the background, no pie baking in the oven.

The kitchen was always the heart of our home: alive with smells and sounds. Mom loved cooking, baking and experimenting with new recipes.

This kitchen is quiet. Sterile. A show-home decoration.

I swallow hard, glancing at Alex.

For the first time since my flashbacks started, I see him clearly. He’s older than I thought. Much older. I expected somebody in his twenties, but Alex must be nearing his forties.

Fine wrinkles surround his mouth, hinting that he’s smiled a lot in his youth. He’s wearing a beard, perfectly trimmed at the sides, his hair fresh and combed back.

He’s sharp. Rested. Curious as he stares after my father.

We’re at the table, the view out the window a blur, nothing but light, as if my mind doesn’t yet have enough information to show me the outside of my new home.

“How’s college, Hailey?” Alex asks, dragging his attention away from the door as he sips his coffee. “Made any friends?”

My stomach ties into elaborate knots when our eyes lock. It’s not an unpleasant feeling. Not like the dread that’s consumed me in other memories. This is excited nervousness. The kind that feels like butterflies flapping their wings in your stomach.

“Um, no, not yet.”

“Why is that? You’ve been here six months now.”

Six months... Dad said we moved at the end of summer, so this must be happening in spring.

“I don’t know... I’m not good at making friends.”

A sad smile twists his lips. He reaches across the table, covering my hand with his. “I know it’s hard, but you should start living your life again. Your mom would’ve wanted you to smile.”

Mom died in March which means I’ve been grieving for a year.

“I don’t have many reasons to smile. She’s not here, Dad’s almost never home, and I’m... alone.”

“That’s why you need someone in your life, Hailey.” He brushes the length of my thumb with his, making me blush. “You need a friend. Work is how Charlie’s coping with loss. He’s moving on, Hailey. So should you.” He tucks a loose strand of hair over my ear, gracing his fingers down my pink cheek. “How about you start small and get yourself out of these baggy clothes, hmm? You’d look pretty in a summer dress. I’d love to see you in something light.”

My heart skips, then beats faster, the infatuation growing. It’s echoed in the present for an entirely different reason.

I’m disappointed in myself because I changed for him. I wanted his attention, his acceptance.

That’s not how love should work.

I wonder how long it took before I started crushing on him. Was it at first sight? He’s not bad looking, but he’s not my type. I crushed on enough celebrities in high school to know my type and Alex doesn’t hit the mark by any definition.

Nash does.

Maybe it wasn’t instant. Maybe it was gradual. I fell for his personality, not his looks. Though given how vile he is in every other recollection, that doesn’t make sense, either.

When did he start touching me like this? It’s intimate, not how a friend should act. Especially a friend that’s twice my age.

Is that what drew me in? His age...?

He’s a completely different man in this memory to the others. Calm, happy, confident. Friendly and caring.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he continues, leaning back in his chair. He pulls out his wallet, dropping an AMEX card before me. “There’s a thousand dollars on here. Go to the mall today and spend it all on clothes. No black jeans, t-shirts, or hoodies. I want to see you in skirts and pretty blouses. Pastel colors. And while you’re at it, pick a nice dress to wear tonight.”

Tonight?”

“Yes. I’m throwing your father a surprise birthday party with a few friends from work.”

“But...” I stare at the AMEX card. “I can’t accept this, it’s—”

“Yes, you can. It’s my money and I choose how I spend it.” He takes my hand again, his eyes dropping to my lips and sending my pulse soaring. “And I want to spend it on you, sweetheart.”

My skin tingles at the endearment. It tingles back then and breaks me out in hives right now.

Heavy footsteps thump nearby, and Alex quickly retreats, nudging his chin at the card in an unspoken order to hide it.

I do just as Dad enters the kitchen.

He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. The picture sways, distorts and I’m thrown into another place.

Alex stands before me in my room, slowly opening a white box tied with a black ribbon.

“Happy Birthday, Hailey,” he says, scrutinizing my face while I scrutinize the gift.

A pang of disappointment twists my gut.

It’s the silver heart pendant I’ve been toying with for weeks, thinking it came from Mom.

Alex grabs the delicate chain between his thumb and forefinger, pulling it out of the box and dangling it between us.

“Do you like it? I saw it at the jewelers and thought it’d suit you.”

Annoyance flushes my system. He saw a broken heart and thought of me?

In the memory, I reach out, examining the pendant from both sides, the floral design and the ridge zigzagging in the middle. I do exactly what I did at the hospital when the nurse gave it back to me—try to pry it open.

Alex smirks, letting go of the chain so it pools in my palm. “That won’t work.”

I meet his gaze, wondering both back then and right now why he chose that design. “It’s a broken heart. Why—”

“That’s what made me think of you.” He lifts his hand, tracing his knuckles down my cheek. “A broken heart for a girl with a broken heart.”

Tears spring to my eyes back then and the memory switches off as if someone clicked the red button on a TV remote. I’m back in my dorm room, hovering over my diary, a big, purple stain growing where the fineliner’s been pressed since the flashback hit.

A small smile curves my lips despite what I’ve seen. I much prefer calm memories to those that throw me into an anxious frenzy. I’m in the same position, my heartrate steady, no tears.

I grab the heart pendant, tearing the necklace off my neck in one hard tug, and rush to the window, flinging it wide open. But before I toss the necklace out, I pause...

What if he didn’t mean my heart was broken because he broke it? What if he meant it was broken because my mom died? Maybe that’s why the heart doesn’t open... because even though it’s broken, it’s still whole.

Exhaling a calming breath, I pull my suitcase out of the wardrobe, and hide the necklace in a small inside pocket. My neck feels bare without it, but I won’t touch it again until I know exactly why he bought it for me.

I spend the next hour detailing everything I saw, posing endless questions in the margins. I write, read, then write again.

Omitting the sexual abuse, I also write down the incidents I’ve kept in my head until now, focusing on the surroundings, Alex’s mood, and anything he said that wasn’t related to sucking his dick.

A pattern emerges.

Not just in those memories where he used me, but the previous ones too. At first I only saw his anger and impatience. He rushed through our time together like he couldn’t wait to leave, but the more I read and think, the more details I notice. Something much darker was buried behind the anger.

Deep-rooted, hair-raising fear and... guilt.

I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t seen this calm, happy Alex. Maybe he wasn’t such a monster... maybe somewhere along the way, things changed, and I became an outlet for that darker something.

Maybe we started off well.

It’d mean I didn’t lose myself completely while I was grieving my mother.

◆◆◆

It’s almost one in the morning when a rap at my door drags me out of sleep. I tried to stay awake, waiting for Nash, but I must’ve drifted off.

My energy levels haven’t been high for weeks. Matthews’ unexpected visit and what he said about Dad drained me completely. I suspected from the start that Dad didn’t only send me here to recover, but suspicion and confirmation are two different things.

Scrambling out of bed, I pad across the room, shuddering when my bare feet touch the cold floor. My knees almost buckle as I unlock the door. Nash is in gray tracksuit bottoms and a black t-shirt, his damp hair a feast for the senses.

Without waiting for an invitation, he steps in, stormy eyes scanning me from head to toe as always, but there’s something disturbing in his stance.

I instinctively draw back.

He closes the distance between us in two swift strides, taking my face in both hands before his mouth takes mine in a hungry, greedy, passionate kiss, so intense my toes curl.

He smells fresh, spicy, all red-blooded man. The tang of mint on his tongue wakes me up further as he deepens the kiss, my ass filling his strong hands as he lifts me off the floor.

“Hey,” I whisper, catching a breath when he sits on the bed, lowering me to straddle his lap. “You’ve been gone a long time.”

“My car broke down.”

“What ha—”

“Not important,” he clips, tension seizing his tone and muscles. “Tell me what your dad wanted.”

“It wasn’t my dad. He sent Officer Matthews.” I pinch my lips, wondering how much I trust Nash. Jonathan and Dad both said I shouldn’t trust anyone, but I’ve never felt safer than when Nash is close. I snatch Dad’s note off the bedside table. “Something bad is happening. They won’t tell me what, but I’m not here to heal... I’m here to hide.” I hand him the note. “Jonathan took me for a walk but—”

His eyes snap up, rendering me paralyzed and speechless. Little torches burn in his gaze, the passion gone, replaced by anger so potent he growls out the next question.

“How well do you know him, Hailey?”

“Um... quite well, apparently. Why are you mad?”

“Was someone else with you?”

I swallow hard, sensing where this is going. “No.”

“And where did you go with him?”

“Are you jealous? Nothing happened, Nash. He’s my dad’s age. We went for a walk through the forest—”

“You went for a walk through the forest with a man you don’t know.” He tosses the note aside, both hands grasping my hips, the intensity of his touch making me shiver. “You could’ve been hurt, lost...” He drags his hands up, cinching my waist. “You don’t know him. Why do you trust him?”

“Dad introduced us at the hospital. He trusts Matthews enough to send him here even though no one’s supposed to know where I am...” I steady my voice, feeling like a misbehaving child. “I’m okay, aren’t I?”

I drop my gaze and immediately grab his right hand, inspecting the scrapes on his knuckles. “What happened?”

“I told you my car broke down. I fixed it on the side of the road.” He tilts my chin back up. “Don’t change the subject. You were alone with Matthews in the forest. He could’ve hurt you and no one would’ve heard you scream.” He pinches my chin between two fingers, frustration evident in his squared shoulders. “Why are you so fucking reckless?”

“You’re making a big deal out of nothing. What would you have me do? Tell him we’ll only talk with the dean present? He wouldn’t tell me anything.”

“Smarter, Hailey. You need to be smarter. Did you call your dad to check he sent him before you followed him blindly into the woods? Did you tell anyone where you were going?”

He’s got me there. I saw Dad’s note and checking with him didn’t cross my mind.

“You didn’t,” Nash huffs, massaging his temples.

“You’re overreacting.” I weave my fingers through his hair, resting my forehead against his. “I’m fine.”

Instead of arguing, he pushes a few breaths down his nose, his jaw ticking. “Don’t ever do that again.”

A smile breaks out across my lips. I can’t help it, no matter how hard I try to force my lips into a thin line.

“What’s so amusing, Hailey?”

“You’re not jealous... you’re worried about me.”

“I’m both, and much more, pretty girl. You’re mine.” He wipes my smile off with a dominating kiss. “I need to know you’re safe. Always.”

“Well, I’m not. Matthews didn’t explain, but he made it much clearer. Dad’s working like crazy to fix whatever’s wrong and get me home. I’m supposed to lay low and trust no one.”

“You trust me,” he states, sure of himself as he adjusts me in his lap. “You don’t seem that worried.”

I run both hands down my face. “Because it feels... impossible. Surreal. I know I should be scared, but I’m just confused. I don’t remember anything, and nobody will tell me what the fuck’s wrong.” My voice cracks, frustration taking over.

Nash immediately pulls me in closer. “They’re protecting you,” he coos. “Did you tell Matthews about me?”

My cheeks warm as I shake my head no. “He called me out over spending the night with someone, but agreed it’s not worth alarming Dad. He already ran background checks on everyone when he sent me here.”

His hands drift back to my waist. They’re so big, his fingers almost meet when he holds me. “Anything else? Any guesses what’s going on?”

“It has to have something to do with Alex...” I instinctively glance at my diary. “Turns out neither Dad nor Matthews knew we were dating. He’s... much older, maybe that’s why we snuck around.”

“I hate that he had you first.” Nash nudges my nose with his. “You should be shown off, not treated like a dirty secret.”

A whole swarm takes flight in my stomach. Thousands of fluttering wings, incomparable to what I felt looking at Alex in the memory earlier.

Nash is overwhelming. He dominates every ounce of my perception. I lean down to kiss his forehead, but he’s quicker. He tilts his head, taking my lips while pulling me even closer, the hunger in him returning with twice the potency.

The kiss deepens, evolves, and the atmosphere shifts, the heavy conversation morphing into lust.

“Say you’ll take better care of yourself,” he demands, moving his lips to suck and nibble my neck.

That’s enough to raise the temperature by a few degrees. I tilt my head, giving him better access and his soft kisses turn hotter, more sensual.

“I will...” I moan when he gently bites my earlobe. On instinct I grind into him, pleasant heat detonating in my chest when I find him hard. “I promise, I—oh.”

He grips my nape, steering my face the way he likes, the kiss hungrier by the second. “Again,” he orders, biting my lip. “Move, pretty girl. Show me what you want.”

A wildfire of pure need incinerates a path through me like it did last night. I use him, chasing the orgasm that presses in on me from all sides.

In between writing and reading, I couldn’t keep my mind from Nash and his head between my legs this morning. The possessiveness in his dark gaze, his thumbs spreading me wide, his skilled mouth driving me crazy...

He tears my nightdress off, groaning once I’m naked in his lap. “You not wearing panties at night is a fucking godsend.” His mouth comes down, teasing my breasts. “I’ll dive between your legs every morning and eat while you sleep.”

My imagination grabs the idea, showing me vivid pictures of my back bowing off the bed to an early-morning wake-up orgasm, finding Nash between my legs.

“Do it,” I whisper, pushing my nipple into his mouth when he inches away long enough to give the other breast the same treatment. I’m in love with his hot tongue and teeth sending electric shocks through my nerve endings. “Please.”

“Please what, Hailey? Please make me come? Please wake me up with your tongue? Please—”

“Please more,” I sigh. “I want more.”

The look in his eyes turns feral. So possessive, so starved it’s almost scary. He winds one hand around my butt, guiding my moves, but riding him isn’t enough anymore.

Not after his hot breath fanned my pussy.

If he can elicit that much pleasure with his mouth, I’m dying to know what he’ll do with his cock.

“How much more?” he asks.

“Everything.”

The world spins in a blur as he whips me up to drop me on the bed, hovering above me, still fully dressed. His t-shirt goes first. I almost rip it off his back between fierce kisses.

I’m stupid with the need to feel him. Blazing with desire. The world doesn’t exist while I reach to yank his tracksuit bottoms off. He doesn’t let me, pinning my hands far above my head.

“No, no, no,” I mutter, wrestling against his hold. “Please, I want—”

“I know what you want. You’ll get it, I promise, but it’ll be on my terms.”

He dips his head, kissing me slowly. The sudden change in tempo throws me off course. I want to thread my fingers through his hair so badly that I bite his lip, using it as a distraction to free one hand. Before he stops me, I tug his neck, pulling him closer, craving the heat of his body.

“Impatient little thing,” he tuts, letting go of my other wrist and getting up to grab his wallet.

A blue foil packet lands on the nightstand and Nash strips out of his clothes. My eyes immediately head south. I knew he was big when I got myself off on him last night, but I didn’t realize how big.

“That’s... definitely not a teenie weenie,” I mutter, a little scared now I’ve had a proper look.

Nash climbs back over me, tilting my head up and away from his hypnotic cock to focus on his brown irises instead.

“What’s wrong, pretty girl?” He smirks, palming that monster. “Scared it won’t fit?”

“No, just wondering if I’ll be able to walk tomorrow.”

“You won’t.” He reaches for the condom but this time it’s me catching his wrist.

“Can we...? I had a battery of tests done at the hospital, so I’m fine. I’m not on birth control, but... I want to feel you without it first. Just for a minute. Is that okay?”

He narrows his eyes like he’s considering something. “Yeah, we’re good, pretty girl.”

He grips my thighs, settling them over his, and takes my mouth in a kiss as he gets in position, coating the head of his cock in the slickness between my legs. I’m dripping, my body running a fever from nothing more than a few kisses.

“What the fuck have you done do me?” he whispers, a gentle shudder shaking his whole frame.

He’s as affected by me as I am by him.

My stomach cramps in anticipation, every part of me ready and impatient. I weave my fingers through his hair, tugging him down, desperate to feel him everywhere.

“Stop teasing,” I plead, my breaths coming out faster. “Please, baby... I need you.”

And as if that’s a spell, Nash gives me exactly what I want, slamming forward, balls-deep in one desperate thrust.
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Carter

Bad fucking drug.

She drives me insane, this girl. Absolutely mad.

All attempts at rational thinking go down the drain whenever Hailey’s close. My every priority when I arrived at Lakeside: the task, revenge, the evidence, and any kind of peaceful future gave their spot to her.

She’s my focus point.

My reason.

My fucking downfall.

From a girl I despised to a girl who holds not just my heart but me as a whole in the palm of her hand.

It’s been a slow and steady flame under a pot of water. It was hot when she kissed me, starting to steam when I slipped inside her, but it truly boiled when she asked whether I was hers while tracing the lines of her blood marking my chest, eyes full of awe.

I am hers. I’d pull the stars from the sky if she asked for them. And I intend to show her that I mean it.

Nothing is as important as keeping her safe and mine. Whatever mattered before, doesn’t mean shit today.

Well, that’s not entirely true... I still want that evidence. Now more than ever. Not because it’ll help keep my father or the people he does business with out of jail.

Not even because it will keep me out of jail and alive.

It’s because once I have that evidence, I have Hailey’s safety. Rhett won’t touch her. No one will touch her.

The evidence is leverage.

I’ll find it. It’s only a matter of time, but a problem for another day. Right now, I have more pressing concerns.

Vaughn’s desperation doesn’t bode well. There must be some reason other than my father that got Vaughn so bent out of shape about Hailey’s safety. Rhett’s unpredictable, but Vaughn knows better than to think he’d hurt his daughter.

It’d be a one-way ticket to a life behind bars. Surely Vaughn doesn’t believe Rhett’s that stupid.

So what spooked him enough to hide Hailey at Lakeside?

What am I missing?

I fucking hate this game and I hate that Hailey’s the epicenter. It’s a joke that the person most tangled in this web of sophisticated lies is the person most in the dark.

She knows she’s in danger but has no idea about the mess she’s in thanks to Alex. She doesn’t know the only reason she’s still alive is because Babyface ran out of time before he could put a bullet in her head to match Alex’s.

She doesn’t know her mind holds a key.

She’s oblivious, asleep beside me, her cold feet tucked between my thighs, hair scattered across the pillow, perky butt flush with my groin.

New... all of this. Holding her, caring about her, feeling things I never felt before... new, scary, and wrong.

She deserves better.

If I were a decent man, I’d tell her the truth. But I’m not a decent man. I’m selfish and in too deep to risk the truth. It wouldn’t set us free. It’d shatter her trust in me. I’d lose my chance to find the evidence before anyone else.

I’d lose her and that’s not an option.

It will never be an option.

She’s mine and I’m hers. Her virgin blood still marks my chest, proving I had her first. It doesn’t hold any value in this day and age. Virginity is only important because its end signifies the start of a life of experiences, not because it’s some fucking token of purity.

That’s small-minded thinking.

But... the psychotic part of me feels like the king of the fucking world knowing I introduced her to sex, even if it didn’t go down the way it should.

We didn’t talk about why she thought she’d already had sex. Why the thought she might be a virgin never occurred to her. The evening was too perfect to ruin it by combing through the past.

We’ll get to that in time.

I rise on my elbow behind her, my other hand under the comforter, around her middle, holding her close for a while before I sneak out for a twelve-hour drive to Chicago.

Three hours ago, I was looking forward to a break from Lakeside but now I dread leaving Hailey alone. I don’t want to lose her from my sight. I don’t trust her to take care of herself.

Brushing a tangle of hair that fell across her forehead, I map out her peaceful face. She’s so fucking pretty, somehow even prettier than the first day I saw her. There’s simplicity in her features, small nose, round cheeks, full lips. No freckles, no blemishes other than the scars covering her body. Each tells a story and, one day, I’ll ask about every single one.

Even in the muted light filtering through the heavy curtains the angry hickey on her neck stands out against her milky skin.

To think that a few weeks ago, my task was to break her...

She broke me first.

Without trying, she chipped through the walls I built years ago. One day I was hell-bent on using her, the next I couldn’t breathe when I saw her tears.

She changed the rules, but the game’s still on, and right now, I should be heading out.

“Hailey,” I whisper, rousing her from sleep. My initial plan to sneak out gets tossed aside. If I can’t give her everything she deserves, I’ll do better with the little things. “Wake up, I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” She sighs softly, moving onto her back, eyes still closed. “Where are you going? Is it morning?”

“Not yet. I’m needed at home. You stay here.” That gets her to look at me through heavy eyelids. “I’ll be back tomorrow night.”

“Is everything okay?”

Nothing outside our bubble is okay.

“Yes, don’t worry and don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone.” I kiss her forehead, inhaling the fresh scent of her hair. “Sleep, pretty girl.”
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Hailey

Warm water soothes the stinging soreness between my legs while the cogs in my brain turn, dissecting my memories of Alex again. I’m searching for any explanation, any hint why we never had sex, even though I remember at least three separate occasions when he fucked my mouth.

Why do that but fail to go the distance? The second Nash thrust in, I knew no one had never touched me that way. I overheard enough first-time stories in high school to have an idea of how that goes down. Some girls complained about pain, others said it didn’t hurt a thing, some cursed their selfish boyfriends while others gushed about their caring ones.

The girls’ changing room was a goldmine of information about first love, first breakups, and first sex.

I’ve seen movies. I’ve read books. I even had the talk with Mom, so I had the basic idea... but none of it explains why Alex never fucked me.

He happily made me gag on his cock, so why not shove it elsewhere? Why not take my virginity?

Were we working our way up to sex or was he not interested in it? Was it my age? Lack of experience?

Maybe my looks...

Come to think about it, I don’t remember him ever undressing me. Not even to come over my boobs. There are a few scars on my body that I can’t hide with concealer. Like the one marking my thigh; it’s ragged, raised, long, hard to conceal. Almost impossible.

I hug my knees and prop my forehead there.

Frustration squeezes my throat and a block of ice settles in the pit of my stomach.

Forgetting sucks.

A knock on my bedroom door makes my ears perk up. Nash left five hours ago and said he won’t be back until tomorrow evening, so it’s—

“Hailey!” Chloe’s voice reaches my ears, accompanied by a rattle of the door handle. “Hailey wake up!” she repeats, her voice much clearer.

I didn’t lock the door after Nash left.

“I’m in the bath,” I yell, snatching a towel off the rail. “What’s wrong?”

“Have you seen Jensen since the party?” She shoves past me, scanning the room like she thinks I’m hiding him under the bed. “No one’s seen him.”

“I left early, remember? Did he not come back with you?”

“No, I came back with Rachel. Jensen was... busy with some girl.” She plops down on my bed.

My cheeks flare because there are still red stains on the mattress cover, hidden beneath the comforter.

“Do you know which girl? Maybe he’s still with her?”

She shakes her head, eyes narrowed, before she jumps to her feet. “I’ll keep looking. I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll help, just let me get dressed.”

An hour later, we’re in the cafeteria, catching breakfast before they stop serving at eleven. Thank God it’s not nine like during the week or most of us would go hungry until lunch.

We knocked on every door in the girls’ dorm, but no one had seen Jensen. Chloe’s making rounds from one table to the next while Levi knocks on the boys’ doors.

“How can you eat right now?” Chloe asks, sliding into a seat beside me, her hair a wild mess. “My stomach’s stuck to my spine. I’m sick just smelling that sandwich.” She scrunches her nose at my BLT.

I drop the half-eaten sandwich, settling for my coffee. “Any luck?”

“No. A few people said they saw him at the party.”

“Don’t worry,” Rachel says, stuffing her mouth with cherry tomatoes. “I’m sure he’s fine. He was all over that girl—Maya, is it?—on Friday. They’re probably having fun somewhere.”

Chloe shakes her head, eyeing something on the other side of the cafeteria. “Maya’s right there. They left together, but she says she didn’t spend the night with him.”

“Maybe he had an emergency at home and left in a hurry?” I suggest, shifting in my seat, my pussy still aching.

“He would’ve told or texted someone, but not even the dean knows where he is. I called the emergency number, and all she had was I’m sure he’ll come back soon. I don’t get why she hasn’t called the police yet. Someone should be looking for him!”

The cafeteria door opens and Levi comes back, strolling toward us.

“Anything?” Chloe asks, her spine straightening, hopeful eyes tracing Levi’s every step until he takes a seat.

“Yeah, a few guys said they saw Jensen yesterday and Gary spoke to him on the phone.”

“What time was that? Where is he? Did he leave—”

“Whoa, calm down, sis,” Levi chuckles. “Gary says Jensen went to town. My guess is he’s on a bender. He’ll come back tonight or tomorrow morning.”

Chloe crosses her arms, pouting. “I don’t buy it. He’d call! Besides, his car’s in the parking lot.”

“Maybe his phone died,” I say, bracing for another dose of Chloe’s glaring. “Maybe he took a taxi?”

“Exactly,” Levi agrees. “He’s either getting drunk, or with some hot babe in a motel. There’s nothing more you can do, Chloe. I’m sure the dean will call the police if he doesn’t show up tomorrow.”

“It’s already been over twenty-four hours! What if he’s lost in the woods?”

“Why would he be in the woods?” Rachel asks, her eyebrows merging into a line. “He went to town, Chloe.”

“You don’t know that! When we were in high school, he jogged every morning. Maybe he started again and got lost? I can’t sit here and do nothing!” She rises to her feet, determination consuming her face. “I’ll go look for him.”

“Look where?” Levi snaps, his patience wearing thin. “Listen, I know you two are good friends, but the forest is huge, sis. You’ll get lost and we’ll have two missing people.”

“I have to try,” she whispers, eyes filling with tears.

I watch, dumbstruck, as she turns on her heel, marching toward the exit.

A woman on a mission... a senseless woman on a mission.

“Chloe, wait!” I call after her, the good Samaritan in me rearing its head. She stops mid-step, turning to face me. “If he doesn’t show up for class tomorrow, I’ll go with you, okay? Just give it another day.”

“Yeah, we’ll all go tomorrow,” Rachel interjects, glancing between us. “It’s still the weekend, so he might be out partying. If he’s not back by morning, we’ll all look.”

A big, grateful smile graces Chloe’s lips. I doubt she was looking forward to a lonely trek through the woods and Levi’s right, Chloe’s not equipped to venture in there without getting lost.

I’m no expert, either, but at least I have some experience after my years of camping with Dad.

Taking a few timid steps, Chloe comes back and sits beside me, throwing her arms around my neck.

The hug should make me feel good. After all, I’m helping a friend, but this idea is stupid and I can already hear Nash’s clipped tone telling me I’m reckless, irresponsible, and that I need to be smarter.

Oh well, he’s not due back until tomorrow evening. We’ll be back by then, if Jensen isn’t already, and what the eyes don’t see...
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Exiting the shower in my own home and grabbing my own clothes makes me feel alive. No jeans or t-shirts like my temporary alter-ego wears.

Finally all me.

I ignore the black waistcoats and pants, sick of the color. I skim over green and brown, too, pulling a rouge navy set off one hanger, and crisp, white, immaculately pressed shirt off another.

The jacket stays in the closet. I never wear suit jackets. They’re as uncomfortable as jeans.

Ten minutes later, I stand in front of the mirror smearing ointment over my new chest tattoo, courtesy of Koby who popped in earlier with his equipment.

He’s a self-taught, excellent artist. He started at fourteen, opened his own studio at eighteen, but only lasted three years as an upstanding citizen. His family’s ties with the mafia won him over and the rest is history.

Since he joined my crew three years ago, he’s the only man I trust with needlework. Tonight, he completed his tenth tattoo on my skin, but never was he this focused on keeping a straight face.

“Is that... blood?” he asked when I yanked my t-shirt off, showing him the two red lines.

“It is. Make sure the color matches. I want it to look exactly as it does now.”

He took pictures and spent ten minutes preparing the design, glancing at me over the laptop screen every so often, one eyebrow raised, a question on his lips. Probably more than one.

It wasn’t until he had the equipment ready that he finally caved and asked whose blood it was.

“Hailey’s,” I said, keeping the details to myself.

Clever as he is, he got to work, but he did wonder. I saw it in the way he kept pinching his lips together to stop asking where the blood came from or why I wanted it on my chest forever.

The reason is simple. Actions speak louder than words. Hailey’s so insecure she wouldn’t believe me if I simply told her I’m hers. The tattoo is permanent, it’s a statement.

Tattooing two red lines should’ve taken twenty minutes tops, but Koby spent almost an hour perfecting every detail.

Not that there were many.

Now, I stick second-skin foil over the two-inch ink, and shimmy into my shirt, buttoning up in front of the mirror. I roll up my sleeves to mid-arms, leather bracelets and a silver watch contrasting the tattoos wrapping my wrists. I slide my signet rings on, flexing my fingers.

“Someone’s pleased,” Broadway chirps after I descend the metal staircase, my shoes tapping against the parqueted living room floor. “Looking sharp, Boss. I almost didn’t recognize you earlier. You ready?”

“Not quite.”

I fetch my IWB holster from the desk drawer, and grab my Glock, taking a moment to appreciate the feeling of cold steel in my hand. Campus rules forbid me from carrying at Lakeside, so my gun’s tucked under the mattress. I have another in the glovebox for emergencies, but I’ve not had a reason to use either. I missed the power that comes with a concealed weapon.

Flipping the safety back and forth, I tuck it into the holster in the small of my back, adjusting the waistcoat. Hiding a gun without a suit jacket isn’t easy, so the small Glock is what I carry day-to-day.

As much leniency as Chicago’s finest offer Dante’s men, Chief Jeremy Smith insists we don’t draw attention, and a proper holster goes a long way toward that goal.

“Now we can go,” I tell Broadway watching him press the elevator button.

My home is a loft in the heart of the city. High ceilings, bare, brick walls and one of those old steel-gated elevators that takes us straight to the parking lot.

“I kept her running for you but she could use another spin,” Broadway says, eyeing my Corvette.

“You’re driving.” I hurl the keys at him, yanking the passenger door open. “I’ve spent twelve hours behind the wheel, and I’m doing the same tomorrow.”

He runs a gentle hand down the hood, concealing the smile trying to break out across his face. “Would be ten in this.”

That it would.

The Pontiac, as good as it is, isn’t fast. While my Corvette wouldn’t look out of place among the other expensive playthings at Lakeside, it’d be too easy for Vaughn to run the plates and connect Carter Beckett—my mother’s maiden name—to Carter Willard, son of Rhett Willard.

I don’t need that kind of trouble. Hailey’s a piece of work without adding her overachieving father into the mix.

Broadway fills me in on what I’ve missed—thankfully not much—over the past month the whole drive to Delta. His cunning smile doesn’t slip my attention, but I don’t ask.

He’ll vomit whatever’s littering his mind when he sees fit.

And he does once he parks in the underground lot.

“Koby told us you got new ink.”

“Did he now?”

How unsurprising.

I exit the car, whipping myself left and right to ease the tension in my lower back. “Are you braver than him?”

“Braver?” he repeats, eyebrows drawing in.

“He didn’t have the balls to ask why.”

Broadway smirks, calling the elevator. “The why is obvious. You don’t tattoo a girl’s blood on your chest for shits and giggles. You’re done, Boss. Hearts and kisses. In too deep for comfort.”

It’s not a question, so I don’t answer.

We enter the elevator, Broadway with that shits-and-giggles attitude, his mouth threatening to split at the corners.

“Interesting kink, I admit,” he continues. “I might have to try it one day. See what the fuss is about.”

“Try what?”

“Blood play.”

“You think I cut her?” The idea alone makes me shudder. “It’s not that kind of blood, Broadway.”

It takes a second before his gag-reflex comes into effect, making me chuckle.

“Not period blood, either.”

“Oh,” he mutters, wondering what it could be, his mouth permanently fixed in that small o.

Any second now...

“Shit!” His brows hit his hairline.

There it is.

“You mean—”

“Yes,” I cut in. “Now swallow whatever else you want to say.”

With visible difficulty, he does as the metal door slides open to reveal Delta’s ground floor. After weeks of relative quiet, the bass pumping from the speakers is deafening.

I navigate the room, people moving out of my way, some bowing their heads, others darting off.

A moment later, we’re in the VIP area on the balcony. Dante’s already there, sitting on one of two white leather half-moon couches facing each other. The area is separated from the rest of the club by a pane of bulletproof glass that muffles the loud music thumping throughout the building.

With a tumbler of whiskey in hand, Dante talks with Jackson, their girls notably missing, probably dancing downstairs, watched by two bodyguards.

“The prodigal son returns,” Nate, Dante’s—as I call him—left hand, cheers when I approach the table. “Good to see you, man.” He pats my back, question marks shining in his eyes.

There are men at the table who aren’t inner circle, so he checks his tongue, taking a seat while I shake hands with everyone. Before I’m done, a waitress comes over with a glass of bourbon for me and a Coke for my designated driver.

“Let my wife know I’ll be back in an hour,” Dante tells the guys not invited to the private meeting. A hint of a smile twists his features as he adds, “And tell her Carter’s back.”

“Sure thing, Boss. We’ll keep an eye on the girls.”

Dante nods, a silent yes, you will implied. “Koby and Ryder?” he asks when I fall into step beside him.

“Broadway will fill them in. The V brothers arrived unannounced earlier, so they’re otherwise occupied.”

“My allies prefer your club?” Dante cocks an eyebrow, pushing the door to his office at the back wide open, amusement lacing his tone. “Must be the Red Room.”

Hardly.

If it’s business related, their visits are always planned weeks in advance, but sometimes they show up to unwind. Dante purposely omits the fact he made me Vince and Vaughn’s main point of contact three years ago, tired of the mayhem they cause whenever they roll into town.

I don’t mind. Their kind of crazy aligns well with Ryder, so the meetings are always a breeze and I log out once they start humping everything that moves.

Before I take my usual seat in the leather chair, Jackson slips his hand into my pocket, pulling my phone out, a finger pressed to his lips as he stares me down.

I frown, watching him stomp away and hook up my phone to his laptop. Everyone’s silent, expectant eyes on me but it takes me a while before I understand.

They think there’s a bug on my phone.

A cold sweat slithers down my back, my mind working overtime, running through all possibilities. Have I ever left my phone unattended? Who the fuck would bug me?

“We’re good,” Jackson says, staring at the screen. “It works on calls, texts, and emails. It doesn’t listen, so we’re fine.”

“You found a bug?” I snarl, moving to stand behind him. “How did it get on my phone? How did you know it’s there?”

“I heard cracks on the line yesterday,” Dante says. “I’ve been bugged enough times to distinguish a shitty connection from a poorly installed bug. We had no way of checking whether it was listening all the time, so I couldn’t get Andres to warn you. I needed you here.”

Fuck. That’s why he sounded so odd.

“Sit, Carter,” he adds.

I sink into the leather chair, downing half my whiskey. “How did it get on my phone?”

“I’m working on that,” Jackson mutters, tapping the keyboard. “I can tell you it was installed yesterday.” He frowns at the screen. “That’s... fuck. You opened a server, didn’t you?”

My eyebrows draw together, then shoot up when it clicks. “Rhett. He sent me a server link to those files about Vaughn.”

The fucking bastard.

“Yup,” he confirms, tapping away. “One of the files is infected. Looks like your old man doesn’t trust you.”

I run a heavy hand down my face. “He’s pissed off things aren’t happening faster. I bet he’s checking I’m not leading him by the nose.”

“We can’t remove it without him knowing,” Broadway states, crossing the room. He opens a filing cabinet, pulling out a metal box. “If it isn’t meant for Rhett’s ears, it goes through one of these.” He drops two burners in my lap.

“His ass is on fire,” Dante muses. “He’s scared, Carter. I don’t think this is about trust. He’s worried you’re piecing the puzzle together and figuring out some things he doesn’t want you to know.”

I massage my temples. “Jackson, move the folder for Hailey’s phone bug onto this one.” I toss one of the burners his way. “I’ll only load new recordings onto my phone once I’ve checked there’s nothing there that Rhett can use.”

Dante’s right. Bugging my phone proves I don’t know everything. Rhett’s scared and trying to stay one step ahead.

“While you’re here,” Nate starts. “The more we dig, the less sense this case makes. Nothing adds up. We have three different versions of the accident.” He lifts a hand, bending his fingers in turn. “Rhett’s, Vaughn’s to Hailey, and what I found in the police files. Do you know where the accident happened?”

“According to Rhett—”

“Then you don’t.” He tosses a thick file across the table. “We got our hands on the black box from the silver sedan and traced the entire ride.”

I open a map with red Xs drawn here and there.

“Those mark the houses. Hailey’s...” He points at one X, then drags his finger lower. “Rhett’s... and Alex’s. Now this—”

“Rhett’s warehouse,” I finish for him.

It serves as my father’s dirty business spot, the place where he tortures and murders those who step out of line.

“The blue line marks Alex’s journey from his house. He stops about a mile from the warehouse, then travels across the city, all the way here.” He taps a black X. “Where they crashed.”

“Rhett said they crashed not far from this bridge,” I point to it. “That’s the other side of the city.”

“It is,” Dante agrees. “He leans over the table, pointing out a spot not far from the crash. “This happens to be the police station where Vaughn works.”

“You think Alex was taking Hailey there?”

“It’s possible. What interests me more is why he was here.” He taps a street near Rhett’s warehouse. “The car was stationary for three minutes. He must have picked something up.”

“Or dropped something off.” I scrutinize the map, visualizing the streets and buildings. “There’s a private, high rollers’ bank one street over,” I say, my mind whirring. “The evidence.”

Shit. Alex dropped it off moments before he died, and Hailey was with him...

The missing puzzle pieces fall into place as I fill in the blanks. When Alex realized they were being tailed, he probably told Hailey how to access the deposit box.

She knows. She just can’t remember. The information is there, lost in the labyrinth of her healing mind.

“Don’t get excited,” Dante warns, leaning back in his seat.

The handle of his gun, tucked into a shoulder holster, glistens in the dimmed lighting. Since the day he brought his wife home from Moscow, he’s worn two guns.

I wonder how many he’ll wear if he ever has kids.

“If that’s where the evidence is you won’t get anything out without a password,” he continues, sloshing the whiskey in his glass. “You might need Alex’s eye or finger, too. Places like this deal with all kinds of people; they’re used to threats. Their security would make you blush. Guns blazing is not the way to go.”

“I know, but I also know this whole fucking endeavor isn’t pointless. Hailey knows where the evidence is. She probably knows how to access it. It might be her fingerprint we need.”

“It better be,” Rookie pipes in. “It’s been weeks since Alex died. Eyeballs disintegrate fast. It’s cold outside, which might have slowed it up, but I doubt any part of him is usable.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” I say, glancing at Broadway. “You’re going to Ohio. Dig the fucker up, cut his hands, gouge his eyes then get it all on ice.”

He pulls a disgusted face at me. “Rookie just said he’s probably rotted.”

“Probably isn’t definitely. The sooner you grab the parts, the more chance we can use them. We might not need to, but I’d rather have the option if Hailey remembers and confirms the evidence is in the bank.”

“So you want to go in guns blazing?”

“If we have no other choice... yeah. Rhett bugging my phone proves he’s desperate and desperate men—”

“Do desperate things,” Dante agrees.

“Fuck my life,” Broadway mutters. “I’ve done a lot of shit for you, but never grave robbing.”

“First time’s a wild thrill,” Rookie chuckles. “Make sure you wear gloves and a mask. Dead bodies reek.”

“How about instead of patiently waiting for Hailey to remember, you—”

“Don’t,” I clip, glaring at Broadway. I know where he’s going with this and for his sake, it’ll be better if he backtracks immediately. “Don’t even fucking suggest it.”

“I’m not suggesting anything drastic, Boss. It’s been almost two months. She’s fine now, so how about the truth? Tell her who you are. Tell her who Alex was. Tell her about Aalyiah. There’s no risk of brain damage if you start pushing.”

My hands clench into fists but, before I snap, Dante shakes his head. “If he tells her who he is, he’ll lose her trust. There’s no telling how fragile her memories are. If he starts pushing and she jams up—”

“She’ll forget,” Broadway finishes for him in a resigned tone. “That’s a good thing, though. Isn’t it? The evidence won’t ever see the light of day.”

“That’s if it’s in that bank,” Jackson says, handing my phone back before opening a cigar drawer. “We have nothing that confirms it. I can poke around their firewalls but I doubt they’d still be operational if anyone could hack into their system.”

I’ve run every possibility through my head while I’ve been at Lakeside, and it looks like everyone else has been doing the same.

“If the evidence is there and Hailey never remembers how to access it, it doesn’t mean it’s safe,” I say. “Vaughn was the one who sent Alex undercover. He knows there’s evidence, so we can’t be the only ones looking.”

Dante nods slowly, surrounding himself with a cloud of smoke. “He’ll move heaven and earth for a warrant. The guy’s smart. It might take time, but he’ll get it and the bank will have to comply.”

“So what?” Broadway, leans forward, resting both elbows on his knees. “Back to patiently waiting and hoping Hailey will remember? How long before that’s no longer an option?”

“Not long,” Jackson says, jutting his chin toward the file. “There’s more there.”

I run a hand down my face, tired of this game. There are too many things I don’t know. Too many lies flying around every which way, and too many unavailable options for revealing the truth.

My involvement with Hailey has closed another door. Broadway has a point, pushing her would be easiest. There’s little risk to her mind, but little isn’t none.

She’s mine. I protect her. I don’t fucking hurt her.

A picture of a man I know all too well slips out of the file. The surroundings are blurred, but Noretto’s face is clear, a phone to his ear, cigarette hanging from his lips.

“Now this is why I called you here.” Dante juts his chin at the picture. “The word about Alex infiltrating your father’s organization got out. It’s all rumors for now, but I told Rhett to vet his people. Looks like there’s a rat in his ranks.”

That’s a problem.

A big problem.

Whenever someone in our world gets investigated, all their acquaintances are on edge. You never know what the feds will dig up, what connection they’ll make, and how many will go down with the main suspect. My father doesn’t have allies like Dante does. He has people he does business with. Ruthless people all over America. People lacking a code of honor. Small fish aspiring for the big pond.

“Sooner or later, someone will connect the dots, Carter. Someone will try to put their hands on the evidence to ensure their safety and maybe bury your father.” Dante takes a purposeful pause, staring me down.

I know what he’s thinking. What he’s implying... Hailey’s the easiest route to the evidence.

“I doubt anyone yet realizes Hailey’s mixed into this,” he continues. “But Vaughn’s drawing attention by running around like a headless chicken.”

I snatch the picture off the table, pinching the corner between my fingers. “Noretto has the most to lose, the most to gain, and an added flavor of revenge as the cherry on top.”

With the word about Alex spreading, finding the evidence will turn into a rat race... and I bit my own fucking legs off when I gave in to Hailey.

I won’t hurt her.

I won’t jeopardize her memories, health, or safety.

I won’t risk losing her.

My father’s enemies won’t share my sentiment. If they realize Hailey’s involved, she’ll become the target of every shady fucker Rhett ever dealt with.

The only people I can count on are in this room. We’re all friends here, not a bunch of criminals in a hierarchy; we’re a close-knit group where trust matters more than who ranks where.

My place as the right hand didn’t come until four years ago when my predecessor, Spades, bowed out after becoming a father. It’s unusual for made men to wave bye bye, but Dante made an exception for Spades. He let him off duty and helped him relocate to sunny Greece.

I earned my spot not just because Dante trusts me with his life, but also because I’m one of three people he trusts with his wife’s life. I took three bullets for Layla five years ago, shielding her with my body when a street gang raided Delta, thinking taking out the queen would force the king to abdicate.

Layla was downstairs, dancing, when the shooting started. Without thinking, I jumped over the balcony railing, barely keeping my legs from breaking on impact. I pulled her behind me when her bodyguards dropped dead.

It took Dante less than ten seconds to reach us. Ten seconds during which I killed four and took three bullets.

Hailey traced her fingers over the scars—the first person I let do that—I doubt she realized they were bullet wounds or she probably wouldn’t let me touch her.

“Talk to me, Carter,” Dante says, breaking through the cluster of my thoughts. “You’re tense.”

“Can you blame me?”

“Not at all, but this isn’t your usual kind of tense.”

I accept a drink from Rookie, taking a long, measured sip. “I went down there with so much hatred toward Hailey...” I crack my neck, easing the tension Dante’s kindly pointed out. “I never considered hurting a woman before Rhett said she was responsible for Aalyiah’s death.”

“Is she, though?” He cocks an eyebrow while everyone else remains silent.

“Exactly.” I smirk, enjoying how well he knows me and how similarly we think. “The more I learn, the more certain I am that Hailey’s as much a victim as Aalyiah, if not more.”

“You have a soft spot for her,” he states. “Don’t let it grow out of proportion.”

This is where I expect Broadway to throw in his three cents: too late, Boss, he’s already done for, but he doesn’t say a word, eyes boring into mine. I think he’s a little afraid of Dante’s reaction.

“Keep a level head,” Dante continues. “She’s a tool, Carter. Means to an end...” He tilts his head, looking me over. “But...”

There it is. I don’t have to tell him because he knows. He sees it in my actions and the tone of my voice. He knows because he’s lived through this.

“Should that stop being true, I expect you’ll be smart about it. If anyone realizes there’s a way to leverage you, the evidence won’t be the only reason people come for Hailey...” He stares straight into my eyes before he adds, “And right now, she’s easier to grab than Layla or any other woman in our circle.”
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Hailey

The air’s thick with the earthy scent of moss and pine. Twigs snap under our boots as Chloe, Amari, Levi, and I stop a few yards away from the derelict party building.

Chloe decided this is where we should start our search, and none of us argued since this whole endeavor is pointless.

There’s no way we’ll find Jensen, even if he is lost. I still think he’s partying in town, or went home, but Chloe’s been sniffling since she came to get me, so I’m keeping my tongue in check.

I pull out a stick of white chalk I stole from the theater—Rhys is the only professor who still uses a blackboard. Handing one to Amari, I step forward, drawing a big X on a nearby tree.

“Okay, explain,” Chloe mutters, shifting her weight from one foot to another. “We’ll be walking in a straight line, so what’s the point in marking the trees?”

“There’s no such thing as walking in a straight line through the woods,” Amari pipes in. “We’ll be curving round fallen branches, holes, and trees. Leaving a trail is smart.”

“Yeah, the forest is huge, sis. You wouldn’t want to get lost here, would you?”

“No, of course not,” she mutters. “Do your thing.”

“Once you run out of chalk, stop and turn back,” I tell Amari. “Mark the trees every fifteen to twenty yards.”

She nods, and ten minutes later, Chloe and I are deep enough that we can’t see the building anymore.

“Jensen!” she calls out.

His name echoes in the near distance as Amari and Levi pick up Chloe’s idea. Rachel stayed on campus, saying someone who knows what we’re doing should stay behind.

We keep going, venturing deeper. Tall trees reach the sky, blocking the sunlight. The terrain is mostly an even tangle of undergrowth with the occasional ditch or small hill. Every step we take starts a rustling echo, sometimes startling a few birds from their perches above.

More than an hour goes by before we’re far away enough that Amari’s Jensens fade to nothing.

I pull my phone out, checking we can stay in touch. I’m not surprised when I find there’s no service. The closest tower is in town. The reception at Lakeside isn’t great, but it’s there. Here, the trees obscure the signal.

Even though Chloe’s with me, an eerie chill whispers over the back of my neck.

Shaking the stiffness off my limbs, I tell myself the chill is from the weather, not fear. Good thing I slipped into Nash’s hoodie, or I’d be freezing right now.

Once I can do some clothes shopping, I’m never wearing another cardigan or flimsy little dress again. Knowing I only changed my style so drastically for Alex makes me sick whenever I open the closet.

Thankfully, I have a collection of Nash’s clothes I can hide behind: black hoodies and gray tracksuit bottoms. And there’s the added bonus that they all smell like him. I may or may not have buried my face in there once.

Or twice.

Or too many times to count.

Another hour goes by. Maybe more.

“Jensen!” Chloe yells, her voice breaking like she doesn’t have the strength to keep yelling.

“Are you okay?” I ask, leveling my step with her. “Should we take a break?”

“No, I’m fine.” She wipes her pink nose with the sleeve of her jean jacket. “It’s just... I’m scared we won’t find him. He’s been there for me since middle school. He’s like my brother, Hailey. Levi’s older, so he wasn’t around that much, but Jensen...” She trails off, her eyes welling up.

Wrapping my arms around her, I pull her into a hug, muttering everything she wants to hear. “If he’s here, we’ll find him, and I’ll kick his ass for making you worry.”

She chuckles into my shoulder, a sad kind of humor. She takes a deep breath, wipes her nose again, and peels away like she’s ripping off a Band-Aid.

“Okay, let’s keep going. I’m fine. He’s fine.”

I almost collide with her back not even ten yards later. “What—?”

“Shhh!” She clasps her hand over my mouth.

My eyebrows meet in the middle when, ten seconds later, her eyes near pop out.

“Did you hear that?”

“What?”

“That sound!”

“What sound, Chloe? The leaves? The wind?”

She shakes her head. “Listen.”

With a roll of my eyes I indulge her, even though I can’t hear anything you wouldn’t expect in the middle of nowhere: wind, leaves, birds.

“There!” Chloe whisper-shouts. “Did you hear?!”

“I heard,” I sigh, realizing what’s got her so excited. “It’s a bird, Chloe.”

“A bird?” she mouths, her shoulders slumping. “Are you sure? It doesn’t sound like a bird. It sounds like wailing.”

“There’s plenty of birds with creepy calls. I went camping with Dad a lot. Trust me. It’s a bird.” I nudge her along. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

Reluctantly, she takes the first step. I mark a nearby tree, and follow suit, my steps rushed as if speed will end the search sooner.

We walk, and walk, and walk until the hours bleed into one another. My chalk is barely one inch long now, the Xs progressively smaller to extend its life.

We must’ve covered at least five miles and the deeper into the forest we sink, the worse the terrain. My legs ache, my water bottles are empty, I’m hungry, tired, and not even Nash’s hoodie can keep me warm anymore.

I hold out as long as I can, scared of Chloe’s reaction, but once the sky above the leaves is smeared with orange, we’re out of time. We won’t make it back before sunset, and my skin crawls at the thought of five miles through the darkness.

“Chloe...” I press my index finger to the tree, drawing a faint line with the last of the chalk. “It’s getting late. We should head back.”

She spins around, her cheeks and nose pink from the biting cold, eyes hooded like she’s not far off falling asleep. “We haven’t found him yet.”

“I know, I know but... Amari and Levi are out here too. Maybe they found him.”

She glances over her shoulder. “Just a little further? Please, ten more minutes.”

“We’re already pushing our luck staying out so late and I’m all out of chalk.”

Her eyes drop to my hands, resignation marring her face. “Okay, let’s go back.” She inhales a deep breath, letting one last Jensen! thunder across the forest.

The echoes are her only answer, carrying the word far away. Silence falls again like fine dust and Chloe’s shoulders slump. Slowly, dragging her feet, she starts toward me, and we head back, retracing our steps.

Sunset comes and goes. Darkness settles upon us, nothing but the flashlight on my phone illuminating the Xs marking the trees.

I’m exhausted, thirsty, my thigh muscles are on fire, and I’m beyond annoyed that I let Chloe talk me into this. I don’t even like Jensen.

I lose track of time, chasing my own thoughts, and this time I do collide with Chloe’s suddenly stationary back.

“Did you hear that?”

“The bird?” I clip, leaning against a tree, my patience hanging by a thread. “Yeah, I did.”

I know she wants to find him; I know she’s scared that he’s injured, but if she doesn’t get a move on, we’ll be navigating in complete darkness.

“It’s not a bird, Hailey! It’s the same place we heard that wail before!” She shines a light at the ground, where an empty bottle of water’s lying beside my foot. “I dropped it here to see if we’d hear the bird again. Birds don’t stay in the same place so long, do they?!”

“Chlo—” I fall silent when I hear the sound again. “Maybe it’s a different animal.”

“Or maybe it’s Jensen!”

Another wail hits my ears, sending my pulse soaring. It sounds like a whimper now, loud, strained... like someone in a great deal of pain. Like someone who can’t make his vocal cords work.

My heart rams against my ribs while I rationalize. “You’re tired. You hear what you want—”

She breaks into a sprint, darting among the trees with newfound strength, my arguments chasing deaf ears.

“Chloe! Stop! You can’t—” I cut myself off because she’s not listening. I can barely see her in the darkness. “You’ll get us killed,” I mutter, throwing a few fucks at nothing, and...

I hare after her, only dodging half the low-hanging branches. The rest scratch my arms, neck, and face, but I don’t slow down. The whimpering grows louder, more desperate, agonizing. Like he can hear us coming and tries his best to keep making noises even though it costs him so much pain.

“Jensen!” Chloe shouts, her voice as desperate as her moves. She runs so fast her feet hardly touch the ground.

I barely keep up with her, dashing deeper into the woods, but force my tired legs to push harder, chasing the whimpers and Chloe, adrenaline spurring me on.

Every few seconds, her voice pierces the air, growing louder and more desperate with each cry.

And then, as fast as she was running, she suddenly stops. I catch up seconds later, painfully aware that we’ve raced God knows how far without marking a single tree.

A sinking feeling settles over me, mixing with shock, fear, and a gut-twisting feeling brought on by Chloe’s choked-back sobs. The towering trees look identical whichever way I turn, and the almost-gone sunlight and low battery on my phone only make things worse.

“We’re lost,” I whisper.
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Carter

The last fucking thing I need after a twelve-hour drive from Chicago is Lakeside College drowning in a sea of red and blue lights. Shadows dance over the old asylum walls, mixing with the yellow light from inside.

A crowd have gathered on the manicured lawn, murmuring between themselves while the dean talks to the police.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d think the three squad cars haphazardly parked by the main building were called in to bust up an illegal rave... but the two ambulances tell a different story.

My first thought is Jensen, but it’s highly improbable he could crawl back here. I left him seven miles out. No compass, no phone, no map, and strapped to a chair.

It’d be pretty fucking impressive if he freed his broken wrists and found his way to campus with both eyes swelled shut, and at least three bones in his face broken.

He was soaked in his own blood—a scent that quickly attracts wild animals. I knew that when I left him.

“Nash!” someone calls out as I move through the shadows toward the dorm building. “Nash, wait!”

I pause, turning around just as Levi approaches, Amari following suit. Their wide eyes, jittery body language, and the fact they stopped me are enough to send a chill down my spine.

The surrounding chaos, police chatter, and hum of the crowd morph from my private joke to a game of survival.

My fucking survival.

It hinges on the answer to one question, “Where’s Hailey?”

“She’s... well, she and Chloe, I think they’re lost.”

“Lost?” I take a threatening step forward. “Lost where?”

“In the woods.”

I push a steadying breath down my nose, every word leaving my lips like a bullet from a gun. “Why did she go into the woods?”

“Jensen’s been missing since Saturday, so we all went looking for him. We’ve been back for hours...” Levi points between himself and Amari, “...but Hailey and Chloe are still out there...”

“What time did they go in?”

“Around ten this morning. We were supposed to make sure we got back before sunset.”

“Fucking reckless,” I snap, pulling my phone out. “Do you know where she went in?”

“By the derelict building. I can show you in the morning.”

“You’ll show me in ten minutes. Wait here.”

I turn back around to grab a few bits from the trunk of my car, going through a mental tick list of things Hailey might and might not have thought about. I’m back outside the main building a moment later, shoving a flashlight, a can of spray paint, and two bottles of water into Levi’s hand.

“You’re going with me.”

“What? No way!” Amari exclaims, instinctively stepping in front of her boyfriend like a human shield.

“No, he’s right, baby. If they’re hurt, he can’t carry them both back,” Levi explains, wrapping his arms around Amari. “We’ll be fine.”

“You don’t even know where they are!”

“And you knew where Jensen was when you went looking?” I clip, pulling my phone out.

Ignoring her arguments, I press the phone to my ear, listening to the dial tone.

“Missed me already?” Ryder chirps. “What’s up?”

“Get me Hailey’s location.”

“What’s going on?”

I start walking, waving Levi to follow. It’s late and Hailey’s been in the forest for hours. If she took any food and water with her, that’s all gone. She’s probably not fucking dressed for cold weather, her phone’s out of range, and—

Fuck. Focus.

I take a deep breath, shaking off the weakness in my limbs. She’s scared, lost, and she needs me. I can’t let the metallic tang of fear sitting on my tongue spread any further.

“She went looking for a guy that went missing,” I say vaguely, though Ryder knows exactly who I’m talking about and where the fucker is. “She should’ve been back hours ago.”

I hear him tapping a keyboard, hacking Hailey’s phone through the bug I planted there weeks ago. Levi’s hot on my tail, and by the sound of it, Rachel and Amari are coming along.

Not into the woods they’re not.

They’ll slow us down and I don’t have time.

“Where do you think you’re going?” The dean’s voice sounds on my left, but I don’t slow down. “Hey! I’m talking to you Mr. Wright.”

It’s Willard. Carter Willard.

“Where are you going?” she repeats.

“Where do you think I’m going?” I turn to face her, keeping my tone level. “I’m getting my girl back.”

“Oh... I didn’t realize you and Hailey were—” She shakes her head. “That’s beside the point. I can’t let you go. We’re already missing three students.”

“The dean is right.” A young officer comes closer, his stance hinting that the minuscule power his badge bestows is doing a number on him. “You need to calm down, son.”

“I’m not your son, and it’ll be better if you get out of my fucking way.” I clip, the order laced with a dangerous edge I don’t bother softening. “Move.” It’s torture holding back from ripping the guy’s arm out of his socket, but I hold it in.

“I understand you’re worried, but it’ll be better if you calm down.” He slips his hand onto the holster. “Take a step back.”

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

“Now, now,” the sergeant says, stopping beside us. “Let’s all take a deep breath.” He drops a heavy hand on my shoulder. “We’re here to find them, and, as much as I appreciate you trying to help, we don’t need any more students roaming the woods. Leave this to us, we know what we’re doing.”

My hands ball into tight fists, my attitude like a loaded gun unsure where to aim. “You don’t know shit.”

I harbor a deep-rooted brand of hatred toward cops, and it has little to do with my line of work. If anything, years of working with Chief Jeremy Smith in Chicago taught me some deserve an ounce of respect.

Most, however, deserve a bullet to the head. Like the two on-call officers sent to my house the night my mother’s boyfriend battered her to death.

Those bullets found their marks six years later, after a long torture session. I took out every ounce of hatred and rage on the fuckers who laughed and belittled my dead mother that night.

“Right now you have two options,” I continue, towering above the old man. “Either you remove yourself from my way, or I’ll do it for you.”

“Sarge...?” The rookie urges, his gun drawn now.

“Go over there, Malik.” The sergeant motions ahead.

“But, Sarge! He’s—”

“Understandably frustrated.”

My phone pings, and I pull it out. Hailey’s location appears on the screen when I click the link Ryder sent.

Another message follows.

Ryder: Five clicks.

“This isn’t safe, Mr. Wright,” the sergeant starts again.

I have to give it to the man; he has extraordinary patience. By the look of him he’s nearing retirement, and he’s probably seen it all during many years of duty.

“You don’t know where they are. They could be—”

“I know exactly where she is.” I turn the phone, showing him the red dot pinpointing Hailey’s location. “Every second you stand in my way is another second she’s alone in the dark. You want to help? Start walking.”

I shoulder past him, motioning at Levi to keep up.

“Malik and Frederick!” the sergeant yells, defeat tainting his tone. “You’re going with them.”

Good call.

A part of me thought he’d argue, snatch the phone and send his men. That would not work out well for him, but apart from patience, the man’s been blessed with common sense.

“You girls stay here,” the dean hijacks Amari and Rachel just as the two cops fall into step with me and Levi.

We walk in silence until we’re on the other side of the lake, four flashlight beams illuminating our way.

A white X on one of the trees catches my eye as soon as Levi points out where Hailey entered the forest.

“That’s my girl,” I mutter under my breath, a smile tugging the corners of my mouth despite the gnawing worry in my gut. “Reckless but smart.”

“If they marked their way, they should’ve been able to get back easily,” Malik drawls behind me.

“They must’ve lost the trail,” Frederick replies, then clicks the radio strapped to his chest, informing the sergeant about the markings and telling him we’re going in.

We pass the line of trees, every flashlight checking left and right to follow the Xs that get progressively smaller the deeper we sink.

It takes half an hour before cocky Malik levels his stride with mine. “How did you get her location?”

“A helpful friend.”

He lowers his voice so only I can hear him. “That tracking app...” He motions to my phone. “That’s not standard find my phone. It’s a bug. Highly advanced.”

Everyone’s suddenly a fucking tech whizz. Malik looks young, fresh in the force, probably barely twenty. He hasn’t had time to learn the ropes. Most old cops have a sixth sense about them, one that helps them gauge who they shouldn’t poke. Rookies lack that sense.

“Observant,” I praise. “Smart, too, I assume?”

He shrugs, feigning modesty, but in the faint glow of our flashlights, his chest expands.

“Smart men mind their own fucking business,” I say, catching his face fall with the corner of my eye.

He clears his throat, ready to spew some bullshit, but my patience is not as vast as the sergeant’s. Especially not right now when Hailey’s alone in the woods.

I know she’s technically not alone with Chloe by her side, but Chloe can’t protect my girl.

“You’re young and eager to prove yourself,” I tell Malik. “But you need to learn how to pick your battles. You think your sergeant didn’t notice the tech? He did, but he’s smart. He knows what it means and knows it’s safer for him to stay out of my fucking way.”

He doesn’t say anything else, silently mulling over my words, the cogs in his brain whirring while we plod on, the cold night thickening along with the trees.

The chalk marks guide our way until an hour later when they don’t. A quick glance at my screen tells me Hailey and Chloe veered left, so that’s where we go.

“Mark the trees,” I tell Levi.

He whips the can of spray paint out of his back pocket while Frederick checks in over the radio. My focus narrows to the red dot on the screen, the distance between Hailey and me diminishing with every step.

Still, it takes another fifteen minutes before we’re close enough for her to hear me.

“Hailey!”

“Chloe!” Levi yells a minute later.

Leaves rustle ahead, and a soft, tentative “Nash?” follows, sending my pulse skyrocketing.

All four flashlights follow her voice, illuminating a fallen tree a hundred yards ahead. Chloe’s on the ground, resting against the bough and Hailey’s up on her feet, relief flooding her features.

“You’re so fucking irresponsible,” I growl, closing in on her. Anger takes the stage, hot and violent.

Her face is scratched.

Long, thin, red lines on her cheeks and neck. I grab her chin, turning her head every which way, inspecting every tiny cut while the other three tend to Chloe.

“You’re hurt. Where else?” My shaking hands roam her body, checking for injuries. I can’t control the worry frying my nerve endings. “Where does it hurt?”

“It’s just a few scratches,” she sighs. “I’m fine.”

“I decide that.”

Wrapping her fingers around my wrists, she stops me checking her over, and leans forward, nuzzling into my chest, her body cold against mine. “I’m sorry... we got lost.”

No shit. She got lost in the woods while looking for the scum who would have date-raped her if not for me.

Fuck. Between Hailey, Boston, Chicago, and Jensen I didn’t think to sort an alibi for what I did to him.

Hailey’s frying my brain. I’ve never done anything this sloppy.

“Fucking reckless,” I clip, stripping off my hoodie to pull it over her head, even though she’s already wearing one. “You’re freezing, Hailey.”

“I’m... exhausted,” she whispers into my chest, her voice breaking, the emotions she’s kept in surging to the surface.

I pull her closer, pressing small kisses to the top of her head, reassuring her and myself. “You’re okay, pretty girl. You’re with me. I’ve got you.”

Chloe’s with Levi a few steps away, her face white, lips blue from the cold.

“We found them. No sign of the missing male. We’re heading back now,” Frederick says into his radio.

I haul Hailey into my arms, her legs cinching my waist.

“I can walk,” she whispers, though it sounds like she’s only arguing for the sake of arguing. “I’m fine.”

“Don’t play this down. You came out here to look for that scumbag and you got hurt. You got lost. Why did you stop marking the trees?”

“We heard noises. Chloe thought it was Jensen, and we ran, but—” She pauses, letting out a calming breath. “It was a fox caught in a snare.”

“I swear if you say you helped that fucking fox...”

Now she smiles. I don’t have to see her face, her lips curling against the curve of my neck is enough.

“You’re worried again,” she sighs, awe in her tone.

“It’d be nice if you’d stop giving me reasons.”

I have enough of them without her stupid ideas, now with the added flavor of every man who Rhett ever wronged getting word about Hailey holding the key to his downfall.

They’ll want the evidence. Some will think it’ll secure their freedom, some, that it’ll send Rhett down for life, some will use it as blackmail. And the one thing they all need to get their hands on the file Alex assembled is the one thing I’ll never let them have...

Hailey.

◆◆◆

Sunrise isn’t far off by the time the ambulance crew have checked Hailey over and we’ve both answered the sergeant’s questions.

It’s unnerving how deep Hailey’s hold on me reaches. How quickly she’s become an obsession chewing my mind, heart, and fucking soul. She’s mine to care for, mine to shield from the world, harm, men like Jensen, and... men like me.

I’m the villain in disguise, but she doesn’t know that... and as I climb the narrow staircase to her room, her trust weighs heavier than her delicate frame.

Half of me—the half that’s only for her—whispers that I should come clean and face the consequences.

The darker half, the one steeped in blood, silences it quickly.

“I should keep you under lock and key,” I grit out, adjusting my hold to free one hand and open her bedroom door.

My room doesn’t have a bathtub.

And her diary’s here.

I’ve only been gone one day. She probably hasn’t written much, but my time with Hailey at Lakeside is no longer unlimited. The news about the evidence will spread like wildfire if it hasn’t already and, soon, she won’t be safe here.

She won’t be safe anywhere unless I’m with her.
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“Why did you go looking for him?” Nash asks, leaning against the bathroom doorframe.

I’m in the bathtub, surrounded by bubbles, my skin pink, exhaustion pulling me into a dream-like state while I slowly rinse my hair, picking out twigs.

He’s watching me like a hawk, eyes tracing the scratches marking my cheeks, his annoyance palpable in the steamy air.

“What do you mean why? I couldn’t let Chloe go alone.”

“Chloe’s an adult and Jensen’s not your friend.”

“But Chloe is. I don’t consider Jensen a friend, but he’s missing. Why wouldn’t I help look for him?”

Nash snatches a towel off the door then helps me out of the tub. “Because he’s a sleazy fucker who wants to tick you off his list, Hailey.”

He wraps the towel around me as soon as my feet touch the cold tiles, his big hands moving up and down, drying me off. He makes quick work of my back, then takes extra care over my breasts, stomach, and my pussy. A soft gasp falls from my lips, the feel of his fingers—even through the thick, soft towel—pressing into my clit, chases the sleepiness away.

“He wants to fuck you,” Nash adds.

“So do you.”

“That’s not the same. He doesn’t get to think you could be his. He doesn’t get to look at you.”

A sweet shudder shakes me when the towel falls off and it’s just Nash’s fingers playing my clit.

“I probably shouldn’t love that you’re so jealous. I don’t want Jensen. I want you, but—”

“There’s no but, pretty girl. You could’ve been hurt.” He backs me against the wall, sinking his fingers inside my pussy, aiming straight for my G spot. “You were hurt.”

“I’m okay, you’re over-over-oh...” I mewl, pressing myself further into his touch, my body reacting to every slow stroke of his long fingers.

“Overreacting?” he grinds out, removing his fingers. He grips my wrists, spins me around and plants my hands on the tiles. “On your toes and spread your legs for me.”

I do, immediately, consumed by the possessiveness radiating off his touch as he swipes two fingers between my legs.

“Such a pretty girl,” he tuts, leaning into me, his hard muscular chest pinning me against the wall. “Still sore?”

Yes, but I won’t admit that aloud, risking that he’ll stop touching me or that he’ll tone down. I could tell he held back the other day. He wanted more than the slow, sweet sex session, but gave me time to learn the ropes.

Now, I want a taste of Nash without inhibitions.

“No, not sore.”

“You’re about to be. Keep your hands here.” He flexes his long fingers around my wrists before moving one hand to my hip. The other frees his cock, sliding it between my pussy lips. “Brace, pretty girl.”

In one quick move, he drives himself home, tearing a loud moan from me.

“I’m not overreacting,” he grunts in my ear. “You’re mine.” He yanks his hips back then powers forward, hard enough that my boobs jump. “Mine, Hailey. And you don’t understand what that means. Do you?”

I can’t form a reply when he’s fucking me like this. He’s not gentle, not brutal, just... greedy. Like he wants to imprint himself on me. Mark me, claim me with those long, intense strokes, the head of his cock hitting my G spot every time.

“Words, pretty girl,” he rasps, his tone impatient.

He grasps my throat, squeezing hard enough that my ears ring as he leans my head on his shoulder so he can see my face. My eyes close, roll back into my head and that’s when he eases off the hold, but not the way he sinks his cock deep into me.

“Say it, Hailey. Open your eyes and say you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” I breathe, staring into the abyss of his black pupils that ooze a scary kind of territoriality.

“That’s right.” His lips come down on mine for a hot, deep, spiderman kiss, teeth scraping, tongues mingling. “No one gets to touch you,” he whispers, his hand squeezing my neck harder again. “Not one fucking finger. No one gets to look at you or speak to you the wrong way.”

Every word wraps itself around my mind like a blanket. His attitude, the darkness in his tone, the crazy in his eyes... it should be scary, but I feel safe.

The orgasm builds, frying my nerve endings, amplified by the outside pressure on my neck. My inner pressure stacks higher until all I feel is him.

Everywhere him.

Behind me, inside me... he commands my body, my breathing, and my mind.

“Every man that comes near you, every man who tries his luck,” Nash grits out, pistoning his hips faster, “will end up dead. Six feet under.”

Fireworks detonate inside my head, the orgasm knocking me off balance. Orgasms. The first hits like an earthquake, rocking me from the tip of my head down to my toes.

“There it is...” he says, one arm clasping my middle, his hand no longer squeezing my neck but covering my mouth to muffle the delirious moans reverberating round the bathroom. “One day soon, I’ll take you home and you’ll scream the place down.”

I mutter something incoherent through his fingers, losing touch with reality when an aftershock hits.

“Too much,” I gasp, the word muffled, barely audible, but Nash follows just fine.

“Not enough. You’re so responsive, pretty girl. If you can’t take it, use a safe word, and I’ll stop.”

“What safe word?”

My legs shake, thighs cramp, eyes water... I don’t think I can take any more, but stopping isn’t an option.

“Pick one,” he grunts, still moving, still working himself into me hard and fast while I’m falling apart, snapping back together, then falling apart again.

“Apple.”

A half-groan, half-chuckle falls from his lips. “Fine, apple it is. I won’t stop unless you say apple.”

The word dances at the tip of my tongue, unspoken. I’m incoherent, writhing in his arms, unsure whether I want to run away or crawl under his skin.

He holds me flush to him, the warmth of his chest seeping into my back, his cock prolonging the torturous high.

“Fuck, I need to see you. All of you.” He pulls out, hauling me up, one arm under my butt for support. “I keep you safe, Hailey. Me. No one else.” He brushes my wet hair away, out of my face, as he drops me on the bed. “And I decide how I do it. Is that clear?”

“Time,” I mutter, swallowing hard. “Five minutes. I need five minutes, please...”

He smirks, shoving a pillow under my hips. Spreading my legs open, he makes room for himself, his lips crushing into mine. He’s still dressed, his tracksuit bottoms halfway down his ass, his t-shirt—damp where my wet hair soaked it when he crowded me in the bathroom—clinging to the sheet of muscles rippling down his abdomen.

I want his skin on mine and his weight pinning me to the mattress. Bowing off the bed, I sit up, dragging the hem of his t-shirt over his head, my eyes drawn to a patch of Saran wrap protecting a fresh tattoo on his pec.

It’s red. Two smeared lines... familiar lines. The exact same ones he drew when he wiped my bloody fingers after taking my virginity.

My breath hitches.

A curious chill shakes me from head to toe, my pulse beating a pounding rhythm.

“That’s... that’s...” My mind’s spinning and I can’t... I can’t think. I don’t understand, but I touch, checking it’s real, that I’m not dreaming. “Why?” The word barely makes it past my lips, past the confusion twisting inside me.

He takes my wrist, guiding my open palm until it covers the tattoo, right over the rhythmic flutter of his heart.

A torrent of opposing emotions fights for the spotlight inside my mind. I don’t know what I feel until my eyes flicker upward, locking with his and I know exactly what I feel.

Love.

Deep, raw, messed up. Beautiful. Empowering. So pure it’s unlike anything I ever felt.

God, the way he watches me, feasting on my face, roving every detail like he never wants to look away. That pathological possessiveness is back. I feel it in how he clutches my hand against his chest. Alarming and enthralling. Sweet and edgy.

The question dangles between us, suspended in the charged air. His thumb brushes the inside of my wrist, inciting shivers across my skin.

“You asked if I’m yours,” he starts in a low tone that vibrates deep into my bones. “Marked...” He presses my hand harder to the ink, “...yours.”

I’m motionless, caught in the gravity of his words. I asked in the heat of the moment, knowing damn well it was a fantasy. A naïve girl’s dream that she could tame, and hold onto, a man like him.

A naïve girl’s dream that’s become a reality.

He’s mine. The tattoo is his way of proving I have a power over him. Power no one else ever had.

I feel like I’ve caged the Devil.

“Mine,” I repeat quietly. The word hangs in the air between us as I scramble to meet his lips.

His hands slide down, full of my hips, and he flips me so I land on my back. He’s on me like a savage, forcing the silk-covered steel of his cock inside me. I’m trapped under his body, loving his weight pinning me down while he rocks back and forth, his kisses deep, demanding, almost brutal.

Almost bruising.

Almost.

I move with him, my body running a fever, my mind in a frenzy. We both fight to touch as much as we can, chasing our orgasms. He’s using me, powering in so deep I yelp, then deeper still.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he growls. “Come, Hailey.”

We’re slick with sweat, hot, and panting.

“Don’t stop.” I sink my nails in his shoulders, eliminating the tiny gap between us. “I’m so close.”

“Three...” He slaps his big hand on my thigh, spreading me wider. “Two...” His other hand slips under my head, lifting it off the pillow, his forehead against mine. “One. Let go. Fucking come for me, pretty girl.”

I do. My body obeys the order, every muscle wound up tight, my breath caught in my throat for a delirious second before the orgasm strikes like a clap of lightning.

Nash slams in one last time, then pulls out, still holding the back of my neck, angling my head so I’ll watch him jerk his cock fast and hard.

We should start using condoms, but it feels like a felony to miss this, the most sinful, filthy, erotic visual. The tendons on his neck pulse. A bead of sweat slides down his temple and his biceps bulge as he jerks his length.

A muscle feathers his jaw. He grinds his teeth, freezing when the orgasm rattles through him, swift and all-consuming. A low, gravelly groan vibrates his chest as warm cum spatters my breasts and stomach, hitting as high as my neck.

He falls forward, completely spent. Utterly unfazed over the mess he’s made of me and himself.

“Don’t ever put yourself in danger,” he says, brushing my hair over my ears. “Promise you won’t go looking for Jensen again, Hailey.”

“But—”

“No buts. You trust my judgment. He’s been gone almost three days. Humans can survive three minutes without oxygen, three—”

“Days without water, and three weeks without food,” I finish for him. “Dad taught me that rule years ago.” I rest my cheek against his chest, my breathing sawing in and out.

“Then you know if he’s in the woods, the chances he’s still alive are slim. The cops are looking, but you won’t go there again. You’re mine, pretty girl. You need to protect what’s mine. Especially when I’m not around to do it.”
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I pull up and a rare sense of dread fills my veins.

Jensen doesn’t move a muscle.

The headlights illuminate his pale, wet body strapped to the chair three feet away, the up and down movement of his chest notably missing.

Three days is a lot of time to consider the consequences and—as bitter a pill as it is to swallow—leaving Jensen out here was not my brightest moment.

I had good intentions, but... oh well. Shit happens.

Instead of hauling Jensen out here, I should’ve killed him in Boston. Andres would’ve disposed of the body on the spot, saving me another trip today.

I came here knowing Jensen wouldn’t see another sunrise. Like I said, three days is a long time to think, and leaving Jensen alive would be a bad move. I’d have had to trust he’d keep his tongue in check and stay away from Hailey.

Trust isn’t earned in three days.

Yup, this whole endeavor was not thought out. In my defense, both this territoriality and the pathological protectiveness I feel for Hailey are new. Difficult to navigate. Both make me an impatient, vengeful man. Maybe I’m more like my dad than I’d like to admit. It’ll take a while before I learn how to manage these feelings and alter my decision-making process.

I exit the car, my boots crunching fresh leaves as I get closer, pressing two fingers to Jensen’s neck to confirm my assumption from his stiff, pale body.

No pulse... looks like fate has made my decision... one less job for today. I don’t have to kill him.

He’s dead.

A man his size should’ve lasted longer.

I unclasp the leather straps binding Jensen’s wrist, my clothes soaked as I crouch to release his legs.

The cops began searching the woods less than an hour before I came out. I doubt they made it two miles in, given the rain’s falling in fucking sheets, turning the woodland into a slick, muddy obstacle course. The dark, cloudy sky making nine am look like nine pm won’t help them, either.

Even if they walk for ten hours straight, they won’t find him. They started behind the main building, heading north, and Jensen’s down south.

They’ll look for a few days, then stop, Jensen becoming one of the thousands of others categorized as missing every year. His case will be filed under unfortunate events, and everyone will move on.

I should’ve killed him on the spot. Now I’ve got to make another trip to Boston. Andres is already waiting, his men poised to not only dispose of the corpse, but also detail my car.

Once Jensen’s back in the comfort of the trunk, I slam it closed and dismantle the restraint chair as much as the design allows, shoving the parts onto the back seat.

Mercy is hard fucking work...

Lesson learned.

Once the scene’s clear and I’m certain the heavy rain will conceal my tire tracks, I set off toward Boston, eager to get back before sunset.
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Alex. Alex. Alex.

Lord, that fucker’s lucky he’s no longer with us.

The more Hailey remembers about him, the more questions she poses in the margins, the more potent my hatred grows.

It’s good that Broadway’s already dug him up for parts, or I’d join him to put a bullet in the dead man’s skull.

Hailey’s added a few flashbacks while I was in Chicago. Nothing that’d lead me to the evidence, unfortunately, but enough to start painting a picture of their relationship.

A fucked-up picture that doesn’t fit anything I’ve imagined since Rhett told me they were an item. Alex swooped in while Hailey was grieving her mother and manipulated her vulnerable mind.

He made her dependent on him.

A few gifts, cheap compliments, minimum conversation, and Hailey danced to his tune like a circus monkey.

She was hungry for affection. Hungry for attention. A shred of human contact. Vaughn dragged her away from the life she knew in Florida, then promptly escaped into his work, leaving his daughter alone in a new reality.

That’s when Alex sensed an opportunity.

It’s still unclear why he swooped in, whether he found her attractive, enjoyed breaking and putting her back together the way he wanted, or if he had an agenda. One thing is clear, though: he exploited her weaknesses while she was at her weakest.

That’s a sin he’d be skinned alive for had he survived Babyface.

Though I imagine if Hailey were honest in her diary, I’d find more reasons to inflict the most heinous death on the fucker. She scribbles new bits in every day, but some memories seem incomplete. Specifically the most recently added ones.

I think she redacts certain parts, more focused on the surroundings and her feelings than the actual events.

The roar of my Pontiac’s engine fills the air while Hailey and I fly down narrow country roads. She’s hungry and the cafeteria’s closed for the night, so we’re taking a road trip.

I’ve learned over the past week that the easiest way to ensure she eats three meals is sex three times a day. Making her orgasm until she begs for a break and a sandwich is my new mission.

She’s lost too much weight while I’ve known her.

The windows are down, the warm fall wind ruffling Hailey’s hair. Blonde locks dance around her face as she rests against the seat, one arm out the window, her fingers dancing on the wind.

I keep stealing glances at her, drawn to her blissful features, pursed lips, and long eyelashes. All those creams and serums she massages into her scars every evening have worked miracles on her cheeks. It’s been a week, but the scratches have almost healed, just a few deeper ones still fading.

She’s a feast for the senses. The perfect blend of feminine and fierce. Delicate and strong. Cautious and fucking reckless. Her skin’s soft, nose a cute little button, cheeks round and mostly blushing faint pink, but those deep steel-blue eyes give off a different vibe. So do her scars. She’s not as dainty as she looks. There’s a fire in this girl, one that has blinding potential.

And it’s tempting...

I want to unleash that fire, break through her defenses, and watch her set the world alight.

Save for the music, we ride in silence. A comfortable silence I’ve only ever experienced with people I trust. Whoever restored this car swapped out the old eight-track for a CD player. I’d have preferred something more modern, but I’ll take what I can get.

“Everlong” by Foo Fighters seeps from the old speakers, apparently not hitting Hailey’s mood.

“Can we change the music?” she asks as we pull up at a set of traffic lights in town.

“There’s a stack of CDs in the glove box.”

With a nod, she leans over, creaking the compartment open just as I remember what else is stashed in there.

The serene atmosphere evaporates, replaced by thick, suffocating tension once the dim light from the streetlamps reaches the inside of the glove box, illuminating the CDs and... the 9mm Glock inches from Hailey’s fingers.

She loses color faster than I can shut the glove box. Her bright eyes darken, widen, and fear shadows her features.

It’s instantaneous.

A dark memory pulls her under, drowning her in its grip while another piece of the puzzle rushes to the surface.

A flashback triggered by the sight of a gun.

The girl I was admiring seconds ago disappears in a flash, replaced by a fragile, haunted version. The fierceness is gone, and so is her strength.

She crumbles before me. Her delicacy and vulnerability take center stage, amplified tenfold by her pale skin and those unseeing, hazy eyes never leaving the gun.

Every instinct I have demands that I tuck her against my chest and pull her out of her own mind so she doesn’t have to relive whatever horror she went through.

But I can’t. This might be the key. It might be crucial. It’s her past. It already happened. It can’t hurt her. She’s safe with me.

The arguments hit a wall inside my head because Hailey starts shaking, her cheeks whiter than kneaded dough.

“Hailey,” I rasp, my throat tight. Fuck the key. I can’t watch this fear warping her features. “Hailey, snap out of it. Focus on me. You’re okay, it’s just a memory.”

She doesn’t react. She’s miles deep, her breaths fast and shallow, each inhale like the gasp of a drowning person.

I reach over to run my knuckles down her face, but before I touch her, the light ahead flickers to green.

“Hold on,” I say, pulling away toward a gas station. “Come back, Hailey. Snap out of it.”

My pulse thumps so hard I feel the pressure in my ears. I don’t think she can hear me. She’s in too deep and the five hundred yards to the gas station stretches into fucking miles. I floor the pedal to close the gap.

She swallows a gulp of air like she’s been under a lake for three minutes and just broke the surface. A choked-back sob follows and my head whips toward her.

She’s not alarmed. Not scared. Not anxious or nervous. She’s fucking terrified, shaking like a kitten snatched from the litter. Her eyes meet mine and the depth of her fear will haunt me till the day I die.

I want to round the hood and yank her out, but I remember what happened last time she went under so deep, she—

Time slows to a crawl as she reaches for the door handle, still in a frenzy, still shaking, still in the past.

I don’t immediately realize what she’s about to do. It doesn’t click until my mind connects the dots and a cold chill seizes my muscles.

“Hailey, don’t!” I reach for her but it’s too late.

She yanks the door open, tucks her body and throws herself out of the moving car.

—she did just that.

Fuck!

My world splinters apart at the sickening sound of her body hitting the road. It takes me less than a second to batter the steering wheel and hit the brake, but civilizations could have risen and fallen during that one second.

My heart triphammers in my chest, banging so hard it’s not far off busting ribs. My ears ring as screeching tires and blaring horns fill the street.

In a daze, I jump out, slamming both hands on the roof, eyes jumping left and right, searching for her body...

A part of my brain is convinced she’s dead.

Everything inside me stills until I spot her darting between moving vehicles at full speed, bouncing off hoods.

Relief doesn’t last long. It hits like the burn of a vodka shot, then dies as more blasting horns and squealing tires fill the air, the drivers stamping their brakes before they run her over.

Each near miss damn near stops my heart, panic surging in my veins. It’s a foreign feeling. Bizarre. Infuriating.

I’ve never felt as raw and unnerved as I do right now, watching Hailey running away from me.

Traffic comes to a grinding halt and people either scramble out or roll their windows, yelling incomprehensibly. Almost everyone’s staying away, but one brave guy jumps in front of me, arms outstretched.

I barely fucking notice him, my world reduced to the frightened blonde desperate to put distance between us. She’s not checking the road’s safe. She’s not thinking. She runs straight ahead like a startled deer, disappearing into an alleyway.

“Leave her alone!” the guy booms, eyes narrowed into slits.

I don’t stop, winding my elbow back mid-run, the momentum only making my fist connect harder with his jaw. It sends him stumbling back, his hands flying to clutch his bleeding nose.

“Grab him!” someone else yells.

I should’ve snagged my gun from the glove box. One look at the steel would stop the bravest of men chasing after me.

Thundering steps echo in the dead-end alley as I round the corner. Hailey’s at the end, pressed against the wet, grimy brick wall, tears sliding down her porcelain cheeks.

I’m there before she can look for another way out. I grip her waist, one hand cradling her face to tilt her head my way. Her tears wet my fingertips, glistening under the flickering streetlights from the main street.

“Look at me, Hailey. You’re okay, I’m here.”

“Leave her alone!” a voice cries out behind.

The panicked haze clears now Hailey’s with me, and reality seeps in, letting me see the whole situation as a passive observer. I’m part of a scene straight from a thriller. A young girl—clearly scared—tucked and rolled out of a moving car and ran away from a man who came sprinting after her.

No wonder the crowd got the wrong idea. They don’t know the story. They don’t understand I’m not the villain.

I ignored the stop right there! and leave her alone! coming from all sides while I zigzagged around the cars. I ignored the scared, shocked faces whizzing past and the men trying to stop me.

It’s admirable, truly.

Nowadays, not many people have the guts to intervene, most stay on the sidelines turning a blind eye, pretending they can’t see something bad happening.

The thudding steps halt behind me and a heavy hand grips my shoulder, yanking me back. Another guy jumps toward Hailey, keeping a three-foot distance, his arms raised.

“Are you okay, miss?” he asks, full of caution. “Are you hurt?”

He’s too close.

He’s way too fucking close to my girl.

The noise from a nearby bar, the chatter of onlookers, the hum of running engines: all blurs into a dissonant background noise while my muscles wind up tighter.

“Get the fuck away from her,” I snap, jumping away from the guy gripping my shoulder.

He lunges at me, elbow cocked, but he’s too slow. I dodge, immediately driving my fist into his face. With a pained gasp, he folds like a house of cards, sputtering blood and spit onto the slick cobblestones.

It rained for four days, making the search for Jensen much harder on the cops, but that cleared up two days ago... why are the cobblestones wet?

The stench aggravating my nostrils reveals the guy’s kneeling in a puddle of piss.

For a split second, save for the ever-present murmur of the small town, silence blankets the alleyway.

Until another man tries his luck, rushing at me. There’s three here now. Three on one. Not fair, but I’ve beat worse odds.

I don’t offer him a sliver of attention, gripping the man in front of Hailey by his collar. Killing two birds with one stone, I hurl him at the approaching daredevil, sending them both tumbling onto the piss-slick ground.

A distant wail of police sirens works like sobering salts on Hailey. She finally looks past the memories, her eyes snapping to mine. And she sees me, a mix of emotions clouding her tear-stained face.

I glance over my shoulder as the men scramble to their feet, wondering whether I should take them down or grab Hailey and make a run for it.

“Nash,” she breathes.

Relief shakes me from head to toe. Just hearing her voice loosens the coil of fear cinching my chest.

“Where...? What—” Her voice breaks.

The other men hesitate, exchanging confused looks, their aggressive postures melting away when Hailey rushes right at me. I open my arms in time to catch her as she burrows into my chest. The familiar, sweet scent of her fills my lungs, grounding me faster than a shot of whiskey ever could.

“Shh, you’re okay, I’m here.”

Grasping the lapels of my jacket, she pulls herself closer. “I... I don’t know what happened, I had a flashback and then...”

“You scared the hell out of me,” I admit, deftly tangling my fingers in her blonde locks. “It’s okay, I’ve got you.”

“Miss... are you okay? Do you know this man?” One guy asks, his stance rigid, face no longer murderous, but puzzled instead. “Do you need help?”

She peers up, and my muscles relax further. She’s pale, still scared, still clinging to me like she can’t stand not to, but that spark in her eyes is back.

“I’m fine.” She sounds stronger than before. Stronger than she looks. “I... I had a panic attack.”

Sirens grow louder making the cobblestones beneath our feet vibrate. I pull Hailey closer. Her warm, shaky breath whispers against my neck.

A sense of clarity fills my mind, quickly reminding me what’s at stake: my mission, my fake identity and, by extension, Rhett’s freedom. Maybe his life.

Hailey’s life.

I grab my phone from my back pocket, sending Ryder a short text.

Me: Pull my location and send it to Andres. Cops are coming. Make sure he handles it.

It’s a good thing Andres’ business is dependent on Dante, or my cover would be blown before the night ends.


40

Hailey

Police sirens pierce my frayed nerves like thousands of tiny needles. My heart rate kicks into a higher gear, every muscle painful, so stiff I feel like a porcelain doll.

“It’ll be fine,” Nash says against my temple, his voice low and soothing in jarring contrast to the firm grip that tucks me further into his chest.

For a fleeting moment, it’s just the two of us. The world shrinks to his arms and the calm heartbeat under my palm where I’m latched onto his hoodie. My knuckles are white with the effort. If I loosen my grip, I’ll pool at his feet.

I don’t know how he’s so calm.

He turned to wrath itself less than two minutes ago, throwing lethal punches left and right, but there’s no trace of that madness left in his eyes. He’s perfectly composed... as if he hasn’t just knocked out three men without breaking a sweat.

The steady thump under my palm is grounding, hypnotic even, but my mind’s not calming down.

I’m jittery, unfocused, still detached from reality, half of my subconscious floating back into what I’ve just relived, half clinging to Nash like he’s my lifeline. The only thing that connects me to the here and now.

“You hit them,” I whisper, focusing on the present, my voice shaky. “What if they press charges?”

The question should be different, I know. Why did you hit them? They were only trying to help...

“I keep you safe, and I decide how.”

I swallow hard, shaking with worry. What if he’s taken in for questioning and the cops tell the dean? She’ll call Dad. She’ll tell him I left the campus again.

It took an hour after the dean informed him I got lost in the woods looking for a missing student to calm him down enough that he stopped planning to take me away from Lakeside.

“It’s not safe, Hailey. That boy went missing!”

My arguments won’t hold up if he finds out I snuck off campus. He won’t let me stay. He’ll hide me somewhere, somewhere new and foreign. Far from Lakeside.

Far from Nash.

A soft shudder shakes me at the thought.

“Your lack of trust in me is insulting,” Nash says, his fingers tracing gentle patterns along my spine. “Easy, pretty girl.” He stamps a kiss on my head. “You’re safe.”

Am I? Dad would disagree, but when Nash is close, nothing can touch me. He keeps me safe. He’s the only person who’s made me feel truly safe since I woke up in hospital. Instinctively I burrow my face in his chest, inhaling his spicy, tangy scent.

There’s more there. A unique blend of leather, cologne, and sex. Strong and heady. It shouldn’t be soothing, but three deep breaths stop me shaking in the cold night air.

The distant murmur of the town gets lost, the growing noise of police sirens drowning everything else out until the patrol cars stop and the sound dies.

“You don’t calm down easily, do you?” Nash says, kissing my head again while red and blue lights dance across my closed eyelids. “If I say it’ll be fine, it will be fine, Hailey.”

“Dad will take me away if he finds out I left campus.”

“No one will ever take you away from me.”

Car doors slam at the mouth of the alleyway and heavy footsteps reverberate against grimy bricks, growing louder as they approach. Pulling away enough to see, I watch police officers emerging from the glare of the headlights, their shadows stretching and weaving against the alley walls.

A familiar face, lined with deep wrinkles, steps forward while his men hang back. Every move he makes radiates authority, but it’s the tired kind, like he can’t wait to retire and kick back with a fishing rod and a can of Coors.

It’s the same sergeant who questioned us when Nash brought me back to campus on Monday.

“Ah, you two,” he says, his voice gruff, eyes lingering on Nash’s hold around my waist. “Alright, what happened here?”

“I—” I pause, swallowing the lump clogging my throat. “I had a panic attack. I jumped out of the car and Nash...” I gesture to him with a trembling hand, “...came after me. It... it was a misunderstanding.”

I try moving to Nash’s side, but he holds me still while one of the men he punched steps forward, his face smeared with blood, more spattered down his jacket, hands, a few specks on the tops of his white converse.

“He attacked us! We were trying to help!”

The sergeant narrows his eyes at Nash, a flicker of amused curiosity in his gaze, probably recalling the fury coursing through Nash when the paramedic tried to make him leave the ambulance while I was being checked over.

Or he remembers how he carried me for five miles, then hardly let go of me until we were both dismissed.

“That true?” he asks, surveying everyone.

“Yes.” My hands fall away from Nash’s hoodie. “But like I said, it was a misunderstanding. I panicked and they thought he was hurting me.”

One of the other officers who was with Nash and Levi when they found us—Malik—steps forward, his rookie eagerness resonating in every step and every word. “We got multiple calls about a disturbance, Sarge.”

“I’m aware, but...” The sergeant rubs the bridge of his crooked nose, dragging his hand lower to pinch his chin. “I can see the lady’s unharmed, so—”

“We want to press charges,” one of the bloodied men interrupts, keeping a wary distance from Nash like he’s afraid of getting his nose snapped if he’s within striking distance. “Look at me!” He motions to his bruised jaw and the pint of crimson staining his clothes. “This isn’t right!”

I shove my hands into the front pocket of Nash’s hoodie, twisting the fabric between my fingers. If they press charges, he’ll be detained and I’ll be gone before he’s released.

He tucks me back against his chest, his body tense as he dips his head, lips brushing my ear. “Calm down.” He barely whispers the words, but his tone is firm.

It’s an order. One that grounds me. I give up control, letting him lead, and the tension siphons out of me immediately.

Sarge lets out a tired sigh. “If you’re sure about it, then we’ll have to sort this out downtown.” He levels a measured glare at Nash. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

There’s no glee in his eyes, but Malik compensates for them both, his smug smile shining bright in the dim alleyway. It droops when another officer rushes up, holding a phone out.

“Sarge, you need to hear this.”

With one eyebrow raised, he takes the phone, brows drawn together while he listens to whoever’s on the other end.

“Who’s this?” His back straightens like a metal pole. “I understand, but—” He falls silent, his complexion blanching. “Of course, as you wish.”

With a shaking hand he pulls the phone away from his ear, eyes darting between Nash and the screen. For a few heartbeats, no one says a word. The entire alleyway is engulfed by silence.

“Look,” he starts, moving his attention to the guy with the bruised jaw, “it’s been a long day. Misunderstandings happen. Maybe it’s best if everyone walks away now. No harm, no foul.”

“What? No way! He—”

“Sarge!” Malik denotes, arms akimbo, one hand dangerously close to his holster. “What’s going on? The man has the right to press charges! He was assaulted!”

“Not a word from you,” the sergeant snaps, his neck glowing red with anger. “And you...” He glares at the bruised-jaw guy. “Trust me. Drop it. It’s a bruise, son. Not. Worth. It.” He nods at Nash, a hint of respect in his eyes. “You’re free to go.”

My mouth falls open and my breath spirals from my lungs.

What happened?

Why the sudden change?

Who was on the phone?

Nash doesn’t share my shock. His expression gives nothing away as he turns to the other men, offering them curt nods before gently untangling my fists from his hoodie.

“Come on, pretty girl,” he whispers, nudging me along until my feet start working. “Let’s get you in bed.”

I let him lead us away, passing a line of cops. They all have the same shell-shocked look about them save for the sergeant and the guy holding the phone.

They know something. They’re the only ones in on the secret while others wonder—rightly so—why Nash is walking away without so much as a slap on the wrist.

He takes me back to his car. Abandoned in the middle of the road, drivers weave around it, glaring from their windows.

Nash opens the passenger door for me, my mind swimming with questions. I have ten at the ready and one slips out before Nash has even ushered me in and buckled me up.

“What the hell happened back there?”

He pauses with his hand on the handle. “I should be the one asking that, Hailey. You tucked and fucking rolled out of the car. You said your flashbacks weren’t as intense anymore.”

I chew my bottom lip but hold his gaze, refusing to cower. “Who was on the phone?”

He leans against the door, turning those enigmatic eyes on me. “What did you see?”

“Ugh!” I stomp my foot. “You can’t dodge my questions! This isn’t normal. Cops don’t change their mind out of the blue. You should be in the back of a patrol car on your way to the station right now. Why aren’t you? Who called? What did they say? Why did the sergeant look at you like you were... I don’t know, some kind of royalty?!”

He lets out an exasperated huff, cinching my shoulders and crowding me until I’m bent backward over the car while he towers above me.

“You’re incredibly nosy, you know that? You get one question and one answer if you promise you’ll tell me what the fuck you remembered that made you panic this bad.”

“Will your answer be honest?”

He grinds his teeth, a perfect storm brewing in his eyes. He’s pissed off that I don’t trust him... I think he’s about to lash out but instead of unleashing another tirade, he cups my face and shuts my mouth with a demanding kiss.

It’s not cute or soft. It’s punishing. Raw. Tongues dance, teeth scrape, and his short, heavy breaths make me want to rip his clothes off right here.

I know what he’s doing. He’s diverting my focus... I feel the intent behind the kiss, behind his firm touch, but it doesn’t stop my stomach fluttering or my mind blanking.

I give in. I give back, lacing my fingers around his neck.

He bites my bottom lip hard enough to teeter on the tightrope between pleasure and pain, holding still for three heartbeats, before he sucks it into his mouth, easing away.

“Angry sex must be so good,” I whisper, a little dazed.

I thought I had a taste of that in the bathroom when he pinned me against the wall and squeezed my neck, but this kiss makes it crystal clear I’ve seen nothing yet.

“I know what you’re doing,” I add, tracing my bottom lip with my thumb. “It won’t work. I want answers.”

“One answer,” he grits out. “Keep up this attitude and you’ll find out how fucking good angry sex is.” He digs his fingers into my hip, hauling me aside to open the door. “Get in.”
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Hailey

“Can we talk now?” I ask, grabbing the longest fries in the box.

Nash insisted we eat since that was the whole reason we went out in the first place.

He crumples the paper burger wrapper, tossing it into the bag between my legs, and wipes his mouth with a napkin.

“I haven’t eaten as much junk food in my entire life as I have this week with you.” He grabs his Coke, washing down the on-the-go dinner while steering with the other hand.

Even this gets me hot. My body’s constantly ready for him, my pussy wet, my mind dirty. It’s uncomfortable, probably should be embarrassing, but the awe coloring his face whenever he slips inside me annihilates any shame.

I can’t get enough. Everything Nash does affects me way too strongly: the tone of his voice, his posture, how quick and perceptive he is, his tattoos, the way he grips the steering wheel in that sexy, careless manner.

“Is it growing on you?” I ask, diverting my horny thoughts away from the need to rub my thighs together.

It’s not been four hours since we last had sex, but I’m not far off climbing over the middle console to straddle him.

“No.”

Liar, liar. He devoured that burger like it was made by the head chef at a five-star Michelin restaurant.

“Your question?” he prompts, turning the radio down. “Think carefully, Hailey. You only get one.”

I should’ve negotiated better...

He knew what he was doing when he kissed me. He has me wrapped around his finger. I’m too agreeable. So obedient. Melting at his touch like a starstruck superfan.

And I wouldn’t change a thing.

As much as he takes, he gives back tenfold. I wouldn’t have pegged him for a man who’d confidently admit he’s owned, but he did when he tattooed my blood onto his chest.

He hasn’t said it with words, but the permanent gesture on his skin tells me he feels exactly what I do.

While we ate, I turned over every question I want to ask, and I could practically hear his vague answers:

Who called the sergeant? My friend.

How did he get him to let us go? He owed me a favor.

Why did the sergeant look at you like he was afraid? Ask him.

And plenty more like that.

Nash is guarded. He doesn’t talk about his past. Whenever I ask about his life before Lakeside, he tells me the same thing: he was in the army, his parents are dead.

Plausible, but... something doesn’t add up.

It’s not just one thing that has me wondering. It’s all the small details piling up over the weeks. He drives an old, fully restored classic car that must’ve cost a fortune. His style is casual, but all designer. Too expensive for a soldier. The tattoos on his ribs, the guns, chips, and cards, don’t scream military, and there’s also the writing on his neck... above the neckline tattoos aren’t allowed in the army and Nash’s don’t look fresh.

He also doesn’t have the traits my father calls typical for an army man. He doesn’t make his bed, he sleeps in, his moral compass is all screwed up.

The aura of importance and ruthlessness had me fooled at first. As did his closed-off nature, like he’s seen gore beyond my wildest dreams and it plagues him.

Now there’s this clever friend who tampers with security cameras, and whoever influenced the cop to add to the mix.

“Remember you promised to be honest, okay?” I say, hiding my hands in the front pocket of my—well, Nash’s—hoodie.

He rarely lets me wear anything else when we go out, always cursing my thin dresses and good-for-nothing cardigans.

“I remember.” He drops his free hand on my thigh, squeezing gently. “Ask away.”

“Were you ever in the army?”

He doesn’t react.

Not one tell-tale sign he might be caught off guard, though I’m sure he didn’t expect that. His eyes remain on the road, his thumb strokes my thigh, and his knuckles don’t whiten against the steering wheel. His jaw doesn’t even tic like it usually does when he’s annoyed.

It takes longer than I expected to get an answer. The silence between us stretches, and if not for the gentle murmur of the engine, I’d hear my pulse accelerate.

“No, I wasn’t,” he finally says.

My breath whooshes past my lips in a relieved puff, deepening this sense of trust I’ve felt for a while. He could’ve lied. He could’ve dodged the question, leaving me to wonder, but he kept his promise and told the truth.

“Okay,” I whisper, covering his hand with mine.

He flips it, lacing our fingers together. “You’re a clever little thing. What gave me away?”

“Details. Unmade bed, no dog tag, neck tattoos, influential friends...” I sigh, looking out the window as the dark forest blurs past. “None of it by itself would make me wonder, but the list kept getting longer.”

“One day, I’ll show you exactly who I am.” He lifts our interlocked hands, brushing his lips along my knuckles.

“One day soon, I hope.”

“As soon as I can.”

As if to let me into his world a little bit, he dials a number and, for the first time, he doesn’t disconnect the hands-free system, letting the dial tone ring out.

“You’re entitled to one phone call and you choose me?” A male voice chuckles. “I’m flattered.”

“You wish. We’re heading back. Five minutes out.”

“Alright, I’m on it.” Rapt tapping sounds above the background music and conversations on the other end. It’s less than a minute before he speaks again. “Done. I’ll revert it in ten. While I’ve got you, I—”

“I’m not alone, Ryder,” Nash pipes in. “She can hear you.”

“Right...” Ryder clears his throat. “Hello there, Hailey. Nice to phone-meet you. Good date?”

I sit straight in my seat like he can see me. “Um... hi. I don’t think takeout counts as a date, but it was nice.”

“Sounds like you kids are enjoying yourselves,” another voice says.

“Oh, boy. Wait till he’s back. He’ll make you pay for that,” Ryder mumbles, clearly amused.

“If Nash remembers the dig by the time he’s home.”

“Where is home?” I blurt out, my cheeks burning.

I think this counts as a second question.

There’s a pause before their soft laughter fills the car.

“Cheeky, isn’t she?” Nash huffs, gouging his fingers into my thigh, slowly climbing higher. “I’ll call you later.”

“Alright. You need to make it up to Broadway. He’s pouting that you texted me not him,” Ryder says. “Expect his moody ass to give you an earful.”

“Something to look forward to.” Nash disconnects the call, all the while pushing his warm hand further up my leg. “Home is wherever they are, Hailey. You’ll meet them soon.”

“You’re forgetting I’m a prisoner at Lakeside and my father’s hiding something big from me. I can’t leave.”

“Let me worry about that.”

He makes a left turn, passing the gate and then heading right to park beside a red Ferrari. Ten minutes later, Nash closes his bedroom door behind us. He kicks off his shoes, and yanks his jacket off, throwing it haphazardly over the loveseat’s armrest.

“Strip,” he tells me, opening the bathroom. “You need a shower.”

I glance at the grime and dirt stuck to my clothes. “I guess I do,” I mutter, pulling his hoodie off and finding a small tear near the elbow.

Nash frowns, putting his finger through the hole.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Forget the fucking hoodie.” He steps closer. His towering frame and a flash of something dangerous in his eyes has me instinctively backing up until my legs hit the bed. “You could have been killed when you rolled out onto the street.”

He’s suddenly angry, like he filed that incident away and now the cabinet’s burst open, scattering the pages around us.

“I didn’t know what I was doing. I was trying to get away... I didn’t feel pain.”

From the moment I saw the gun in Nash’s glove box, until I hit a dead end in the alleyway, there’s a black hole in my head. I don’t remember running or rolling out of the car, the same way I don’t remember the last two years.

It’s scary that when my worst memories return, my mind abandons the here and now. As if my brain can’t concentrate on past and present at the same time.

Nash grips the hem of the knitted sweater I had on under his hoodie, dark eyes tracing my exposed skin, teeth almost gnashing between his lips. I follow his gaze, finding purple blooming over my ribs where I connected with the ground.

Taking a deep breath, he slides my zipper, urging me to lift my butt. More bruises come into view as the denim glides down my legs. Nash ghosts his fingers over one marking my hip. It’s big, almost as big as his palm. The stormy look clouding his features as he gently presses his fingers around it tells me he’s beyond furious.

It hurts, but I’m not about to show him that.

“How do I get you to stop hurting yourself?” He shuts his eyes briefly, reining in his temper. The fire is still there, burning bright when he opens them again but it’s covered by a layer of pain. “You can’t do this to me, Hailey,” he growls, his voice rough, biting colder than ice.

I want to say he’s overreacting, that bruises heal, but I bite my tongue. I have a feeling this isn’t about the mark. It’s about what would’ve happened if I’d rolled straight under a car.

We probably wouldn’t be talking right now.

“I’m sorry. It wasn’t intentional.”

“I’m aware.”

He scans the rest of my body, checking my arms, legs, back, even my butt. He pauses and frowns at every scratch and bruise before he scoops me off the bed.

The shower starts running a minute later, clouding the small bathroom with steam. I hook my fingers in my panties, but Nash is faster. Touching me seems to calm him down, so I don’t stop him.

I’ve never been treated this way. No one ever doted over me like this. Mom raised me to be self-sufficient and Dad taught me how to fight. I’m not his little princess. Always his sunshine, but he didn’t fawn over me.

“Is it bleeding?” he asked when I came home crying because I’d hurt myself. If the answer was no, he kissed my head, smiled, and told me I’d live. If the answer was yes, he did the same and added a Band-Aid.

My bra hits the floor.

Nash leans into me, one finger under my chin, tilting my head so he can kiss me.

“Why does it bother you so much?” I ask, helping him out of his t-shirt.

“I don’t like seeing you hurt.”

“That’s not a reason. Merely a statement.”

He steps out of his boxers, my concentration swaying when I zero in on his thick, buzzing erection, the first bead of precum glistening at the tip.

“Don’t distract me,” I breathe, forcing my eyes up to feast on his muscular chest. “If you don’t want to tell me, say so. Don’t brush me off.”

I’m sure there’s a solid reason behind his almost pathological anger at the sight of my bruises. His reaction is too intense, too single-focused not to have a deep-rooted cause.

He knows it’s not his fault. He didn’t shove me out of the car. He didn’t send me into the forest where my face got scraped by those low-hanging branches, yet he acts responsible.

“I have you in my bathroom, naked, and...” He skims his hand down my stomach then between my legs, taking a quick swipe of my pussy, “...wet. If we get into why your bruises feel like fucking gunshot wounds, I’ll be wasting a perfectly good opportunity to watch your sweet soapy ass as I fuck you from behind, pretty girl.” He grips my wrist, dragging me under the hot water. “And I don’t like waste.”

“I should stop spending the night here,” I say, when he grabs a bottle of shower gel. “I smell like a man.”

“That’s cute.” He smirks, lathering the spicy gel into my chest, taking extra care of both breasts and nipples.

His fingers have magical powers. He knows how to twist, knead, and pinch so I’ll mewl and crave him.

“What’s cute?”

“That you think I’d let you sleep away from me.” He moves lower, soaping up my stomach and hips, then teases my clit, cleaning me and driving me wild in the process.

I can give him a taste of his own medicine.

Reaching for the shower gel, I squirt a bit over his pecs, biting my cheek to keep the moans at bay.

I love his body. Big, toned, strong. I love how I feel so precious and small when he sleeps behind me, and so much like his prey when he towers above me.

“You’re fighting it,” he grunts, backing me against the cool tiles. “Don’t. I want an orgasm out of you. Now, Hailey.”

He has no idea how hard I’m fighting the sounds trying to escape my throat. Nash doesn’t need pointers. He knows how to send little sparkling fireworks along my clit. It takes immense focus not to give in, rest my forehead on his chest and let him tip me over the edge.

“I’m busy,” I utter, running my palms down his muscular arms, my voice strained. “You’re doing great, I promise.”

“Don’t patronize me.” He sucks my neck hard. “You think you can deny me? If I want to see you come, you fucking come, pretty girl.”

He grabs the showerhead, rotating it to jet flow, and aims between my legs.

A shudder shakes me, mind-numbing pleasure skittering along my nerves. I don’t swallow my moan, delirious when he slips two fingers inside me, curling them to stroke my G spot.

“Now that’s a good girl. Give me an orgasm. Show me how pretty you are when you come for me.”

I brace against his chest, my eyes rolling back into my head. The water hits at a perfect angle while Nash works his finger into me faster, driving me to the brink. The orgasm looms so close I can barely keep myself standing. My knees buckle every time he touches the button inside me, but I hold on out of sheer fucking stubbornness.

Forcing my eyes open, I drown in the dark, hungry possessiveness radiating off Nash.

He owns me... but I own him too.

With a soapy hand, I grab his cock. He groans, losing focus for a second as he thrusts into my touch.

“Jesus Christ...” He clamps his jaw, fighting his instincts the same way I’m fighting mine. “That’s how you want to play?”

“First one to come, loses,” I pant, stroking him faster. I unglue my other hand from the tiles, playing with his balls. “We need a prize.”

His forehead drops onto mine as he takes half a step forward to give me better access. “If I win, you’ll ride my face until you come. I don’t care how long it takes.”

“Okay. If I win...” My head hits the tiles when he bends his fingers in a come here motion, hitting that perfect spot. “I want a taste. I want you in my mouth.”

I’ve thought about it since he took my virginity. He’s always so careful with me, adjusting to my pace and giving me time to learn the ropes. The memories of Alex fucking my throat taint this heaven I’m living through with Nash and I think... I hope... if I go down on him, I’ll somehow erase the stigma.

Nash won’t hurt me. He won’t force it. He’ll teach me how to make him feel good, how to enjoy it.

I need that. I need to know that no matter what’s happening or how close he is, he’ll stop if I can’t take it.

That he’ll put my comfort above his pleasure.

“Do we have a deal?” I ask.

Immediately, the water jet moves from my clit to my thigh, and his fingers slow, taking a lazy tempo that’s nowhere near enough to get me off.

“What are you doing?”

He smirks at the outrage lacing my voice. “My pretty girl on her knees for me... do you think I’ll let you lose when you want to suck me this badly?”

I squeeze his cock harder. “That’s not fair. Choose a different prize. Something you really want. Something I won’t give you unless you win.”

He circles my clit with his thumb, a slow, perfect little circle. It takes a minute, but once his fingers resume their greedy assault and the jet’s rushing up against my clit, I know he’s thought of something else.

“I want your ass,” he says, dipping his head to kiss my neck.

My eyes widen, but in the next second, I nod, lost too deep in the throngs of overwhelming pleasure to deny him.

“Okay,” I pant.

My pussy clenches around his fingers in sync with mine jerking him off.

“Good girl. You’re on. Show me what you’ve got.”

He seals the deal by taking my mouth, his hot tongue tangling with mine. I crane my neck, unleashing my frustration at keeping my orgasm in check on his lips.

I kiss, nip, and all-out bite, writhing before him, but the sweet torture is so satisfying. Especially that he’s losing his cool too, thrusting into my hand faster. He rocks his hips like he’s trying to help me, or maybe he can’t help himself, leaning into my touch on instinct.

“Harder, pretty girl,” he grunts, pushing his fingers in and out of me. “Twist your wrist at the tip.”

I do, moaning as a body-wide shudder shakes him like he’s about to blow. “Whose team are you on?”

“You... on your knees for me is almost too fucking good to pass on, but...” He moves his hand, using his index and ring finger to fuck me and his middle finger to—

“Oh God!” I cry out, my mind erupting in fireworks the second he circles the other hole.

The orgasm hits despite my defenses. I lose touch with reality for a few blissful seconds, trembling and moaning.

“Easy, pretty girl,” Nash tuts in the shell of my ear, his arms suddenly around me, our bodies squished together. “I’ve got you, Hailey. Open those gorgeous blues.”

I stare up at him, my vision a little hazy, my knees so weak it’s a miracle I’m still upright. “That was...” I huff out a breath. “I guess I lost.”

He swipes his fingers along my navel, lifting them to show me his milky cum. “We both did. You’re too fucking hot when you come.”

I grip his wrist, closing my lips around his finger. His nostrils flare as he watches me twirl my tongue, my cheeks purposefully hollow. I release him, resting my head against the wall.

“What do I taste like?” he asks, cinching my waist.

I meet his eyes, a dreamy look on my face for sure, my muscles mellow. “Like you’re mine.”

“That’s right, pretty girl. Yours.” He stamps his lips on my forehead. “I want to know exactly what makes you tick, Hailey. I want to check how many kinks I can unlock.”

He switches the shower off, hauling me into his arms.

“Kinks?” I ask when he lays me—dripping wet—on the bed, and crawls over me. “I don’t know many.”

“I know plenty.” He thrusts inside me with a deep grunt, eyes on mine as he sinks balls-deep. “I already know you’re a praise girl. You love it when I tell you you’re doing so good for me.” He whispers the words, his voice husky, gritty, like tar on a hot summer day. “Don’t you?”

“Yes,” I gasp as he falls into a rhythm, one hand cradling my neck, the other gripping my waist.

I love everything about him. I love it when he’s so close. I love it when his warm breath sighs against my neck. I love it when he holds my head in place, watching my face as he pulls out and pushes back in.

I love it all... and I love him.

“Good girl,” he breathes.

Those two words work like magic. Every time without fail, pure euphoria blankets my senses, a hot glow spreading through me. My chest tightens, abdomen cramps, and skin tingles, elevating every sensation.

Nash smiles against my cheek, nudging me with his nose. “Yeah, you definitely love praise. Your pussy grabs my cock like it never wants to let go whenever I tell you you’re my...” He pulls back and powers in, “...good...” Another thrust, “...girl.”

He drags his parted mouth from my temple, lower, then across, and stamps a kiss to the tip of my nose, the tempo of his hips rocking into me changing into an intense lullaby.

It still feels like I’m too tight to take him. Like he doesn’t fully fit, yet he does. Pushing himself up, he leans on his calves, moving my legs to his waist. I don’t think I’ll ever stop staring at this man. I don’t think I’ll ever get bored of this darkness that softens only for me.

He toys with my breasts, kneading and pinching my nipples, the other hand holding my hip, fingers sinking into my skin.

“Where’s my orgasm, Hailey?” he grunts, licking his thumb before using it to rub small, tight circles on my clit. “I want to watch you come. Don’t fucking hold it.”

“It’s close, I promise... just don’t stop.”

“You’ll sit on my face next.”

“You wanted my ass, and—” I pause, almost crawling out of my skin when he speeds up. “I didn’t lose.”

“We both did.”

“No prize for double-loss,” I mewl, grasping the comforter with both hands, my body bowing off the bed the second the orgasm slams into me.

“Fucking finally,” he huffs, falling forward to kiss me, his fingers tangling in my hair, hot chest slick against mine.

Our tongues mingle while he slows his thrusts then stops completely, buried deep inside me. So deep it feels like he’ll rip me wide open.

“What else do you like?” he whispers, nudging my nose with his before, in three moves, he untangles my arms and flips me onto my belly. “You love this vanilla shit as much as you love it when I pull your hair and fuck you from behind, don’t you?”

He presses his big hand between my shoulder blades, pushing me down. Dictating the rules, he moves me to my knees, my ass in the air.

I bury my face in the pillow, bracing for a wild ride when a clap lands on my ass. My pussy throbs as the sound cuts the air. Nash quickly soothes the mild sting, gently rubbing his fingers over the sore spot.

“I asked you a question, Hailey. I didn’t get an answer. Tell me you love it when—” He moves the head of his cock to my entrance, forcing his way inside, the sudden intrusion making my back arch and fingers tighten on the sheets. “Tell me you love it when I fuck you like I don’t care about you.” His hips rock into me faster, the sound of flesh meeting flesh so loud I’m sure the whole floor can hear it.

He never fucks me like he doesn’t care. He’s hard and demanding with his cock, but every other part of him worships my body. He’s always close, making me feel wanted, needed.

“Tell me you love it when I fuck you like a cheap, dirty, slut.”

My muscles seize and the air escapes my lungs in an instant. Reality blurs so fast it makes me sick.

“It’s okay, pretty girl,” Nash says, his voice distorted, his hand gliding down my back. “Degradation isn’t your thing.”

We’re both naked, close, skin on skin, but somehow he’s touching me through layers and layers of fabric.

I can barely hear him.

I can barely feel him while he thrusts into me, leaning over my back to shower my neck with small kisses.

It’s like he’s kissing me through a pane of glass.

I try anchoring myself in the present to hold on to reality, but it swirls, spins, and blurs. My world splinters apart. I fall through the mattress, through the floor, and emerge in a different room. I’ve seen it before and during the past few weeks of those flashbacks, I realized that it’s my bedroom in Ohio.

“Dirty fucking slut,” Alex snaps, tearing off his t-shirt to wipe the puke off his cock. “Look what you’ve done!”

I’m heaving, doubling over by the wall, and retching onto the floor, panting for air.

“I couldn’t breathe,” I choke out. “I’m sorry, I—”

“Sorry?” He throws his t-shirt on the floor, tucking his cock back into his pants.

There’s puke there, too, mixing with swirling saliva.

“I was this fucking close. You’re supposed to breathe through your nose! How many times do I have to tell you?!” Stomping across the room, he opens my closet, pulling out a t-shirt from the back.

He yanks it on and it fits him perfectly, which means he kept clothes in my room. Why? How often did he have to change after shoving his cock down my throat for so long he made me puke?

“Clean up the mess. I’ll finish in the bathroom and then I need to go. She’s waiting for me.”

The room fades.

I’m back at Lakeside. Back in Nash’s bed, my face nuzzled in his chest, his arms clasped around me. Tears slide down my cheeks and bile rises to irritate my throat, making me fight against Nash’s strong hold.

“Let me go,” I mumble, clasping a hand over my mouth.

Normally, he wouldn’t. He’d hold me tighter, kiss my head, stroke my hair, but the urgency of my voice coupled with how pale and clammy I feel makes him lift both arms.

I jump out of bed, bolting into the bathroom, and reach the toilet just in time to see the burgers and fries we had earlier come pouring back out of my mouth.


42

Carter

I tie Hailey’s hair into a ponytail, gathering her blonde locks in a tight fist as I crouch behind her, gently stroking her bare back.

I don’t speak. Not yet. I don’t have the words. My mind’s racing, my gut heavy, restless like a nest of snakes in full sun. I triggered whatever memory it was that sank its claws into her. It was the cheap, dirty slut that sent her over, and my head’s full of Alex degrading my girl.

He didn’t do it in bed. It couldn’t have been the kinky kind I had in mind. They never had sex. Hailey told me she didn’t realize she was a virgin because she remembers fooling around with Alex, but never elaborated.

I should’ve asked more questions, but I didn’t want to know any more about the fooling around. I fucking hate that he ever touched her. I hate that he kissed her. I didn’t need more visuals in my head... now I regret not asking.

Alex must’ve called her a slut with a different intent to mine. I wanted to know how deep Hailey’s submissive side runs, what gets her wet, what makes her pussy clench around my cock harder. Some women love degradation. While I’m not a fan, especially not since Hailey became my focus point, I’d do it. I’d do anything she enjoys because her pleasure is my priority.

She is my priority.

Alex didn’t have her pleasure in mind, though. He must’ve called her a slut to belittle her. That’s different. That’s fucking vile.

“Can you hand me a towel?” Hailey mutters, falling back, her butt hitting the cold tiles.

“Are you feeling better? I’m sorry, I—”

“It’s okay.” She wipes her mouth, her hand shaking. “I don’t know all that much about sex, but I know what a degradation kink is and I know you don’t think I’m cheap, dirty, or a slut.”

I kiss her head, my lips lingering on her skin. “You don’t realize how important you are to me.”

She gives me a small, crooked smile, scrambling to her feet. The sound of the toilet flush fills the room, then the trickle of running water as Hailey brushes her teeth, grasping the counter like she doesn’t trust her legs yet.

“I need to know what you saw, pretty girl,” I say, leaning against the wall, still restless, still feeling out of place.

“I don’t remember much... just that he—” She stops, shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter, I’m sorry I freaked out.”

“Don’t apologize. You didn’t freak out. You were shaking, but you didn’t try to go anywhere. You didn’t scream or try to fight me off, you were scared. So fucking scared. What did you see?”

She pops the toothbrush back in the holder with a shaky hand, staring at me in the mirror. “It’s embarrassing.”

“Whatever it is, whatever you saw, I need to know, so I don’t trigger you again.”

Scooping her off the floor, I take her into the room, helping her into her nightdress. She sits in the corner of the bed, her back to the wall, knees close to her chin, cheeks red.

I slip into my boxers and give Hailey space as I drag the wingback chair closer. “Go on. Tell me what Alex did.”

With a defeated sigh, she relents, meeting my eyes. “Ever since that flashback I had in your car I... I keep seeing...” She swallows hard, pinching the comforter between her fingers. “That’s why I didn’t think I was a virgin... because if we’d done that I assumed we’d had sex.”

I rest my elbows on my knees, leaning forward. “What did you do with him?”

She quivers, shame heating her cheeks, eyes darting left and right. I remember how panicked she was when she leapt out of my car in the woods. I remember the things I imagined after reading her diary... I couldn’t have been further off the mark.

I considered abuse. Verbal abuse. I considered physical violence, too, but never sexual, and now she’s here... trembling on the bed after puking her guts out.

“He’d shove me to my knees and—” A lone tear slides down her cheek, driving me crazy.

She doesn’t have to spell it out.

“Did he force you?” I ask through clenched teeth, pure wrath coursing through my veins.

God, I’d give my right arm if someone could reanimate that fucker so I could kill him.

“Sometimes,” she admits quietly. “Sometimes I did it so he wouldn’t be so... cruel. He didn’t care if I couldn’t breathe.” With visible strain, her eyes come back to mine. “And just now... I saw... he wouldn’t ease up, I threw up over... it, and he said I was a dirty slut.”

“Fuck.” I run a hand down my face, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry, Hailey, had I known—”

“You didn’t,” she cuts in. “Don’t apologize. Even I didn’t know he called me that until you said it. I don’t know if he was so ruthless every time. Maybe I’ve remembered the worst of it. He was always angry, even more so if he... if he didn’t finish.”

My temper hits sky high.

Cold hands grip my throat, halving the capacity of my lungs knowing that fucker hurt my girl. I’m not far off breaking out in hives I’m so pissed off.

“You should’ve told me sooner,” I say, pumping my fists. “Why do you want to go down on me if you’ve only got bad memories about being on your knees?”

“You’ve never made me feel scared or used. I love everything we do in bed and... maybe I can replace the bad memories with good ones. I trust you. I know you won’t force me if I don’t like it, that you’ll stop when I say stop.”

Jesus...

On the one hand, I understand her reasoning. Sex is supposed to be enjoyable for both parties regardless of what’s happening. She’d love being on her knees for me. I’d make it so fucking good for both of us. I know I would.

She should’ve told me about Alex the moment we went the distance. I would’ve been more careful with her from the start if I’d known.

Trauma like that lingers, but she’s kept her mouth shut, dealing with it alone. She hasn’t even written about it. There’s nothing on the pages about Alex sexually abusing her and she said those memories have been flooding since that time she jumped out of my car in the woods.

“Why didn’t you write about this in your diary?”

As the words leave my mouth, I realize my mistake.

It’s a sobering moment.

I’ve lost sight of the goal recently, drowning in Hailey, sinking deeper and deeper under an avalanche of feelings I should’ve never entertained.

The goal hasn’t changed and those fucking feelings made me slip up. The rage over someone using her got the better of me, and I didn’t think before I spoke, jeopardizing the mission.

The softness of Hailey’s features disappears, replaced by narrowed eyes and pinched lips.

“You read my diary?” Her voice, dripping with disbelief, is barely above a whisper but it hits me harder than if she’d yelled the question.

The atmosphere changes so fast it gives me whiplash.

From her sadness and my anger to my remorse and her disappointment.

Who would’ve thought I’d give a damn about being a decent human being?

That I’d crave her trust as much as her body?

“You had no right,” she adds, angry tears filling her eyes, the sight like a fucking gunshot wound tearing through my muscles. “That’s private.”

“I’m sorry, Hailey. I shouldn’t have read it, but—”

She shakes her head, her voice breaking like eggshells. “There is no but! When did you even have time to read it?!”

My chest feels heavy, tight, so fucking painful as I watch her cry. I’ve seen her tears before, but I’ve never been their cause and that makes a big difference.

“I fucked up,” I admit, rising from my seat. “I should’ve never crossed that line. I...” I pause weighing my options.

I either come clean right now, hoping she’ll stay long enough to let me explain, or I lie, making sure she doesn’t have a reason to call her father and run.

One day... one day I’ll be the decent man she deserves, but that day can’t be today.

“I was curious. I wanted to know everything about you and help you navigate this.”

“And you chose to invade my privacy? I’ve told you everything.” She’s still not shouting. “You had no right.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” I climb onto the bed, pulling her into my arms. “I’m sorry pretty girl. I thought I could help.”

She shudders gently but doesn’t move away and that’s half the battle won. “I thought I could trust you.”

“You can. You know that, Hailey.”

This is agonizing.

Every day I weave this web tighter, adding more layers of lies. At some point, there’ll be no turning back.

“It was only once,” I say, lulling her into a false sense of security. “After I came back from Chicago. I couldn’t sleep, and your diary was on the bedside table.”

She’s silent for a while, chasing her own conclusions. The whole time she’s thinking, I ghost my fingers down her spine, my lips on her temple.

“Promise you won’t do it again,” she finally says. “I don’t have anyone else, Nash. I need to know I can trust you.”

And even though it fucking kills me, even though I’m spying on her with the best intentions, I take her face in my hands, look into those gorgeous blue eyes and...

I tell her everything she wants to hear.

All of it lies.
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“Tell me what you remembered that made you tuck and roll into moving traffic last night,” I say over breakfast.

After my slipup, I decided it’d be best to wait before asking questions.

I stayed awake long after Hailey fell asleep in my arms, agonizing over the lies I’m feeding her. It’s for her own good. The truth will only make her leave, and she’s not safe away from me.

I’m not entirely sure if she’s forgiven me for breaching her privacy or if she’s only pretending we’re okay, but she stayed the night, and she’s still here. That’s a good sign.

She clears the last crumbs off her plate, starting to keep a healthy food intake level.

“Here?” she asks, glancing around the cafeteria.

Students come and go, their chatter grating my ears. I’ve been here for weeks, but I still struggle with noise in the morning. My days here are flipped. Back in Chicago, mornings are quiet, evenings are loud.

It’s the other way around at Lakeside.

Plates clatter, spoons clink against bowls, and the occasional laugh crescendos above the constant hum of voices. The only good thing about this setting is the bittersweet aroma of coffee in the air.

“No one’s listening,” I say, resting both elbows on the table. “What did you see that scared you so much?”

“A gun,” she whispers, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Keep going.”

She rolls her eyes, then quickly makes an apologetic face, remembering how fucking hard that gets me.

I was on her in a heartbeat last time she did that. I dragged her into my room, pushed her face into the pillow and fucked her until she came three times. I’m rock hard right now, but we’ll deal with that later.

“I saw someone shooting,” she says.

“Who?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see the face. Just a gun firing and a bullet leaving the barrel. It felt like I was right there...” She sets her cup aside, the words coming faster, her eyes bigger, brighter, and scared. “As if it was happening right then. Like I was ripped away from your car and dropped... I don’t really know where.”

I grab her hand, tracing my thumb across her knuckles because she looks like she’s falling back into that memory.

“The noise...” She shudders softly. “So loud. Like the gun went off right by my ear. I’ve never felt fear quite like it.”

“Were you indoors?”

She shakes her head. “I’m not sure. Maybe. I saw the gun and—” She frowns, her gaze unfocused. “Everything else was blurry. I think there was a wall, maybe a window, a light somewhere...”

I squander the urge to sit her on my lap and wrap her in my arms. This is important. The first memory that might hold an actual clue, maybe the key. Darkness, a gun, a wall, maybe a window... not much.

“Dead on impact but Babyface put a few bullets in his head just in case.” Rhett’s words bounce around my head.

He shot Alex in the car. There’s no way he dragged him out because the police report said they found Alex behind the wheel.

Is that what Hailey remembers? Babyface shooting Alex?

It’s plausible.

A wall and a window could be the car’s interior, but if she was conscious, Babyface would’ve shot her too. He’d have shot her first if Alex was out already.

My veins fill with ice at the thought and my eyes immediately find her pretty face to reassure myself she’s here.

Alive.

Well.

Mine.

I’m in so fucking deep with her already.

It’s beyond irrational. I came here filled with a burning, poisonous hatred for her. But now the mere thought of Hailey getting hurt drives a seven-inch blade right through my chest. Seeing her bruises last night was agonizing.

I’ve tortured many men. I’ve seen things... done things that would give the average Joe nightmares for the rest of eternity. Still, I brushed it all off as if it were nothing. I’ve brushed off my own wounds but one bruise, one tiny scratch, on Hailey sends my mind into overdrive.

It’s not normal. Nothing I feel for her is fucking normal, welcome, or desired.

“So the gun went off. What happened next? You were out of it for three minutes. What else did you see?”

Her face scrunches up, deep in concentration. “I remember running... fast. Like I was being chased. The ground was uneven, my shoes were wet, and I tripped over something, landing in the mud.”

“You’re sure it was the same night?”

“Yes.”

The cogs in my brain start grinding against each other again.

The police report said Hailey was speared into the seat. She wouldn’t have been able to move. Even if she somehow managed to get out of the car, there’s no way she’d have had the strength to crawl five feet let alone run.

“There were streetlamps,” she says quietly. “In the distance. Blurred and far away.”

Before I respond, a familiar voice interrupts, startling Hailey.

“Hey, mind if I join you?” Chloe’s beside our table, tray in hand, her red, puffy eyes jumping between us.

Rumor has it the cops have stopped looking for Jensen; Chloe’s not taking it well.

“No one else is up yet,” she adds.

“Well, we’re just—” Hailey starts but I cut her off, sensing an easy way out.

“Sit, Chloe.” I point to the chair on my left.

“We’re done?” Hailey asks, one eyebrow raised.

“You need a break, pretty girl. We’ll finish later.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Um, if you need a break from... whatever, I could use your help for about an hour, maybe two,” Chloe says. “It’s Levi’s final film project. He’s late getting his shit together so Rachel and I have agreed to play the leads. We’re shooting a few scenes tonight and I can’t find Rachel, so... could you run lines with me?”

Hailey steals a glance at me as she answers. “Sure, I mean we don’t have any plans, do we?”

“No, we don’t.”

“Great. Can we do it now?” Chloe pulls a chunky script from her bag.

I round the table, leaning over my girl for a kiss. “Come find me when you’re done. I need to make a few calls.”

The small frown between her brows tells me she’s confused, maybe a little suspicious. I’ll deal with that later. Now, I need answers. Or at least to set the wheels in motion to get them.

I fish a half-empty packet from my inside pocket as soon as I exit the building. I’ve not had a cigarette since the night I battered Jensen and the headrush hits hard when I fill my lungs with smoke, dialing Ryder’s number on one of the burner phones. This conversation is not meant for my father’s ears.

I’ve been sending Rhett—or rather his men—on wild goose chases all week, feeding him bullshit intel about places Alex supposedly met with Aalyiah.

“Send your people there. Have them turn the place upside down, break the fucking walls, rip the floors.”

The longer I can keep him running around in circles—thinking he’s getting nearer to Alex’s stash—the longer I have to figure out what the fuck happened on the night of the accident and where the evidence actually is.

Ryder answers after two rings, his voice gruff. “To what do I owe this doubtful pleasure?”

It’s barely past eight am in Chicago. I bet he didn’t crawl into his bed until at least four in the morning.

“Get up, run a cold shower over your head and call me back. I need you focused.”

“I am focused.” The bed creaks in the background, then I hear his footsteps echoing through his apartment. “Go on, talk.” The distinct click of Zippo followed by a sharp inhale tells me Ryder’s dragged himself out onto the balcony, probably in nothing more than his boxers. “Is your girl there?”

“No, she’s not.”

“Good. A little heads-up next time would be appreciated. I almost slipped up.”

No, he didn’t.

Ryder never slips up, he’s grumpy and looking for a reason to give me some shit after I dragged him out of bed at this ungodly hour.

“So? Why am I up at eight in the morning?”

Surrounding myself with smoke, I outline what happened last night and what Hailey saw.

“She sure keeps your life entertaining,” Ryder muses, the clink of glasses piercing my ears. “What do you need from me? I’m good, but I can’t hack her brain, Boss.”

Him and his stupid jokes.

“I need to find out more, cross things off the list for certain. Can you pull Hailey’s hospital admission records? I need the details—what she was wearing, where she was hurt, who brought her in, who admitted her. Everything we don’t have.”

“I don’t think there’s anything more there. You said there’s no way she remembers Babyface shooting Alex so why do you need all that?”

“I’ve been here for weeks, Ryder, and I still don’t know shit. I’d rather triple-check every detail and prove myself right three times than miss something that proves me wrong.”

A chuckle rings in my ear. “Sounds like you’re homesick. Missing the fun? I thought you’d quenched your thirst with that Jason guy.”

“Jensen,” I seethe. “Where are you on Alex’s second phone? There’s nothing useful in his texts with Aalyiah, but if—”

I pause, a light bulb bursting in my head. Fuck. Hailey.

An adrenaline rush fills my veins, but the endorphins from my brilliant idea swiftly fade into hesitation. I wouldn’t have hesitated a couple of weeks ago but now... I don’t take breaching Hailey’s privacy lightly.

It’s bad enough that I read her diary. It’s bad enough that I’m lying to her while she gives me everything I never knew I wanted.

Needed.

I’m betraying her in the worst fucking way and I’m about to up my game even further.

Reading through her texts with Alex, her father, any friends she might’ve had, and, learning about the last two years of her life while her mind’s still only piecing together the fragments... that’s a brand-new level of cruel.

“Carter? You there?” Ryder mumbles, chewing loudly. “What’s going on?”

A battle rages inside my head. It’s won quickly by the need to protect her, even if protecting her means betraying her trust. The sooner I find the evidence, the sooner this ends—the sooner Hailey’s safe.

I can’t brush this idea under the table. It’s a chance to dissect this mess, and a chance is all I fucking need.

“I need the call and text records from Hailey’s old phone.”

“Her dad’s a cop. Don’t you think he would’ve wiped them?”

I butt out the cigarette, immediately lighting another. “We’re not dismissing ideas based on don’t you think. Do it. Dig deep. I need a breakthrough, Ryder.”

“Alright, but don’t get your hopes up. Vaughn doesn’t strike me as someone who makes rookie mistakes.”

“I know. Just... find what you can. And check out Officer Matthews while you’re at it.”

“Matthews...” he echoes, probably jotting the information down. “Got it. Am I looking for anything specific on him?”

“He’s supposedly Vaughn’s most trusted friend. I need to know if he can really be trusted or if he’s taking bribes like the rest of them.”

Running a check on the guy was on my way long to-do list, but the shit with Jensen, the trip to Boston, Hailey getting lost in the woods, her flashbacks, and Rhett bugging my phone, took center stage, sending Matthews into the background.

Hailey’s turning my brain to fucking mush.
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Hailey

Clutching my phone, I stare at Dad in the sparse contact list, gearing up the courage to send the call.

I want to go home.

Not forever, just a few days, one weekend. Two nights. I know Dad will immediately say no, so I’ve been crafting a fool-proof plan, hoping he’ll agree.

I need to see my room, our house, him. I want to sift through my personal belongings and find out if anything triggers a relevant memory.

The flashback with the gun haunts my sleep, but no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember any more details. The more I push it, the further from an answer I drift.

My mind’s not playing ball.

I’ve been getting different memories of Alex back lately, shifting from the painful and gruesome ones that set off panic attacks, to those that leave me melancholic. Those that don’t mention the case he’s been working on, the girl he fell in love with, or the risks he was taking. And I know the risks, the case, and the girl are what’s important.

Not the beginning of our relationship when he sent me to the hairdresser and bought me pretty dresses and jewelry. None of that matters.

If I go home, see my room, maybe find Alex’s t-shirt in my wardrobe, I might get back on track.

I need a catalyst like the gun was. Something powerful.

Maybe Alex will find out I came to visit and he’ll stop by? God knows I don’t want him anywhere near me, but I bet he’d trigger a lot of memories.

Still, it’s wishful thinking. Dad would never let that happen. If—and that’s a huge if—he lets me come home, he’ll probably board the windows and chain me to the radiator, so I can only move inside the house.

I made a mistake telling Dad and Matthews about Alex and me. Now they’ll keep him away at all costs.

Over the past few days I’ve begun to understand the progression of our relationship. My diary’s half full, the flashbacks hitting daily, sometimes a few times a day.

I had a crush on Alex. He was there for me when no one else was. When my dad worked fourteen-hour shifts, leaving me at home alone. Still grieving my mother, I kept to myself at college. Alex was the only bit of meaningful human interaction I had for months. He listened. He asked questions about Mom. He helped me navigate the pain and come out on the other side almost unscathed.

Almost whole. Enough that I’d trust him while he disassembled me, then put me back together, adding the pieces of the girl he really wanted.

We kept our relationship a secret because of the age difference and his job. And it was a relationship. I remember the hours we spent on the couch, watching TV, cuddling and kissing while Dad wasn’t home, and the stolen, longing looks whenever he was.

I remember how gentle Alex was with me at first, but I don’t remember how we went from whispered I can’t wait until we’re alone, sweetheart in passing while Dad sat watching TV after dinner, to you’re a dirty fucking slut.

The clock on my nightstand clicks another minute over. I don’t have much time before I have to haul myself across campus for my morning acting class. It’s a miracle I’m alone; Nash rarely lets me out of his sight.

He worries what will happen when a bad memory pulls me under. At least he hasn’t witnessed my sleep paralysis yet.

It’s eased off lately, right about the same time I started getting less traumatic memories back.

With a deep breath for courage, I slide my thumb across the screen and press the phone to my ear. It rings once, twice—

“Morning, sunshine,” Dad chirps. “Everything okay?”

I usually call in the evening while I’m lying with my head in Nash’s lap, the conversations short and clipped.

“I’d like to come home for Halloween weekend,” I say before I lose my nerve. “Just two nights.”

He sighs deeply, a sigh I know so well. The sigh of a father explaining the same thing for the hundredth time.

“You know that’s not possible.”

“My head’s fine now. You know that. It’s been weeks, there’s no swelling left, I’m okay. I can handle coming home, Dad. I remember the house. My room, the kitchen, the living room... I remember. Seeing it won’t hurt me.”

“That’s not for you to decide, Hailey, you—”

“Then have Dr. Phillips check me over. There’s a hospital in town. I can get a brain scan done today.”

“This isn’t just about your head. You’re safe at college. Your accident...” Another sigh. Deep, defeated. So pained it tears at my heart. “It wasn’t an accident.”

No shit. I figured that out a while back, yet hearing him say it still knocks the breath out of my chest.

“I wasn’t driving,” I add what little information I have, my stomach roiling. “You lied.”

“I know, sunshine. I’m sorry. You have no idea how much it cost me to lie to you after I promised I never would, but I had to. It’s for your own good. I’m trying to protect you.”

I’ve heard it all before. Alex said the exact same thing the night I threatened to tell Dad about his involvement with the mystery girl. She’s the key. If only I knew her name...

“You can’t come home. Not until I know you’ll be safe here. I’m working on it, I swear, but I can’t tell you everything.”

“You mean anything,” I snap, flinging my bag over my shoulder. “Whatever happened involves me, Dad. Maybe if I remembered, I could help? Have you thought about that?!”

“That’s all I think about,” he admits quietly. “But I won’t risk your life by bringing you home unless you’re not safe where you are.”

Nash’s face flickers on the backs of my eyelids. The anger in his eyes when he saw me hurt, how obscenely protective he is, how unhealthily possessive and territorial.

I am safe.

He won’t let a hair fall off my head.

“I’m safe,” I murmur.

“Then you’re staying right where you are until I know I can bring you home. I’m doing everything to make that happen as soon as possible, sunshine. Just... give me a bit more time.”

All the battle seeps out of me when Dad’s voice cracks. This is as hard on him as it is on me. Probably ten times worse because he knows what he’s up against. He’s out there, fighting, while I’m cocooned in this safety net he and Nash have woven around me.

“Okay,” I mutter, closing my eyes. “Okay, I’ll stay here.”

◆◆◆

“What’s wrong?” Nash asks when I barge into his room later in the afternoon, after another line-reading session with Chloe. “Were you crying?”

I shake my head, biting my lip. “Not yet, but I’m this close.”

He sets his laptop aside, making room on his lap, and takes my wrist, tugging until I straddle him, my head in the crook of his neck, first tears stinging my eyes.

“I don’t know why I’m this upset. I knew he was lying the whole time,” I mutter, sniffling pathetically. I kept it together all day, but the moment the last bell rang, I folded under the weight of Dad’s confession. “It’s just... I could hear the fear in his voice and it dawned on me how bad things must be if he’s this scared. He’s never scared.”

“You called your dad,” Nash guesses, brushing my hair over my ear. “What did he say?”

“That the accident when I lost my memories wasn’t an accident. That I’m not safe, that—”

“You’re safe,” he cuts in, pushing me away enough to cup my face. “I keep you safe, pretty girl.”

“You don’t even know what’s happening. I don’t know what’s happening. I keep trying to remember but it’s not coming back. Nothing important has come back since I saw your gun.”

I sit up straight, eyes wide, an idea striking me like a stone dropped in a well. Swatting my tears away when Nash’s hands fall to my thighs, I scrunch my nose, wondering if he’ll agree.

“You want to see my gun again?” he asks, inching his fingers higher under my skirt.

“Could I? It’s the only tangible thing that’s triggered any memories. Maybe if I see it again, I’ll remember more. Something important, not meaningless cuddles and kisses.”

A muscle feathers his jaw, eyes darkening faster than I can blink. “I fucking hate that he touched you first.”

“He didn’t, you did.”

He lifts his hand, brushing his thumb over my lips. “He kissed you, Hailey. He held you, touched you, spoke to you.”

“He wasn’t first,” I blurt out like that’ll help. “I had my first kiss when I was sixteen. It was bad.”

Nash closes his eyes briefly as if reining his flaring temper, and I take the opportunity to distract him with a kiss.

He moves his hands to my hips, yanking me closer, and he takes. He pours his frustration into the kiss, his hot tongue tangling with mine, every lick and nibble a statement. A claim. I’m his and he knows that, but it doesn’t tame his territoriality.

If anything, it grows more vicious every day.

As much as I want to keep going and let our clothes fall away, I close his lips, skimming my nose up his cheek until I press a soft kiss on his forehead.

“The gun?” I whisper, tangling my fingers in the short hair at the back of his head. “Please.”

“Only if you promise you won’t ask questions about it.”

I nod, sliding into the seat beside him.

“And you do as you’re told,” he adds. “Close your eyes.”

A small eleven crawls onto my forehead. “Why?”

He cocks an eyebrow. “You need me to spell it out? What happened last time you saw it?”

“Okay, closing my eyes.”

He waits until I do, then moves about the room. He makes sounds all over the place, a rustle here, a faint tap there, a muffled thump near the door. A maze of noises designed to disorient my sense of direction, so I can’t pinpoint where he keeps the gun. I didn’t think he had one here.

Is it the one from the glovebox or does he have two?

And why would he have either in the first place?

I push the question away when Nash stops opening drawers and banging the closet door.

“Keep them closed,” he reminds me, his voice softer, closer. The cushion dips beside me. “Come on.” He grips my forearm, helping me until I’m between his legs, my back against his hard chest.

He cinches his arm around my middle, a fistful of my dress grasped in his hand. A soft kiss lands on the nape of my neck, sparking a pleasant shudder, and I lean back against him.

I didn’t realize how tightly I’d wound myself up until that kiss dissolved the tension.

“Open your eyes,” he says, his breath warm against my skin, his arm molding me harder into him.

My eyelids flutter open. He holds his free hand out, the gun resting on his palm. The cold metal gleams in the daylight. It’s smaller than I remember. Either my imagination’s exaggerated the size, or this isn’t the same gun.

My breath catches in my throat at the absent serial number. My dad’s a cop, I’ve seen guns before. Legal guns. This doesn’t fall into that category.

The chill that was lurking in my spine spreads quickly. Questions multiply, dancing along my vocal cords, but I swallow them all. I can’t ask. And to be perfectly honest... I’m not sure I want answers. Not yet.

One thing at a time.

My hand inches toward the shining steel, led by curiosity and hope that touching it might trigger a memory, but before my fingers get anywhere near it, Nash draws away, gathering more of my dress into his hand.

“Careful, Hailey. It’s loaded.”

I hold my breath when he moves his hand back, letting me drag my index finger along the barrel.

Nothing happens.

Undeterred, I grasp the handle. The gun’s heavier than I anticipated but feels oddly good. Cold and deadly, but good.

Still, no flashbacks.

A pervasive sense of failure catches in my throat, swelling into a lump of frustration. I thought it’d work. I thought touching the gun would be enough to unlock those firmly shut doors in my mind.

“Nothing,” I whisper. “I guess it was too easy.”

“You can’t force it.” Nash takes the gun, leaving it on the armrest, out of reach, his arm around my waist relaxing.

I close my eyes and the first thing I see is that memory. A chubby finger pulling the trigger, the bullet leaving the barrel as if in slow motion, a small explosion puffing around it.

An idea strikes me. Desperate but clear.

“Could you... could you shoot something?” I ask, the words tumbling out before I think them through.

Nash stills behind me, his chest expanding as he takes a deep, measured breath, his shoulders squaring.

I turn, climbing onto his lap, straddling him again. “Please.”

“No.” He spits the word out the same as when I first ran into him in the cafeteria. “No fucking way.”

“Pretty please? The flashback I had... it was concentrated around the bullet. Maybe if I see that again, if I see it now, not in my head, it’ll trigger more.”

Epic poems could be composed about the conflict burning through Nash’s face. About his clenched jaw and the turbulence in his dark, unforgiving eyes.

He’s always so confident, so unshakably in control, but now, a flicker of doubt shines through. A battle rages in his mind. I see it clearly. A battle between his overprotective instinct and the part that wants to help me reconstruct my past.

That’s a perfect opportunity to strike again.

I lay my hand against his chest, over his heart, over the piece of me he has tattooed there. “I’m tired of guessing. None of the small pieces fit together. This is the only idea I have. I can’t go home, I can’t see Alex, I don’t have anything else to release the memory I’m after, but this...” I glance at his gun. “This might be it. I need this.” I lean over, my thumbs swiping the soft skin under his eyes. “Please. One shot.”

For a long moment, he studies me, searches my face, that battle raging inside him escalating to all-out war. Then, slowly, he exhales, breathing out a silent surrender.

“Fuck,” he grits out. “You’re a pain in my ass, you know that? One shot, pretty girl. And you follow my every order.”

“I promise.”
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Carter

The dense undergrowth scratches the sides as I navigate the Pontiac through uneven terrain for the third time in less than two weeks. We’re already deeper into the woods than I took Jensen, and heading in a different direction. The paintwork is paying the price for the ten miles we’ve covered.

Gunshots carry further than screams. Much further in an open space than the depth of the dark forest, but I’d rather not take the risk that someone on campus might hear my Glock. Ten miles is a stretch. Half the distance would’ve been fine, but I’m stalling.

I’m fucking worried what Hailey might see.

She’s in the passenger seat, her dainty fingers toying with the strings of my hoodie, her back rigid with anticipation, or fear—I can’t tell which. And the uncertainty is eating at me. The uncertainty of what she’s feeling.

I’m torn, split right down the fucking middle. Part of me, the part that’s spent the past few weeks wrapped around Hailey’s little finger, dreads another panic attack.

I can’t breathe when she’s scared. When she’s trembling and fighting the past. When that haunted look clouds her blue eyes. The look that says she’s far away, somewhere dark, somewhere I can’t protect her.

That part of me wants to turn back, take her to bed and spend the evening making her fall apart beneath me.

But there’s another, much stronger part. A separate being inside me, clawing for the answers locked in the impenetrable vault of her memories.

She’s right. The flashback she had about the gun is the most crucial memory she’s yet had.

Even if it doesn’t fit anywhere in the narrative I’ve been fed. It can’t be Babyface’s finger on the trigger. It can’t. Hailey was out of it when the fucker took my privilege and shot Alex.

She couldn’t have seen that.

So what did she see? Who was shooting? Who was shot?

Rhett never mentioned anything. The police reports are a blank slate. Whatever happened, only Hailey knows, and that tells me it’s important. New information always is.

Dusk paints the sky far above, shades of fading light peeking through the canopy as I stop the car, killing the engine. The low growl dies away, replaced by a heavy silence, the kind that rings in your ears. I reach for the glovebox to retrieve the gun, flexing my fingers around the handle.

Over the years, my gun’s become an extension of my hand. One I was robbed of the day I arrived at Lakeside.

“Ready?” I ask, waiting for confirmation.

She pinches her lips, still as a statue for a moment, before she grabs the handle and exits the car. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Stand there.” I point at a tree directly in front of the hood.

Taking a few cautious steps, she obeys, watching my every move while I open the trunk and retrieve a length of rope from my backpack.

“What are you doing?” she mutters, her complexion blanching when I come closer. She pulls back, hitting the tree with her back. “What’s that for?”

I curl my fingers under her chin, angling her head up. “You trust me, and you’re going to follow my orders. You promised. You’re safe, pretty girl. I’m not taking any chances.”

I whip one end of the rope around the tree, then tie both ends over her stomach. It’s a simple knot that’ll hold her in place in case this works and she dives back into the past.

“You’re not running blindly across the forest tonight.”

She swallows hard, her fingers clasping the rope. “You’re overreacting.”

“Am I?” I double-check the rope’s tight. Not enough to hurt but enough to hold. It’s for her safety as much as my sanity. “You still have a bruise larger than my hand on your hip from hitting the asphalt last time.”

She rolls those annoyed blues at me then quickly bites her lip, realizing what she’s done.

This girl has way too much power over my dick.

“We have time.” I grab her jaw, sinking my fingers into her cheeks until her lips part and my index finger slides into the wet heat of her mouth. “And out here... you can be as loud as you want.”

She twirls her hot tongue around my digit, sucking gently before I pull it out and close her mouth with mine.

In three tugs, the knot comes undone. The rope pools at her feet a second before I wrap her in my arms, her legs around my waist for the short ride back to the car.

“Cold!” she yelps when I sit her on the hood.

“You’ll be burning up soon.” I spread her legs, making room for myself and kiss her again, my fingers spidering up her thighs, under her dress, until I hit the mark. “Wet already. Lay back, I’ll warm you up.”

Her head meets the hood, both hands spread out, holding on not to slide off while I take a knee on the damp forest floor, dipping my head under the flowery fabric. It’s too fucking cold for dresses, but right now, as I move her soaked panties to the side, uncovering pink, glistening pussy, I’m glad Hailey’s not wearing jeans.

Though knowing her cute, girly style is all Alex, I’ll be buying her a whole new wardrobe.

“Exhibitionism,” she says, tangling her finger in my hair. “That’s a kink, isn’t it?”

“It’d require an audience.” I don’t waste time kissing her thighs. I go straight for the prize, licking her back to front, the sweet, pungent taste of her covering my tongue and turning my already hard cock into a steel baton. “We’re alone out here. It doesn’t count.”

She makes a disgruntled noise at the back of her throat that morphs into a moan when I suck her clit into my mouth.

“That’s right, let me hear you.”

And she does. She lets loose, every sound hitting my ears at full volume. I add a finger, then another, and when her thighs clasp my head, I circle the tight ring of muscles at the back with my middle finger, sending her hurtling toward release.

“I can’t fucking wait to be here,” I say, pushing my finger inside her. Just the tip, barely past the first knuckle, but she’s so damn sensitive her orgasm lasts forever. “Soon.”

“Why not now? I don’t mind.”

I whip the Glock from the waistband of my jeans, leaving it on the front seat and grab a condom from my wallet.

“We need a plug, lube, and a couple of hours. It’s like losing your virginity all over again. No rushing.”

“Will it bleed?”

“No. It won’t hurt, either. Not if I get you ready for me.” I yank her lower, the heat of her pussy an inch from my cock. “Hands on my shoulders and brace. This won’t be vanilla.”

Her lips meet mine the second my cock sinks balls-deep inside her. It’s fucking hot that she’s still wearing my hoodie. And even hotter how she nips and kisses my neck, pulling herself forward like she wants me deeper.

I grab her ass, keeping her in place while I work myself into her hard and fast. The turmoil of emotions brewing inside me on our way here finds a way out. I focus solely on Hailey’s pussy clenching around my length, on how she clings onto my neck. How erotic the symphony of her gasps, moans, and our flesh slapping together sounds, echoing in the crisp air.

How much I feel for her.

“Don’t stop,” she mewls, locking herself in position so I’ll hit the same spot over again. “Oh, oh... almost, almost...”

“Not yet, Hailey. On one,” I grunt, every next thrust longer and harder. “Three.”

“No, no, no, no, no, I can’t hold it.”

“Yes, you can. Focus. Hold it. You’ll come with me.”

“Two!” She digs her fingers into my neck, her whole body juddering with the effort of keeping her orgasm in check. “Say two or I’ll use the safe word!”

I gather her hair, tugging twice so she tilts her head and stares into my eyes, the column of her throat on display, her lips almost level with mine.

“Two,” I say, pulling her in so I can sink deeper.

Tears well in her eyes, her legs shake around my waist, and she’s so fucking close her pussy almost chokes my cock.

“You’re beautiful, Hailey. So fucking beautiful when you can’t take it.” I pull her hair again, watching her lean back, holding herself up on her elbows. “Now. One.”

It’s a fucking explosion.

Pure ecstasy paints her face as the orgasm rips through her, so potent I can almost taste the way she comes with my name purring from her sweet lips.

A name.

Nash, not Carter like I’m dying to hear her moan.

She’s falling apart at the seams, her eyes shut tight, head thrown back. Her hands give out and she thuds against the hood, her spine arching.

My orgasm follows almost instantly, cramping my thighs as I fall forward, bracing on both hands.

“Fuck,” I snap, resting my forehead on her chest. “I could do this for hours, pretty girl.”

“Maybe not here,” she chuckles. “Although... do you think that one day, not now, but some time in the future, we could—” She stops talking when I straighten, the adorable shyness in her tone piquing my interest.

“Keep going, Hailey.”

“I thought it could be fun if you kept the rope...?”

I just blew my fucking load into the condom, but the picture Hailey’s words paint makes my cock twitch. God, she’s perfect.

“You want me to tie you up?”

She blushes harder, answering with a curt nod.

“The minute I take you home,” I promise. “We’ll start with your hands, and if you like it, there’s a lot more fun to be had with rope.”

She gives me a small smile when I peck her nose and adjust her clothes. Her feet hit the ground, and I step away to discard the condom and clean up with a wad of paper napkins.

By the time I’m done, Hailey stands by the tree where we started, her back flush with the rough bark.

It’s almost dark out now. The Pontiac’s headlights illuminate the near vicinity, reminding me of Jensen thrashing in the chair.

“Go on,” Hailey urges, holding the rope ends. “I can’t tie knots.” She doesn’t look as worried as she did fifteen minutes ago.

I secure her against the tree, then grab the Glock from the car, moving ten, fifteen, twenty feet. Twigs snap under my boots as I position myself in her sightline, aiming the gun forward, away from her, at the angle she described on our way here.

“I was looking at it from the side. Not into the barrel, not like I stood behind the shooter, but from the side. Does that make sense?”

Perfect sense.

I flip the safety, my finger sliding to the trigger and it’s like I’m reunited with the part of myself I had to bury when I arrived at Lakeside. The cold metal, the anticipation of the recoil... fuck it feels good. Familiar. Real.

“Watch the gun,” I tell Hailey. “We’re only doing this once.”

As soon as she looks at the Glock, I pull the trigger. The gunshot shatters the quiet, sending a flock of birds scattering into the sky.

The echo dies away, and it’s just the gun, my girl tied to the tree, and me, feeling more myself than I have in weeks.

And Hailey’s gone... sucked into the vortex of her past.

Her eyes grow wider, the sharp concentration of a moment ago morphing into fear. She’s staring at the smoking barrel without seeing it.

I hate that look on her with everything in me. Flipping the safety on, I tuck the gun away, stopping beside Hailey. I’m itching to drag her back from whatever hell she’s witnessing.

But I don’t.

This is important. Too important to interrupt. She’s not thrashing or trying to run. She’s not whimpering or crying. She’s silently shaking, her gaze fixed far beyond the here and now.

Time drags, seconds stretching like bubble gum until she’s back, gasping for air like she’s just surfaced from an underwater tunnel.

“It’s okay,” I say, untying the knot. “I’m here. You’re fine. What did you see?”

“Blood...” she manages, her voice quaking. She flings herself into my arms as soon as the rope falls away, word-vomiting the scene. “So much blood... everywhere. On his hands, soaking his white shirt, gray pants, black shoes. His face... it was on his face, his forehead like he wiped his bloody hand there, and—”

“A man?” I echo, my mind whirring through possibilities. Puzzle pieces turn face up, waiting to be popped into place. “What did he look like? Where was he? On the ground? Is he the one who got shot?”

“No, he’s not dead, he’s the one shooting. He’s the shooter.”

My heart starts pounding in my ears, the picture becoming all too clear.

“He had... he was...”

“Keep going, Hailey, what did he look like?” I steady her as she sways. “Did you see where you were?”

“No, everything was blurry; his face was blurry, but—” She swallows hard, eyes darting right like she’s chasing the memory as it slips away. “He wore a—”

“A what? A watch? A ring?”

“A long, brown coat. I... I couldn’t see the place clearly.” She shudders harder, trying to push away. Her brow furrows in frustration or confusion, maybe both. “There was a lot of space. Empty space. Bricks, or crumbling concrete walls. Not a house. Definitely not a house. Maybe a church?”

A warehouse.

The pieces click together with a clarity that chills me to the bone. My hands shake when I pull Hailey in closer, raining small kisses on her head.

She’s here. She’s safe. She’s mine.

Here.

Safe.

Mine.

“Shh, pretty girl. Let’s get you back. You’re freezing.”

She pulls away, eyes darting all over the place. “It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t understand.”

I do.
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Hailey’s silent the entire, snail-paced drive back. Staring out the window, her fingers seem to be writing on her thigh. Three fingers bend around an invisible pen, the tip scraping an invisible sheet of paper.

I don’t interrupt. It’s easier this way. It keeps her occupied, giving me time to chase my own thoughts and conclusions. I’m recreating her past with this new information, filling in the blanks, altering the chain of events to fit the narrative.

My hands squeeze the living shit out of the steering wheel and it’s all I can do not to rip out the steering column.

White shirt—top button popped.

Black shoes—Italian leather with a disguised steel toe cap.

Gray pants—always an inch too long to cover the heel.

And a brown coat—the collar raised.

Rhett Willard in the fucking flesh.

There’s another detail Hailey hasn’t mentioned: a gold ring—a signet with an engraved eagle. Identical to mine. The only token of acceptance Rhett ever gave me. The same one I slipped in my pocket once I’d tucked Hailey inside the car.

I barely stop myself from hacking the dashboard until it falls apart under my fist. This is bad. Worse than I imagined. Ten times fucking worse.

Hailey jumps when my ringtone pours out of the speakers. We’re back at Lakeside and I’m throwing the car into my usual parking spot just as Broadway’s name flashes on the screen.

I press a button, answering the call. “I’m not alone,” I say, reaching over to take Hailey’s hand.

“Then call me when you are,” he shoots back.

“Um, it’s okay, I’m leaving,” Hailey says, her voice small, hands shaking, eyes mindlessly flickering every which way like she’s still trying to access the memory. “I want to write while it’s still fresh.”

Thank fuck.

Whatever Broadway wants can’t be as important as what I need to tell him and Dante, and I can’t do it while Hailey’s listening.

“Go, pretty girl, but stay in your room, okay?”

She leans over the middle console, briefly pressing her lips to mine. “Okay.”

I watch her exit the car, slamming the door. I watch as she rushes away, disappearing into the night, not far off sprinting across campus like there’s someone behind her.

The memory hit her hard, her fear lingering longer.

Or maybe she’s impatient.

Once she’s out of sight, I let out the wrath gunning through me... I batter the dashboard until it snaps under my fist.

“What the fuck is that noise?” Broadway asks, still on the line. “Is she gone?”

“Yeah. Whatever you want can wait.” I cut the call, grab a burner from the glove box, and exit the car, heading into the woods, far from my phone and far from the Pontiac in case it’s been bugged as well.

I dial Broadway’s burner once I’m past the line of trees. “Get in your car right now and find Dante. Call me when you’re with him.”

“But—”

“Just fucking do it!” I boom, nearly jabbing the end call button through the phone.

With a shaking hand, I light a cigarette, and wait for Broadway to haul ass across Chicago.

Everything inside me shakes harder as the minutes pass and my mind connects more of the dots. I pace a thirty-foot long path, deep enough in the woods that the asylum lights are barely visible. Cool evening air raises goosebumps up my arms, but does jack shit to steady my nerves.

Neither does the smoke filling my lungs.

Nothing does.

Nothing will for hours.

Broadway calls back thirty agonizing minutes later. “We’re here,” he says, sounding out of breath. “Give us a minute.”

The faint tapping in the background tells me Jackson’s there, probably checking the connection’s secure.

“What’s going on?” Dante asks a moment later.

“I need to get Hailey out of here,” I say taking a long drag of my third cigarette in thirty minutes. “I need a safehouse and my men with me.”

“What have you found out?” Tension fills his voice, taking me aback as it doesn’t make an appearance often.

Ninety-nine percent of the time, Dante’s the personification of carefully maintained control. Whenever he’s not... God fucking help whoever shatters his calm.

“I told you about the flashback with the gun,” I say. “She’s had another.”

I keep going, explaining Hailey’s plan and the long drive we took to shoot a fucking tree.

“That’s Rhett she saw. It fits. The memories came back in the wrong order but it fits. The blood’s first. He tortures people for hours and ends up looking like he’s bathed in it. Then, he shoots. One bullet straight between the eyes. That’s what Hailey saw. A fucking execution.”

“It doesn’t fit, Carter,” Broadway drawls. “If she saw Rhett torturing someone, he wouldn’t have let her walk away.”

He’s right. Vaughn’s daughter or not, Hailey wouldn’t get out alive if Rhett had spotted her.

She’d be dead before she could say sorry.

“He didn’t see her.” I flick the cigarette onto the ground, watching the cherry burn out. “I don’t know how Hailey got there. I assume she followed Alex, but I’m certain Rhett has no idea she saw the execution.”

After the first flashback, she said she was running through mud, that she saw lights in the distance. Streetlights. Houses. The warehouse Rhett uses for his dirty work is an abandoned watch factory. It’s surrounded by nothing much. Patches of unused land, but there’s a neighborhood nearby.

“She ran away, remember?” I tell them. “I don’t know who was being executed, but that doesn’t matter right now. I need a safe house, Dante. I need to get her out. Rhett knows where she is. If he has Vaughn’s phone tapped and she mentions this, even in fucking passing, if Rhett realizes she saw him—”

“Carter,” Dante cuts in. “If you lift her out of there, you’ll be sending a very clear message.”

A message that I care deeply about Hailey Scarlett Vaughn. That I’ll do anything to keep her safe.

“The word will spread,” Dante continues. “Fast. People might even assume you have the evidence and you’re about to knock down their world.”

“She is the evidence,” I grit out. “She’s it. Maybe there’s a file somewhere, who the fuck knows? But Hailey’s an eyewitness. The first one Rhett’s ever overlooked. If he finds out, she’s dead. I have to get her out. I can’t protect her here. I can’t keep an eye on her twenty-four seven.”

“Plenty of people will think you and Rhett are in on this together,” Broadway says, weighing every word. “She’s a cop’s daughter, Boss. They’ll assume Rhett’s about to sell them out in exchange for a plea deal.”

“You’ll be painting a big, red X on his back,” Dante adds. “His, yours, and Hailey’s. You get her out of there and it’s a declaration of war.”

“Hailey’s mine, Dante. Mine to protect. If keeping her safe means war, then you better pick a fucking side.”

My heart pumps so fast that the blood whooshes in my ears. Silence falls heavily between the three of us but doesn’t last long.

“Broadway,” Dante says, his tone heavy. “Get Ryder to block Hailey’s phone. She calls Vaughn every evening, and we can’t risk her slipping up. No in or out calls until she’s at the safehouse. I want the three of you on the road within the hour.”

A small commotion in the background tells me Broadway’s rushing out. The muffled clap of closing doors confirms it a moment later.

“Use the safehouse you took Layla to two years ago, Carter. Get Hailey out and then tell her the truth. Time’s up.”

It is... I have twelve hours before Koby, Ryder, and Broadway arrive. The last twelve hours of Hailey’s obliviousness.

My last twelve hours of her fragile trust.

◆◆◆

My emotions don’t subside as I pull suitcases from the top of my closet, then lever them open in the middle of the floor, and throw things in.

Rationally, I know Rhett’s in the dark. He has no idea Hailey’s a witness, that she saw him torturing some poor fucker. I know he won’t show up here out of the blue to put a bullet in her head. I know she’s as safe right now as she was this morning before I figured this out.

But the fear coursing through me, knowing she’s exposed, that the shit might hit the fan at any given second, pushes me to act.

It’s too fucking hot already with Noretto looking into Alex’s involvement with Rhett. If Rhett found out Vaughn hid her at Lakeside, anyone with an agenda can track her down.

Fucking Rhett and his careless business strategies.

I told him a warehouse in Columbus is not the place for executions, but he never listened. It was only a matter of time before someone stumbled upon one. Some have over the years. They’re all dead now. Rhett always has men strategically placed outside as lookouts...

He didn’t that night otherwise someone would’ve spotted Hailey peeking through the window or wherever.

Another fucking mystery.

Why no lookouts? Who did Rhett kill? How did Hailey end up at the warehouse in the first place? When did this happen?

Was it the night Alex died or earlier?

I pause when my phone vibrates in my back pocket. It’s an email from Ryder, the subject line kicking up my already dangerously high adrenaline level.

Hailey’s phone records.

“Fuck,” I huff, pausing halfway across the room.

As tempting as checking Alex and Hailey’s messages is, as hard as the rational part of my brain tries to take the reins, this is not the time.

The unease seeping into my bones won’t settle until I’m with Hailey. It’s already been forty minutes since she went to scribble in her diary.

Too long.

The phone records can wait. I’ll have plenty of time once we reach the safe house. No matter what I find in them, it won’t help me right now. Alex wasn’t an idiot. He wouldn’t have texted the evidence’s location to Hailey.

I’m pretty fucking sure I’d only find more reasons to murder a dead man.
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The moment I open the door to Hailey’s room, a sinking feeling seizes my stomach. It’s too quiet, too still. The desk lamp casts a soft glow across the room and her made bed: not a crease in sight. I’ve been here every day for weeks. This is the first time her bed hasn’t been a tangle of sheets and pillows.

My chest tightens on cue, a sense of impending doom seizing my muscles. I shake it all off.

I’m on edge, jumping to conclusions.

Inhaling a calming breath, I enter the bathroom, and my conclusion is confirmed when I find it empty.

Not empty as in no Hailey.

Empty as in no cosmetics, towels, or dirty laundry. No creams. No serums. No toothbrush.

Now I let fear take center stage. My heart hammers against my ribs, trying to break free.

She’s gone.

Gone.

Why? What fucking changed?

I whirl back into the room, and yank open her closet, hoping, praying... but it’s as empty as the fucking bathroom. Her clothes, her shoes, scarves, those stupid cardigans... all gone.

A cold sweat breaks out across my forehead, my hands shaking, a litany of curses fraying my tongue.

Where the fuck did she go?

I scan the room, searching for clues until a big, red NASH scribbled at the top of a page torn from her diary catches my attention.

I lean over the desk, my finger gouging into the hard wood, pulse pounding in my ears.

Blood. So much blood. Everywhere, on his white shirt, brown coat, and gray pants. It’s dripping from his hands, speckling his forehead—a jarring contrast to his pale face.

He’s white as a sheet, staring at the blood pooling at his feet.

A crimson river.

I’m transfixed, watching him wipe his trembling hands down the front of his shirt. He’s soaked in blood now, red all over. His chest rises and falls as he steadies his breathing, lifting his chin higher, his dark gaze focused on something I can’t see.

Someone.

A body.

He tucks a gun into his coat pocket, every move methodical, like he’s done this a thousand times before.

“Boss?” Someone’s voice breaks the thick silence.

I can’t see who’s talking. I can’t see anyone other than the blood-covered man, his dark hair peppered with gray... he looks so familiar. Broad shoulders, tall frame, the powerful way he holds himself: like he’s above everyone else. Sharp face, square, chiseled jaw, those eyes darker than a starless sky, and—

I know where this is going even before reading the last sentence. The familiarity she’s describing, those dark eyes...

She knows. She figured it out before I could come clean. She saw me in Rhett. She made the connection.

—a gold signet ring with an eagle glistening on his wrinkled hand.

So familiar.


Thank you so much for reading Breaking Hailey. I hope you enjoyed the book. Carter and Hailey’s story continues in Saving Hailey, where all the mysteries and secrets finally get revealed. Click here to grab your copy!




Curious what happens next? You can read the first chapter of 'Saving Hailey' ahead of release day. Click here to download sample.

If you’d like to know more about my upcoming releases, you can follow me on social media and sign-up for my newsletter. All the necessary links can be found on my website.




www.iadice.com




It would mean a lot if you could spare a minute to rate or review the book on Amazon. Thank you!







Love,

I. A. Dice

cover.jpeg
[ A. DICE





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




