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CHAPTER 1
CADY
MY stomach balls into knots as I stare out the rear window of the truck. The silence, and not knowing what is happening inside the barn, are enough to suffocate me. Did he bring Hazel? Does he plan to let her go? Are they okay? The oxygen in the truck thins out, and I gasp for air. I don't think I can stay in here for long.
Dale's baby blue’s flash through my mind, urging me to stay put, and then shutting me up by kissing me. The hardness of his mouth stunned me for a moment. Hell, I think he was just as surprised he did it. His eyes softened, along with his grip on my face, as we gazed at one another. It was inevitable. 
There's a heat between us I can't describe or have ever felt, even with Erick. The past couple of weeks we've grown closer emotionally, yet we kept our distance physically. We've not talked about it either. It's been strange and right at the same time. When he looked into my eyes, it felt like I was starting to accept that I wasn't replacing Erick with him. It’s okay to lean on him and let him in, but guilt was already working to repair the pieces of the wall he had tediously picked his way through to sneak inside. 
As if he knew what was happening, he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine again. It was softer—a declaration of his feelings and a plea to accept them and listen to them. Only, to me, it twisted into a dismal goodbye. Suddenly, I feared I'd lose him the same way I lost Erick.
A flash of light accompanies the unmistakable sound of a gun, bringing my fear to the forefront of my mind. My hands claw at the door handle until it opens, and I lose my balance falling out of the truck. Pain shoots through my knee as I check to see if anyone runs from the barn. There is nothing happening. It's as if time freezes before it's rocked into motion again by a banshee-type wail.
Hazel.
HAZEL
“You've got your gun pulled out like a big boy,” Phil taunts Cash. “Do pussies know how to use guns?”
Without hesitation, or any emotion at all, Cash points the gun in my direction and pulls the trigger. My heart stops beating as the deafening explosion echoes in the barn to my ears. Phil's arm tightens around me to the point of suffocation, and the barrel of the gun digs into my temple. Something warm and wet sprays my face and the side of my body. My vision blurs, and I try to blink away whatever is blinding me, but I can't. The distinct scent of blood fills my nostrils as I take an anxious breath. It trails down my skin, tickling as it goes, until it thins out and finds a patch of flesh to stick to. Trembles work their way through my body as reality comes rushing back.
I glance down at myself, attempting to make sense of what happened. Maybe I'm in shock, but shouldn't getting shot hurt? Shouldn't I be able to feel where the bullet tore into me? That's when I see him crumbled over on the barn floor. Part of his skull is missing. The part that is left glistens slightly in the dim lighting of the barn. It finally clicks in my head that it's not my blood dripping down my body. It's Samuel's blood.
I reach up with a shaky hand and touch my neck where the blood is thicker. A spongy mass slides over my skin when my finger touches it and sticks to the tip. I gasp and pull my hand away. Samuel's brain tissue clings to me before dropping at my feet.
Cash is unfazed. He remains fixated on the man holding me hostage as if he didn't take someone's life a moment ago. Samuel may have played a role in what brought us here tonight, by helping Phil enter RCC to steal the formula, but he didn't deserve to die. Cash vowed he would seek retribution against Phil. But towering in front of us now, he resembles an angel of death ready to smite down any who rile him or get in his way. This is not the man I love. This stranger petrifies me.
My worst nightmares are coming true. Only Phil isn't the one causing them. Cash is. My head jerks back as I scream. The fire in my throat sets the rest of my body, already ablaze from withdrawal, into an inferno. I begin to crumble into the puddle of blood and brains all around me, but Phil jerks me up. My head snaps up from the momentum, colliding with his face and crunching loudly in my ear.
PHIL
Blood pours from my nose as pain shoots through my face, causing my eyes to water and blinding me. My tight hold on the gun increases, and my finger slides on the trigger. In that split second, all I can think is that I've completely underestimated Cash. For a man who once seemed so clueless, he sure has his shit together now. 
Cash wants me to believe nothing will stop him from getting what he wants. My death may be one of them, but Hazel's life is at the top of that list. I still hold it in my grasp. If I killed her now, my death would immediately follow. People always say, “No guts, no glory.” Where's the glory if you die the second you act? The glory will come soon enough. But first, the money.
“Bobby,” I shout, and point the gun toward the blurry figures gathered in the middle of the barn.
Pulling the trigger, I blink away the tears and watch as bodies scatter. They shout obscenities, but don't return fire as Bobby scrambles to my side with the bag of money. Hazel attempts to jerk her head away from the hot barrel of the gun as I push it against her temple again. Her gasp and hiss make me smirk. That ain't shit compared to her breaking my nose. She's getting off easy right now. But, later? That’s another story.
I shuffle back and pull Hazel with me. Her unsteady feet drag and fight as she tries to find her footing and keep me from moving. We're getting the fuck out of here. I didn't make it this far to die in this forgotten fucking wasteland. Before, I had nothing to lose. Now, I have an entire future that can disappear with one perfectly aimed shot. I peek around Hazel's head and observe Cash calculating his next move. His gaze moves between the three of us as we slowly retreat toward the rear barn doors.
“You're not leaving with her,” Cash calmly says. He edges forward and halts all movement when I do. “You got the formula you wanted, and I delivered the money. Let her go. You don't really want her anyway.”
A laugh bubbles up my throat. “That's where you're wrong. When are you gonna get it through your head that she wasn't part of the deal? Hazel and I….” I bury my nose in the curve of her neck and remember the days we've spent together recently. The days to come will only be sweeter. “We've made-up.” Hazel whimpers; her chest heaves against my arm, bringing out the venomous side of me. “Tell him, lover.”
“Just go, Cash,” she whispers at the ground. “I'll be fine.”
I tilt her chin up with the gun and growl into her ear, “Fucking. Tell. Him.”
Broken words spoken from a broken soul tremble from her lips. 
“I love him.”
CASH
Her caramel hair stained with blood sticks to her face as Phil shoves the tip of the gun under her chin. She doesn't even try to lift her head farther to keep the barrel from digging into her. If anything, it appears as if she doesn't have anything left in her to keep going. Hazel's cold, lifeless stare bores a hole straight through me, turning my heart to ash. 
How long has she known that Phil wouldn't let her go? When did she stop thinking I'd come for her and shut down so she wouldn't have to feel anymore?
“I love him.”
Hazel says it, but there's no way she can mean it. We all know that, including Phil. He's merely getting off on his control over her and hurting everyone. As soon as the words leave her mouth, her gaze snaps to mine. I expect to find fear or resentment, maybe even tears and a look that says save me, but all I see are the eyes of the fractured woman I fell hard for. 
Unconditional love shines through them as her chapped lips silently move. “You.”

Hazel's mouth barely tilts up into a smile. It's sad one, and she's still pushing me away to save me. I promised her she'd never have to suffer alone, and she promised she'd live for me. Hazel better fucking honor that promise. I'd die before I'd let anything more happen to her. I never thought I'd be weak enough to let anyone in again. The moment Hazel held the shattered pieces of my soul together, I realized that keeping everyone at arm’s length was my biggest weakness. My entire life has been a fucking lie. Hers has been a burning truth. I will not watch her flame extinguish.
My feet move of their own accord, taking one slow step forward before Phil jerks the gun in my direction. I hold my hands out to my sides and drop my gun to the ground. Dale's gaze flickers between us, but his gun remains steadfast on Phil.
“What are you doing, man?” Dale whispers, and I barely shake my head at him, making him shut up.
Phil is unsure of what to do, moving his gun back and forth between Dale and I in confusion. His shifty, erratic demeanor intensifies as I take another step. Hazel silently begs me to stop, but I can't. She will not pay the ultimate price for the things I have done. If I die fighting for her, and everyone else Phil could harm, then she will know exactly how much I loved her and how sorry I am for bringing Snap and Phil into their lives.
Everyone in the barn stares at me as if I’ve lost my damn mind. Maybe I have. Maybe my brain is finally working for once. I don’t question it, though, and keep sliding one foot in front of the other, bringing myself closer to the hell that is entwined with my heaven. Keeping my attention on Phil and the gun pointed at my chest, I stop mere feet in front of him.
“Take me instead. You can do whatever you want with me, just let Hazel go.”
“No,” Hazel gasps.
Phil pulls her tighter against him and mutters, “Shut up.”
Dustin and Bobby wear matching expressions. They wonder what my game is. I don’t have one. I simply want this to end. Now. And I want everyone to be able to walk away from this fucking mess I created. Especially Hazel. She’s been through hell and is somehow still standing before me. I can’t say she’ll be capable of that in the days or weeks to come if she remains with him.
Phil chuckles quietly, making the barn seem eerier than it is. “Dustin, go check the trunk and start the car.”
Dustin creeps toward the door, then retreats when he nears it.
“I don’t think that’s happening,” Phil says to me after a long, quiet moment. He rubs his cheek against the clean side of Hazel’s face. She doesn’t even flinch from his touch.
I open my mouth to speak but close it when I hear the cocking of a gun. Over Phil’s shoulder, Dustin brandishes a shotgun. He comes to a stop next to Phil and points the gun at Dale and Joseph.
Phil motions to Bobby. “Let’s go.” He glances at Dustin before he leaves. “Hold them here until we’re gone.”
As Bobby glides toward the door, Phil turns to me and points the gun at my head. For a moment, I think dropping my gun and giving myself over to Phil was all for nothing. That is until this sinister grin spreads over his face, and all the deplorable thoughts floating through his mind play out in his eyes. He won’t end this or me that quickly. It’s not his style.
“Start walking,” he says as he tilts his head toward the door.
Hazel whimpers as I pass her on my way to the exit. I fight the urge to look at her and stay focused on the situation. And I lose the fight. One glance into those molten silver pools almost has me halting in my tracks. Unspoken confessions, mixed with goodbyes, rise in her eyes along with her tears, but she doesn’t allow them to fall. She won’t let me or Phil witness how truly broken she is. She closes them for a brief second and when her lids open, she’s gone. The darkness of addiction and the horrors she’s recently lived fill them up again.
“Don’t do this,” Dale shouts behind me.
Of course, I’m going to do this. With Dustin staying behind, it’s me and Bobby against Phil. This is the chance I’ve been waiting for. We can all live to see tomorrow. Except Phil. I’m taking that bastard out the second I get a chance.
“Stay where you are,” Dustin responds, moving past me toward Dale and Joseph.
Once I begin walking, Phil pushes the gun into the back of my head in warning. The metal digs into my scalp, but I know he won’t kill me here. After a step or two, he moves it; however, I know it remains pointed at me. I survey the door ahead of me and see Bobby waiting for us at the threshold. I wink at him as a smirk plays at the corner of my mouth. His lip twitches, and then he disappears outside.
“If Dustin isn’t back in three hours, the last thing you’ll see is my face before you die. Understand?” Phil spits at Dale as he shoves me out the door. Menacingly, he growls in my ear, “Don’t get any fucking ideas, pretty boy. You won’t like what I’ll do to her if you do.”



CHAPTER 2
CADY
A zombie. That’s what Hazel resembles. There’s no other word that can describe her. Well, other than murder victim. She appears dead, with the blood caking her face and body, barely stumbling along in Phil’s grasp as he drags her next to him.
I push myself against the splintering slats of the barn. Slivers of wood pierce my palms and poke through my clothing, snagging it. I push on, sliding down the side of the building as quietly as I can. When I get close to the corner, I hold my breath and take a quick peek.
“Get in the damn car.”
Phil pushes Cash toward the car that’s parked near where I’m standing, and I have to jerk to the side to keep from being discovered. I ease forward, just enough to find Bobby staring at me over the roof of the car. His jaw tightens as he keeps from yelling at me and returns his attention to Phil.
“Get Hazel in the passenger seat, Bobby.”
Phil’s voice comes from right next to me. I freeze, pressing my cheek against the barn to camouflage myself. The back of his head comes into view, along with the gun in his grip dangling at his side.
Please tuck it in your pants so I can grab it and blow your fucking brains out, you piece of shit.
I don’t know what Cash was thinking giving himself over to Phil. Did he lose his balls after he handed Samuel his? Cash scared me at first. Now, I don’t know what to think of him. I thought for sure he would get Hazel back tonight. He was so adamant about how he was going to fix all of this and put an end to Phil. I’d say he didn’t have it in him to kill anyone, but he didn’t hesitate to blow Samuel’s head clean off his shoulders. This entire situation is completely fucked up.
He’s not leaving here. And he’s definitely not leaving with Hazel. I don’t care if Cash and Bobby have a plan and actually think they can keep her safe this time. Bobby did a shitty job of it this far. 
Fuck all this. Fuck them. And fuck Phil.
I lean forward and slowly reach out, ready to snag the gun from Phil’s hand. I’m so close to him that if I breathe deeply, he’ll hear me. If either of us twitch, we’ll touch. I focus and wait for his grip to loosen slightly so I can rip the gun from his hand.
The warm metal of the gun brushes my fingertip as Bobby rounds the hood of the car. His eyes glint with anger as they lock with mine, telling me to back the fuck off. If he keeps looking at me, he’s going to give me away. I’ll have to fight then. And I will. I will fight with every fiber of my being.
There are more of us than them. If I can get the gun away from him, we can take him down. Dustin will have no other choice than to give up or die right alongside him. I don’t see him caring enough to put his life on the line for this shit, especially if Phil is gone. If I get hurt in the process, so be it. As long as this fucker goes down in the end.
Patience has never been a virtue of mine. 
Anxious for what will come in the next few moments, I hold my breath as Bobby’s gets closer to Phil and me. He glares at me one final time as he passes Phil and bumps into his shoulder.
“Watch it, man,” Phil growls, quickly moving backward.
Phil’s shirt grazes my knuckles as I jerk my hand away. I barely catch the gasp working its way out of my mouth. He’s so close I can feel the heat radiating off his body. His scent and nearness make my skin crawl. I dig my nails into the wood to anchor myself, hoping it will help me remain still and quell the tremors running through my body, but it only worsens when a sliver of wood stabs beneath my fingernail. I sink my teeth into my lip and loosen my grip, relieving the pressure on my throbbing finger.
“Sorry, boss,” Bobby says. “Can I get a hand here?”
Phil huffs and mumbles under his breath as he slightly shakes his head. He returns to his original spot, and I take a deep breath allowing my body to relax some. My heart skips a beat as his hands come behind him and pull on his waistband, sliding the gun inside.
I don’t know if Bobby did this on purpose, or if it’s purely chance, but I’m not passing up this moment. I stretch around the corner to grab the gun and come face to face with Hazel’s bloody and bruised face resting on Phil’s shoulder. Her eyes widen, and she gasps causing me to falter, bumping the handle of the gun instead of grabbing it.
Phil immediately stiffens as he straightens his spine. Hazel fearfully gazes at me as she clutches Phil tighter in the hopes of getting his attention on her. But it doesn’t work. I barely slip into my hiding place as Phil snatches the gun and points it into the darkness harboring me.
HAZEL
The gun points right where Cady stood mere moments ago. Phil is wired. His fingers dig into my ribcage as he moves the gun around in his search. Luckily, the shadows hide her well, and he can’t see her. Maybe she’s not even there anymore. That’s what I’m praying for as Phil moves toward the corner of the barn. I wiggle a little to make it harder for him to walk, but his fingers press between my ribs as he grips me tighter.
“What are you doing?” Bobby says wildly. “We have to go.”
Phil raises the gun to his lips, silencing Bobby, and intensely searches the shadows. He stretches his hand out, as if he found what he was hunting for, and aims into the darkness. The crunch of gravel a few yards in front of us has Phil jerking the gun in that direction. Before I can do anything, he pulls the trigger. 
The crickets and frogs abruptly end their nightly song, leaving nothing but the ringing in my ears. My breath catches in my chest as the tears I fought so hard trickle down the sides of my face.
Absolute nothingness. No sound. It reminds me of the night death tried to coax me to the other side. Terrifying peacefulness. I don’t know any other way to describe it.
“Someone was there. I know it.”
It’s as if Phil is questioning what he felt and heard. He’s so high on Snap that he’s making himself paranoid. I’m praying Cady was nowhere near the bullet as he shot blindly into the dark. There were no screams, and nothing hit the ground that I could hear.
Phil turns us toward the car and hands me off to Bobby. “Put her up front.”
Bobby helps me to the car, but Phil goes past the hood toward the edge of the barn. My heart begins to race, and I claw at Bobby’s arms. He slightly shakes his head at me, but he doesn’t get it. Cady is over there, and Phil will kill her if he sees her.
“You have to stop him,” I whisper frantically at him. He pushes me down onto the seat and lifts my legs into the car.
“I’ll get him. Cady will be fine,” he reassures me. “You stay here and keep quiet.”
Bobby shuts the door and two warm hands meet my shoulders making me flinch.
“I’m so sorry, Hazel,” Cash’s throaty voice rumbles near my ear. “Everything will be okay. I promise you.”
I wish that were true. I wish I could believe him. But he’s not seen what I’ve seen or endured what Phil has put me through. Life will never be the way it was. People will not be as innocent as they were before. Nothing will ever be okay. Ever again.
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”
Cash quickly turns me to face him, and desperately searches my face. If he’s looking for her, she’s gone. She died when Phil repeatedly buried his insufferable needle and dick deep inside her. I’m what was born of their union. 
This is what lies deep within us patiently waiting to devour us whole when we are stripped of everything that molded us. 
This is our true nature. 
This is hell.
CASH
My fingers caress her cheek eliciting no response. Her words echo in my ear and pierce straight through me. Dear lord, what has he done to her? The faith she had in me—in all of us—is gone. I quickly glance through the window at Bobby pushing Phil back over to the car. Our time alone is almost up, and there’s nothing I can say to change what she believes now. When the time comes, I’ll have to prove it to her.
Hazel pulls away, but I grip her chin and force her to face me again. My fingers slip in the blood splattered on her face, leaving trails where her skin was clean. It leaves my stomach sour, wondering how many new marks Phil has left on her body. How many times he’s beaten her and left her to bleed, scared and alone. For some reason, I kept telling myself that once he had her, he wouldn’t hurt her as badly. I guess physically he hasn’t, compared to the last time. Whatever else he has done has taken its toll. She never got a chance to mend from the last time before he got hold of her again.
My lips brush her chapped, bloodied mouth. “I love you. No matter what’s happened or will happen, you’ll always have me…” My finger slides down her neck until it lands on her chest. “Here. Because you’re here.” I grab her hand and lay it over my pounding heart. “That’s something neither one of us can change even if we wanted to.”
Hazel’s face softens and her lip quivers, but only for a moment. Her hand drops into her lap as Bobby opens the driver’s side door.
“You promised me, and I promised you.”
I press my lips to hers again, hoping to breathe a little bit of life into her and make her feel something, anything other than the empty despondency that has taken over her. But when she jerks away, I open my eyes. The expression on her face is not one of love, or sorrow even. It’s one of sheer terror.
Looming over her shoulder is a pissed off Phil with his hand tangled up in her hair. He lets go of her, shoving her forward as he does, and yanks the car door open so hard I swear the hinges almost give way. He raises his foot and kicks me in the ribs, knocking me away from Hazel.
“Motherfucker,” Phil spits as he kicks me again. “Scoot the fuck over.”
I slide behind Bobby, who’s keeping tabs in the review mirror and shaking his head. Hazel slouches in her seat to make herself as miniscule as possible. That alone screams he’s hurt her a lot. It infuriates me. But I have to calm myself down so we can end this. Not only taking Phil out, but the deadly Snap as well. All of it. As if none of it ever existed. Just a little while longer.
Phil gets up in my face and digs the gun into my cheek. This close, I can barely make out the ice blue ring around his dilated pupils. He’s flying high right now.
“Don’t ever fucking touch her again.” He grabs her hair and pulls her head against the seat. She doesn’t make a sound, but her teeth threaten to bite her lip clean off. I clamp my jaw tightly and squeeze my eyelids shut to regain some control, and so I don’t reach out and break his fucking hand. “As a matter of fact, don’t touch her, don’t talk to her, and don’t fucking look at her.”
I open my lids and face the back of Bobby’s head. Hazel slides down in her seat when Phil releases her, curling around herself. Her bloodstained, caramel hair is a knotted curtain blocking the view of her face. I wish I knew what was going through her mind. Unfortunately—fortunately, I’m not really sure which it is—I don’t have time to wonder. I only have time to watch and wait for the perfect time to kill Phil.
BOBBY
I get in the car and leer as Phil kicks Cash over to the other side as he cusses him. Shaking my head, I lean over to fasten Hazel’s seatbelt. She stares off into the distance as she’s been doing for the past week, clutching her knees to her chest. I know she’s not high, but I’m pretty sure it would be easier to be fucked up during all this. I would give anything to not have to feel shit right now.
She shifts away from me and stiffens when I go to grab the belt. I pause, taken aback by her reaction. Hazel has never done this to me. I held her when Phil wasn’t around, consoling her and reassuring her that this wouldn’t last forever. She clung to me, terrified to let go because she knew when the time came for me to leave her side that the torture would continue. 
Of all the possible times she could’ve given up, now is not when I would’ve predicted it to happen. The end is near. Can’t she see that? I want to grab her, shake her back to reality, and yell at her to get a grip. We are all on the brink of losing our shit for good, and if she lets go, there’s nothing any of us can do to bring her back. Not me, not Cady and, sure as shit, not Cash.
Instead, I gently push at her knee and click the belt in the slot. I fasten my own and hiss through my teeth when the belt scrapes the spot where the bullet ripped through my side. Luckily, it is just a flesh wound, but it still hurts like a bitch and is bleeding real good. I wad my flannel shirt up and wedge it between me and the belt. When I glance up, Hazel is watching me and stretches her hand out as if to check it, but I shake my head.
The back door slams shut, and I glance in the rearview mirror at Phil putting the duffle bag of money between him and Cash. I shift the car into drive and begin what I hope is the final part of this fucked-up journey. It will end a hell of a lot differently than Phil has planned. And, hopefully, a lot faster. I’m not sure what Cash has in mind, but two on one should be pretty easy. Now to determine when it will go down.
Hazel watches out the passenger side window, gripping the door handle as I round the corner of the barn. There is no one hiding alongside it, which eases some of my stress, but not much of it. When we reach the front, a flicker of movement catches our attention. I swear I hear Hazel sigh in relief as Cady appears, leaning against the bed of the truck with her arms crossed as we approach. She’s stone cold—a huge difference from how she reacted when Phil struck her to the ground the day Erick died.
The day Erick died….
I’m forced to shove the nightmare from my mind, as I have done very often the past couple of weeks. If I allow myself even a miniscule chance to feel anything about that day, I will crack wide-open and the truth will be revealed. The time will come, but it’s most certainly not now.
Phil growls and squints at Cady. “Stop the car.” 
“We don’t have time for this shit,” I bite out.
“Stop the fucking car, now!”
Cady watches us, returning Phil’s hostile glare. I’m not sure she is thinking rationally. This same type of attitude is what caused Erick’s death. Not that I’m sure Phil wouldn’t have killed him anyway. He was in a mood that day—if it can be called a mood. Phil probably would’ve murdered anyone who stepped to him; it just happened to be Erick.
Phil lowers the window and casually leans his head against the frame. “You just can’t stay away, can you?”
Cady takes a step forward and tilts her head. “Do you think you scare me?”
Phil chuckles and points the gun at her. “I know it was you. Nice try, though.”
She remains steadfast, not even a flinch as Phil points the gun at different parts of her body. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I think a bullet will tear the truth from you.”
Hazel twists around and kneels in her seat, placing her hand on Phil’s knee. He glowers at Cady out of the corner of his eye for a second as Hazel rubs his leg soothingly. Cash’s jaw clenches tightly, threatening to pop out of place as her hand travels up the inside of Phil’s thigh. I have to keep from doing the same thing. She’s used her body to protect others too much. There are times I think she’s gone, like moments ago, until she does something like this. Then I know she’s still in there, and Phil hasn’t broken her completely. Or has he?
“Please don’t,” Hazel whispers. “She’s the only family I have left.”
My grip tightens on the steering wheel as Phil grabs her hand and rubs the inside of her wrist with his thumb. Hazel’s breath hitches as he leans forward.
“You have me,” he says to her, waiting for her reaction. “I’m your family now.”
Cash snorts, and Phil snaps his head toward him. I swear that boy has a damn death wish. As much as I hate it, Cash needs to deal with it the same way he told me to. I’ve wanted to hurt Phil from day one. Would I have been able to kill him in the beginning? No. Taking another’s life was never something I thought about, let alone ever thought I’d consider. But after everything I’ve seen him do, I would kill him a hundred times if I could. He’s fucked up everyone’s lives. It’s taken everything I have not to snatch up Hazel and run from the lab every chance I got. I couldn’t, though. I knew if I did, he would kill Joseph.
Hazel ignores Cash and grips Phil’s face in her hands. She runs her thumbs over his cheekbones coaxing him to face her. Like a lovesick psychopath, his gaze returns to hers. Hazel lays her forehead against his and rubs their noses together before pressing her lips to the corner of his mouth. I swallow the vomit that is forcing its way out.
Phil huffs. “Fine.” He turns back to Cady. “Come looking for us again, and you’ll have an eternal visit with Erick.”
The heat of anger burns through my body and up my face as I stomp on the gas pedal. Loose gravel pings the undercarriage and flies behind the car as I squeeze the wheel instead of Phil’s throat. 
Phil yells at me to slow down as I fishtail onto the road and quickly leave the barn behind us. All I can think about is the quicker I go, the quicker I’ll get to witness his last breath.



CHAPTER 3
PHIL
THE handle of the bag digs into my sweaty palm. The fruit of all my hard work is within my grasp and sitting on the seat next to me. I tighten my hold on the butt of the gun pointed at the man who made all this possible. In this short period of time, my dislike for him grew into arrant acerbic contempt. There is not a word in my vocabulary that efficiently states the hatred I feel for him. It’s beyond anything I’ve ever felt before. I despise him so much that the bitterness left behind by it has changed me.
All I’ve ever wanted was to be somebody: important, feared, admired by those beneath me. I want to rule like a king. No one ever thought much of me. I was invisible in school and had very few friends. I was the socially awkward outcast that got shoved to the edges of every crowd until I was completely barricaded out. Hell, my father barely spared a passing glance at me through the years. The one person who was supposed to help me learn my way in this world treated me the same as my peers, if not worse.
On the other hand, Hazel was nice to me. No, not nice. Because anyone can be “nice”—even me. Most of us can see through that bullshit. She was different. Her eyes held a sincerity I had never witnessed before and changed to molten lava just as quickly when she yelled at the asshole that shoved me to the ground. She was truly kind to me. No one had ever noticed the hell I lived through growing up. I may have had all the material things a kid could wish for, but it was the untouchable things I ached to own. I’ve never really known what it’s like to feel love. I’ve always wondered if it was because I was never shown love or if something inside me was actually broken. But that day at school, I felt. My chest warmed and filled to overflowing—like the love and kindness that poured from those silver molten eyes. She stole my heart without even trying, and I kept watch on it through the years.
The days she went home sick, the nights she stayed home alone instead of going to parties with those simple-minded rejects…the day her father died. I shared those moments with her. She never knew I was there. How could she? I was the invisible boy. Hazel didn’t even know my name. I sat for long periods of time wondering why that never bothered me. After the love she showed me, she should know my name. But I came to the conclusion that angels don’t need to know names to protect, love, and spread joy. And that’s what Hazel was, my guardian angel. It only seemed practical to become hers in return.
Over the years she changed, though, and I changed as I watched her. My love for her was no longer a fluttering, light weight in my chest. It was a rusted anvil, crushing my diaphragm; every breath labored, every happy thought of her becoming more spiteful, every dream corroding, every bit of love…dying. The loving flame I held for her was barely lit and gasping for the air it so badly needed to keep it alive. Just as I was gasping for the very air I needed to survive. Hazel once gave me that, she could do it again. I knew then it was time to step in.
Dreams rarely come true. Hazel was my dream, but she turned out to be a lie. I tried to show her the life I could give her. She barely noticed it, finding her filthy lifestyle more appealing. After years of patience, I finally snapped. The only way for our dreams to come true was to make them happen. That’s what I’m doing—forcing my dreams to become a reality. I’m not invisible anymore. I never will be again.
I want to be the tyrant they all fear I am.
Bobby veers off onto one of the old country roads leading us to the lab. I sit up straighter, knowing no cars will be passing us out here. There isn’t a house for miles. The oil fields surrounding us are graveyards of a more profitable time. They’ve sucked all they could from the ground, then left their trash behind in their pursuit for more money.
Money.
I unzip the bag and peer inside.
“Bobby, flip the dome light on,” I say as I grab a stack of bills.
The light comes on, and I squint as I adjust to the brightness. After a few seconds, I make out Cash glancing down at the bag out of the corner of his eye. He may say he doesn’t care about the money, but his face gives him away. Handing me a million dollars makes him ill.
“Regretting your decision?” I ask, holding up the wad of money for him to see better.
He looks me square in the eye and says, “No.”
“Not even a little? This is a hell of a lot of money. You could’ve just gone and lived a happy life, leaving me alone.”
“No, not even a little.” Slightly shaking his head, he faces the window. “Money doesn’t buy happiness.”
“I beg to differ. I’d say this money did buy happiness. Joseph’s. Mine. Some of yours.”
“Some of mine,” he mutters, with a snort. He turns back to me with a huff, his nostrils flaring. “What about Hazel’s? Is she not allowed happiness?”
“My happiness is her happiness,” I growl, dropping the money into the bag.
My fist connects with his face before I even realize I swung at him. There’s an audible pop, and he falls against the door, covering his nose with his hands.
Mumbles come from between Cash’s fingers as he cups his face and glares at me.
“What was that?” I sneer. 
He uncovers his face and smiles. Blood glistens on his teeth and lines the cracks between them, making the crevices seem deeper than they actually are. “I said, not for long.”
Cash begins laughing. Not a light chuckle, either. It rumbles from deep within him, like storm clouds rushing in. The hair on my body rises as if waiting for lightening to strike. And just like that, it does—or I guess I should say he does. The laughs die at the same instance his face contorts. Before I can read what’s coming next and react, Cash spits his blood in my eyes, leaving me defenseless for the impending attack.
Knuckles slam into my jaw harder than I have ever felt. The vibration of the impact ebbs through me, rippling out in painful waves through my head. Bobby slams on the brakes, and I put my hands up to brace myself against Hazel’s seat. But my hands barely make contact before Cash makes his next move.
“Bobby!” I shout as my head connects with the door frame. Seconds later, the gun is ripped from my fingers. I let it go. Bobby has my back and will help me take Cash down. 
As I fight to regain my equilibrium, I take notice of the stillness surrounding us. There isn’t a sound to be heard or a movement to be felt. It unsettles me. I tense up as I go on the defensive against the man who has it all and shouldn’t, and the fucking traitor who is twisting the knife in my back. I should’ve never trusted him. If he could help kill his best friend and bury the body, then I should’ve dropped his ass in the hole along with him. Untrustworthy sack of shit.
“Bobby.” The sound of my voice is flat to my ears, as if the lack of emotions almost erased his name as soon as I spoke it.
“Don’t,” he responds.
“When I remove this knife from my back,” I open my eyes and stare straight into his, “I’m gonna kill you with it.” 
CADY
The long barrel of the shotgun points in Dale and Joseph’s direction, but it doesn’t appear to be aimed directly at either one of them. It’s just there, in Dustin’s hands, as Phil gets farther and farther away with each tick of a clock. I hate that he bends over and takes whatever Phil gives him. Dustin can’t be that fucking ignorant. He might have become blinded by the money, but I guarantee Phil doesn’t give him much of it. What is he getting out of all this? I plan to find out. It’s time Dustin realizes what he’s gotten himself into.
I come through the doorway at the rear of the barn, taking care to walk as lightly as possible. Shocked, Dale’s gaze bounces between Dustin and me. Joseph glances over at Dale, and then follows his line of sight. They can stare all they want. Someone needs to do something besides sitting on their ass, waiting for Dustin to leave. Now is our chance to get some fucking answers. I don’t think Dustin is so far gone he won’t help us, not if we push hard enough to get through to him. If they won’t do it, I will.
Dale tries to stand up, and Dustin points the gun at him. “Don’t. Phil is being gracious letting you live. Just sit tight, and I’ll out be out of here soon. Then you can go.”
Phil is being gracious? If Dustin were anything like Phil, he would’ve popped a shell in them already and called it a damn night. He doesn’t want to hurt anyone, but I’ll hurt him if I must. Not caring if he hears me anymore, I let out a chuckle at his comment. Dustin startles and swings the gun around toward me.
“Jesus, Cady. You scared the shit out of me,” he pants. Relieved, he lowers the gun a fraction to talk to me. “What are you doing here?” Dustin shakes his head. “Never mind, go sit over there with them.”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ll stay right where I am. Thanks for the invitation, though.”
Dustin angles his head and squints as he tilts the shotgun until it’s aimed at me. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he states nonthreateningly.
“You won’t hurt me. You won’t hurt any of us. You don’t have it in you to do so.”
His tightening grip on the shotgun would make most people second guess themselves. Hell, if I hadn’t been through half this shit already, I would probably second guess myself. Actually, I would never go toe to toe with someone who has a gun pointed at me. But I know him. He is not the kind of person to physically hurt others, let alone kill them.
I take a step, and he freezes. Another step. He slides his finger over the trigger. Another step. He slides the butt of the gun into the juncture of his arm and chest.
“Cady,” Dale whispers, as he scoots up onto the balls of his feet, ready to pounce at any given second.
I get why he’s worried. However, he doesn’t know Dustin like I do. I’ve shared in Dustin’s heartache, happiness, and anger. We’ve spoken in great lengths about where he expected his life to be at this point, his grandmother, and his hatred for the druggies that overrun his home. He may not say he hates them, but he does. It can be heard in his voice and seen in the disgust that twists his face. It speaks volumes.
One more step brings the barrel against my chest, right above my heart. I swear Dustin can feel its steady, sure beats pulsing down the length of the gun. We scrutinize one another, my confidence and his uncertainty colliding in the mere feet separating us.
“What are you doing?” he whispers, glancing at Dale and Joseph out of the corner of his eye.
“What are you doing, Dustin? Do you really think you can kill all of us? Do you even want to?”
His sharp intake of breath pushes the gun against my chest more. He’s going through his options, but, really, there are none. It’s either put down the gun or attempt to kill us all. And we know he can’t kill all of us. Either Dale or Joseph will get to him first. If he chooses to pull the trigger, we are all fucked. One of us—more than likely me—will be hurt.
“Cady, please.” His voice cracks. “Go sit down.”
I ignore his plea. “Why are you faithful to him? Do you think he has any loyalty to you? He left you here to guard two men with a shotgun. Does he have so much faith in you to think you would kill for him? Do you have that much love for him that you would willingly take multiple lives in the name of his dream?”
With every question, I push forward, nudging him closer to the wall. Dustin grows more frantic, not knowing what to say or do. I don’t give him time to respond, only push him harder and faster until he breaks.
“Fuck, Cady! Shut the fuck up!” he bellows.
“Not on our lives,” I spit, pointing at him. “You brought this shit on us and yourself.”
His dark hair sways on his head as he shakes it. “I haven’t done anything.”
“Sure, you haven’t. Keep telling yourself that. I’m sure it helps you sleep better at night.”
I roll my eyes, and Dustin glares at me. He releases the barrel of the gun and extends his arm out to the side. “Like you are so much fucking better?”
As he continues to spew random comments and opinions about me that have nothing do with the situation, his arm moves wildly around in the air. A shadow and bump at his waist become more prominent as he moves about. It’s a handgun. It has to be. I allow myself brief glances until I know for sure that’s what it is and how it’s positioned. Once I map it all out, I go in for the kill.
“You stink from the shit oozing from you! Is this what you would say to Erick if you had the chance?”
“Huh?” Dustin’s brows pull together, and he grunts. “What does he have to do with any of this?”
“You are even more despicable than I believed you were.”
The deep hatred in my tone pisses him off. He shoves the gun into my shoulder, and I grab the barrel, pushing it wide. Dale jumps to his feet as I bring myself face to face with Dustin and grab the gun tucked into the waistband of his pants. With one arm he aims the shotgun at Dale, and I push the gun under his chin. He loudly gulps.
“I will not hesitate to kill you right now.”
Being able to speak such words should scare me. Speaking them evenly and calmly should scare me even more. Neither are affecting me, and that’s the part that has me pausing and reflecting on how fucked up this has made me, and how far it’s pushed me to the brink of doing things I never imagined I could do. Like pulling the trigger and watching it tear through someone I know. And doing it without giving a shit about the consequences. All because he fucking deserves it.
“This isn’t you, Cady.”
“A few weeks ago, I would’ve agreed with you. But after witnessing Phil terrorize Hazel and almost kill her, shoot Erick in front of me, and use me as his own personal punching bag, I’d say this is very much who I am.”
I move the gun out from under his chin and pull the trigger. The explosion makes him jump as the bullet tears through the roof of the barn. He stumbles backward, dropping the shotgun in the process. Dale quickly scoops the weapon off the ground and hands it to Joseph, who’s waiting behind him.
Dustin pushes himself up on his elbows and scoots away as I cock the gun and aim at him again. Then I ask, “What were you thinking? Make me understand all of this.”
“At first, it was just for extra money,” Dustin stutters. “Then he, he…changed. I don’t know how to explain it. He wasn’t always like this. Idle threats turned into promises. I could not walk away—wait…did you say he shot Erick?”
I drop the gun to my side and run a hand through my hair. I assumed Dustin knew about Erick. That he was in on all of this with Phil. I wanted—no, needed—to hear all of it from the very beginning, but his confusion says it all. We’ll learn nothing. And it only pisses me off more.
“Oh my God.” He wraps his arms around his knees and studies the dirt floor. “He’s okay, isn’t he?”
“No. He’s not.” Dale puts a hand on my shoulder, but I shrug him off and squat down eye level with Dustin. He raises his head and stares down the barrel pointed at him. “And neither will you if you don’t start talking.”



CHAPTER 4
CASH
FINALLY! We finally have the upper hand. But we can’t take this moment for granted. We all know Phil better than that. He will wait for the most opportune time to take it away from us again. My main concern at this point is Hazel. Her safety from here until the end is all that matters to me. 
As Phil shakes off the last blow I delivered, I glance at Hazel in my peripheral. She’s stunned, wedged in the floorboard as far away from Phil as she can get. I’m thankful she could react as quickly as she did in her mental state. She needs to remain stable until this is over. Then she can break into as many pieces as she needs and allow all the horrible things Phil has done to her to perish with him. At least, I hope she can.
“Did you honestly think I would sit idly by and let you do whatever you wanted?” I ask Phil as he glares at Bobby. “There’s no way you could believe you had that much power over us.” My comment breaks through his frozen demeanor and draws his attention to me, and then to the barrel of the gun pointed at his thick skull. “Giving you what you wanted was never the plan. Would you like to know what is the plan?”
“I’m sure you’re going to enlighten me,” Phil states sarcastically. “Is it really wise to give your enemy all the details before you’ve accomplished them?”
Blood oozes from his nose in a thick glob as he chuckles sarcastically. He doesn’t even attempt to wipe it away. It wouldn’t surprise me if he gets off on his own pain as well. We all know he gets off on inflicting it and terrorizing others. Phil can do whatever he wants to me. I’ll take it. It’s the lengths he will go to destroy other people because of me that scares me. That’s why getting him alone and going head to head with him doesn’t bother me. He may take me out, but he’s sure as fuck going down with me. His reign of terror won’t survive this.
“You’re not my enemy anymore. You’re a dead man walking. Now get out of the car.”
Bobby gets out and makes his way around the hood, coming to a stop in front of Hazel’s door. No way will he let Phil sink his claws into her again or risk him fighting or running.
Phil opens his door and keeps a sharp eye on Bobby as he climbs out. Once the door shuts, I follow suit, only I lean in the open driver’s side window instead of following them around. Hazel studies me from her cubbyhole, a curiousness evident on her face that I haven’t seen in a while. 
“Come here, pretty girl.”
I swear I hear a light snort before she crooks her neck to check where Phil is. That action sets my ass on fire, and my dangling hands form into fists that I mindfully loosen as she shifts to face me. I’m not sure if she noticed or not. If she did, she doesn’t show it as she pulls herself from the floorboard and into the driver’s seat where I wrap my arms around her.
Hazel leans her head against my shoulder, and I place a kiss on her forehead.
“I want you to keep watch. If that fucker does anything sketchy, you drive off as fast as you can.”
She starts to shake her head no, but before she can say anything, I put a finger up to her lips. “Don’t argue with me. You leave. There’s a phone in the bag with the money. If we get it under control, I’ll call you to come back. If you don’t hear from me in ten minutes, call the number saved in the phone. Got it?”
“Yes,” she whispers.
“Good.” I kiss her forehead one more time and give her a light squeeze, scared that I’ll hurt her if I wrap her up the way I want to. “Now pop the trunk.”
She reaches forward and pushes the little open trunk icon on the dash. It releases the lid, almost silently, emitting a small springing sound from the rear indicating that it’s opened.
For a moment, I linger, a million different scenarios going through my mind. I want to wrap her up in my arms and disappear into our own little world. I want to push her to the other side of the car, drive off as fast as I can, and hide somewhere else in the world and forget any of this ever happened—that bag of money could last us forever. More than anything, I just want to grab her face and kiss her and tell her I love her. That I won’t let anything else happen to her. But I can’t be sure of that. Seeing it might push Phil to act rashly and out of control. If he wouldn’t kill her for my actions, he’d definitely hurt her more by killing me for them.
Once again, I force myself away from her and round the rear end of the car. The trunk is cracked barely enough to notice it’s open if you’re paying attention. The expression on Bobby and Phil’s faces make it seem as though they are in a heated staring contest. They might not have even heard the trunk open as heavy as their breathing is.
I catch their attention by fully opening the lid. Luckily, the trunk is pretty empty. I pull out a bag, jack and tire iron, and set them on the gravel.
I motion with the gun to Phil. “Listen up. You’re gonna get in this trunk. We’re gonna go to your so-called lab. We’re gonna destroy all evidence you were even there and keep your shit version of Snap from being dealt to people. Then I’ll kill you. You understand all that, bigshot? Your game is over. You don’t get to hurt people anymore. Now get in the trunk.”
He glances into the trunk and back at me before Bobby shoves him from behind. Phil stumbles forward then jerks his head to the side, sneering at Bobby.
“Now!”
Phil continues the last few feet toward me. Each step is slow and calculated. He’s testing each moment for the right one to act. I just have to figure out what it is he’s planning to do. And trying to figure out Phil is like trying to figure out a Rubik’s Cube that has no color.
Right as he comes to a stop in front of me, he twitches his left hand. I make the mistake of focusing on that as he brings his right hand up and clocks me square in the eye. Almost instantly, my eye begins to swell as I fight to see through it. Phil tries to grab for the gun, but I shove my shoulder into him, and as he falls back, Bobby grabs him and throws him to the rough gravel. I raise the gun and shoot him in the leg without even thinking twice about it.
“Fuck,” Phil wails as he curls up in a ball and grips his leg about midthigh. “You motherfucker!” 
“Should’ve listened to him. Come on, get the fuck up,” Bobby says as he grabs hold of Phil’s shoulder and hand and pulls him up.
I go to find out why Hazel didn’t drive away, and she’s standing next to the car watching in fear. I know she’s scared, but my patience is running thread bare, and I snap at her before I can stop myself. “Get your ass in the car. You don’t listen well, do you?”
“She never listens.” Phil laughs as Bobby pretty much drags him to the trunk of the car. “That’s why she needs a strong hand to keep her in line.”
As soon as he reaches the trunk, he grips the frame to hold himself up.
“Keep on talking, I’ll shoot more than your leg, you prick.” Then I point the gun at his dick to get my point across.
“Ouch. I thought it was man code to never damage that area on another man,” Phil jokes. I raise my brow at him, and he chuckles yet again. “No? Okay then.”
In an instant, Phil slams the trunk lid closed on Bobby’s hand. As I raise the gun to fire, he grabs my arm and pulls me to him, headbutting my face as hard as he can. It’s an explosion of pain, and there are bright lights that shouldn’t be there. For the next moment everything becomes weightless, and I feel like I’m floating into a darkness I’ve never seen before.
PHIL
I’ve got nothing left to lose. Nothing but the load of cash in the car, a lucrative drug career, and the woman who stole my heart and never took care of it. Just let that fucking worthless thing rot. I’ve got everything to lose. That makes me even more dangerous than they realize. Dumb fucks. They’ve never comprehended who they are messing with. I am a dead man walking.
Blood trickles down the bridge of my nose as I pull back from Cash. I know right then that I hit in the perfect spot. His eyes glaze over and go blank before rolling up into his skull. It’s like watching Goliath teeter before hitting the ground. As he falls, I reach out and snag the gun from him.
“Drive,” Bobby yells.
The car’s taillights glow red then white then red as Hazel shifts into gear. I whip around and wrap my arm around Bobby’s neck as I put the gun to his head just as she lets off the brakes to leave.
Our gazes meet through the rear windshield. She is terrified. She knows if she goes, I will kill them both. And I will. I will kill them as she drives away so she sees it happen. Hazel couldn’t live with that on her conscious.
The red glow of the brake lights is a telltale sign that I’ve pegged it correctly. She will listen as long as I’m in control. And so will Bobby; the fucking two-faced snitch. He won’t risk Hazel or Cash, either.
Hazel gets out of the car. Her voice is a mere whisper. “Please don’t hurt them. I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t kill them.”
I let go of Bobby, but I keep the gun pointed at him, and put space between me and the car. “You two put that asshole in the trunk.” 
They inch over to Cash’s prone form and lean over him. As they do, I reach into the corner spot of the trunk where I have an extra handgun hidden and cock it as I pull it from its hiding place, pointing a gun at each of them. 
My leg is throbbing, and I’m pretty sure the bullet is still wedged in there somewhere. A person never knows this kind of pain unless it happens to them. It’s a different kind of pain. It fucking hurts. I expected it to hurt much worse than it does, though. Maybe it’s the adrenaline. Maybe it’s the Snap in my system. Maybe I have a higher pain tolerance. Who knows? 
“Shut up,” I tell Bobby as he attempts to soothe Hazel. “No need for talking.”
Bobby glares at me as he lifts Cash’s shoulders off the ground, leaving the lighter weight of his legs for Hazel to pick up, if she even can. She’s weak and is struggling to hold him up off the ground. They end up half carrying, half dragging him to the trunk of the car. Bobby hauls him up and tries the best he can to get him in the trunk, but he bangs him around more. Hazel whimpers with every thud of his body. I can tell Bobby is trying to be careful, but he’s moving awkwardly. That’s when I notice the bloodspot on his shirt. He must have taken one of my bullets at the barn.
Once they get him in the trunk, Bobby closes it. He studies me as I hobble toward them. I put one of the guns against Hazel’s head and the other I shove into the bloodstained area of his shirt. He grits his teeth and lets out a sharp groan.
“Karma’s a bitch, isn’t she?” I whisper in his ear, then chuckle.
Bobby tries to remain stoned faced, but the agony and heartbreak of the situation is clearly written in his expression.
“Here’s what we are gonna do, so listen closely. We’re gonna get in my car. We’re gonna go to my lab. I’m gonna kill that motherfucker in the trunk, and you can bury him just like you buried Erick. If you’re lucky, I’ll kill you next, so you won’t have to witness what I’m gonna do to this bitch and make you bury her ass too. Got it?” He remains silent, so I dig the gun into his wound, and he almost drops to his knees. “Do you understand?”
“Yes!”
“Good. Glad we’re on the same wavelength with one another, since we obviously weren’t before.” I shove him toward the car. “Now drive.”
BOBBY
I didn’t think any of this would happen. I assumed we had it, but Phil is fucking crazy. I guess when you know you’re going to die, nothing matters at that point. You’ll do anything with the hopes it will work in your favor. For Phil it did. How does he keep getting this lucky? Why is everything working out in his favor? None of this should be happening. 
I struggle with Cash’s weight as I attempt to get him down the stairs into the lab, which is more like carrying his big ass. Phil fucking knocked his ass out cold, and I can’t get him completely awake. His knees keep giving out on him as he fades in and out of consciousness. The way he’s responding, I would guess he has a major concussion. That puts a dent in the plans he had floating through his head. I can’t save all of us. There’s no way. I wish I had the ability, but Phil ripped open my wound more, and I’m feeling the repercussions of it—along with my smashed fingers. Those hurt worse at the moment, and I’m pretty sure he broke a couple of them.
Phil huffs behind us as he waits impatiently to get down the stairs. He was able to pull a belt from the bag that was in the trunk and wrap it around his leg to staunch the blood flow. But still, I’m sure it hurts to stand on it. 
“Faster!” Phil shouts.
I put all of Cash’s weight against me and lean against the wall, hoping it keeps us upright and helps me move a little faster. This is going downhill quick. My gut instinct is screaming at me to figure something out quick, because I don’t think Dale and Joseph are going to find us in time.
As I reach out to open the curtain, Phil shoves Cash from behind. I scramble to grab him to keep him from falling, but he goes head first down the last few stairs. His skull bounces on the concrete like a dodgeball as he comes to a stop on the floor below. There goes getting him awake now. Fuck! We need each other to take that psycho down.
Hazel chokes out a whimper, but Phil puts an end to that immediately. He pushes me out of the way as we hit the bottom of the stairs and drags Hazel over to a chair.
“Use those cuffs on him,” he says as he gets her situated.
I slip my hands under Cash’s arms and drag him to where the cuffs are latched around a pipe. Laying him on his side, I notice the huge knot on the side of his forehead and the blood dripping from his ear. The cuffs will be a death sentence for him. I don’t know how else to keep us alive now, though. I might be able to take Phil on by myself, but there’s no guarantee. If it were only me, I’d do it in a heartbeat. But Hazel and Cash’s lives are in my hands now, and if I fuck it all up, we’re all dead. I’d give anything if Cash could wake up in this very moment, and we could overtake Phil together.
The click of the cuff as it tightens around his wrist is ominous. My stomach twists as I grab his face and angle it to check all the damage done to him. The entire side of his face is swollen and red. It won’t be long before it begins to turn black and blue. His nose is bleeding and his lip is oozing blood. I tap the side of his face that isn’t injured as badly, trying to stir him, but it’s no use.
“What are you doing?” Phil says over my shoulder.
“Making sure he’s not dead.”
I push to my feet and face my impending doom. He’s eyeing me in that cold way he did Erick before he shot him. With the way he’s gripping the gun, I can’t be sure he’s not going to kill me.
He tilts his head as he searches my face for telltale signs of deceit. “You too much of a pussy to take me on by yourself?”
“No. That’s not my intention. And him being dead ruins any plans you had for bringing him here.”
“That it does.” His lips pinch together, and he bobs his head. “Are you really on his side, or Hazel’s? Don’t think I haven’t seen the way you look at her when you don’t realize I’m watching. I know you all were friends.”
That’s when it clicks in my head how delusional Phil really is—or exactly how well I played his game. He’s not sure if Cash and I were working together. And because he was stupid enough to give me that tiny morsel of info, I’m gonna latch onto it like a starving baby and suck it dry. I may still have a chance to save us if I can keep him from questioning my loyalty. Because the truth of the matter, I’m not on Cash’s side. I’ve always been on whoever’s side keeps Hazel alive.
I try to picture the happy, smiley woman who constantly put me in my place. The woman who, after everything Phil had done to her the first time, remained strong and refused to let others know how hard it was for her to heal and bounce back. Except for me. She let me in. She wouldn’t even let Cash in.
“Hazel’s,” I respond, facing Phil again. 
He passes me and claps me on the shoulder. My breath escapes in silent relief as I follow him. Good thing he’s listening to reason right now. I can’t be sure he’ll be susceptible to it in the near future with the way he’s crushing pills on the table. He busts out a couple of rails and leans down over them. In one swift movement, a line of powder disappears up the tooter into his nostril. Phil throws his head back and sucks in air, making a face as the powder trails down his throat.
“Your turn,” he says, handing me the halved pen tube.
Booze and drugs have always been my downfall. I believed I needed them to help me tolerate the day-to-day bullshit in my life. Any other time, I would’ve sucked it down like a damn hoover, relishing the numbness that followed. Now, I would give anything to grab a handful and smash them like a barbarian before snorting it and licking the damn table clean. It wouldn’t erase the past few weeks, but it would erase the pain I feel for the moment. Then I could walk out of this fucking nightmare when it’s over, blissfully numb, and never look back.
I regard Phil suspiciously as I take the tube from him. He leans against the other table, crossing his arms and tucking the gun between his arm and his chest. Phil is relaxing into his bullshitting mode, and that puts me at greater ease. 
I bend over the table and put the tube to my nose. Closing off the other nostril, I breathe in and watch as the individual pieces lift in the vortex the air is creating, sucking up the tube and down the back of my throat. The familiar burn brings with it a peacefulness only someone who escapes regularly understands. A haunting mockery of this beautiful life we are blessed with.
Blessed. Oh, what a blessing this shit has been.
I let out a sardonic chuckle as I run my hands over my head. When I open my eyes, Phil has a smirk on his face.
“As long as Hazel remains okay, I can trust you.” He says it in such a way it sounds like he’s thinking it rather than saying it, and like he’s questioning it.
“As long as Hazel remains safe, you can trust me,” I state. “My loyalty is to her…and the almighty dollar.”
Phil thinks about it for a moment then holds his hand out, and I take it. One shake, and he lets go. Guess we just made a deal. Which fucking shocks me. 
“We’ve got a lot to do yet. Let’s get the last of these pills that are done drying bagged up for distribution. But first, why don’t you go get the money out of the car. I couldn’t carry it and help Hazel down the stairs on this bum leg.”
As I cross the room, I glance at Hazel out of the corner of my eye. She remains inert, staring at the floor where Cash lies, as if she were dead and no one cared enough to close her eyes. The determined fire that once glowed there is gone. I hope she’s dreaming of better things than the horrible reality she’s lived recently. Hell, I hope she’s dreaming of killing that bastard. Anything that keeps her with us instead of slipping away for good. She must still be in there. I know it.
I head up the stairs and outside. When I get to the car, I go to open the door, but it’s locked. Shit. I jog over to the lab door and jerk on the knob. It doesn’t budge. 
What the fuck?
I twist the knob again. It doesn’t budge.
“Phil!” I slam my fist against the door. “The car’s locked. Open the door, I need the keys!”
The dwindling sound of laughter meets my ear when I put it against the rusty metal door.



CHAPTER 5
CASH
MY lungs seize, and my chest burns like a wildfire as a coughing fit wracks my body. When I open my mouth to breathe, I realize my head is submerged, and another round of water rushes into my lungs. I attempt to fight my way out and feel the concrete beneath me and the air around my body. A hand shoves my head down harder as I fight to push my body up and away, but my balance is thrown off, and I fall back to the floor. The brutal pain in my head throbs intensely, making me groan into the water. I wouldn’t be shocked if the last things I hear are my own muffled screams.
Right when I think I can’t do it anymore, my head is pulled from the water, and I’m thrown to the floor. I greedily suck in oxygen, choking on the water as the air tries to force it from my lungs. This is more difficult than holding my breath, so I don’t drown.
A foot strikes my ribs, and I lose what little air I had. The coughing, choking, and struggling to breathe adds to the pain in my chest and in my head. It blurs my vision, and my stomach rolls instantly. Within seconds, I’m vomiting all over myself and the floor.
I go to wipe my mouth, but my hand stops partway to my face. The unmistakable sound of metal clinking on metal, and the feel of it digging into my flesh, tells me all I need to know. I force my eyelids open and try to figure out why I’m spinning and how to stop it. Except the only thing I can make out are multiple Phil’s floating around in front of me.
“Ah, you’re awake now,” he says with a smile. “Now we can officially start the party.”
He limps away, and I push myself up on my elbow. Squinting through the pain, I find a point to focus on, but the room keeps tilting. I can’t figure out where I am or the things around me. Then I find her. Several hers. Curled up in a chair across the room. I concentrate on her face; the throbbing in my head increasing with the effort. After a moment, she begins to blend into one solid image. Her hair hangs in her face, and it shields her from us. 
But I see her.
I do the best I can one handed to push myself up to a sitting position without taking my attention off her. Fuck Phil and his “rules.” I got where I needed to be. Not the way I intended to get here, but I’m here. It’s apparent by the table lined with lab equipment in front of me and the odor of chemicals.
I lean against the wall and grimace when it feels like my head slams into it, despite the fact I gently eased it back. Hazel moves slightly when I make the face, and I squint harder to see through her hair. 
Come on, babe. Let me know you’re still with me.
I silently chant it over and over in my mind, praying she hears me. Her hair moves to the side as she lifts her head, as if God were personally here suffering alongside us and passed my message to her. Hazel’s eyes meet mine, and I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. A crack at the corner of my mouth begins to hurt, and that’s when I realize I’m smiling. Through all the shit we’ve been through and are about to go through, she brings out the best of me. I can only hope I do the same for her.
“Didn’t think you’d be so happy to see me.”
My lip twitches at Phil’s snide remark. I glance at the cocky bastard leaning on the table in front of me, half tempted to blow him a kiss. The thought makes my chest jump with a silent chuckle. I am happy to see him, in a sickly twisted way. It brings me great joy that I am here, and the end of the road is within sight. The satisfaction that his death is imminent and at my hands—but it hasn’t happened yet. I’ll revel in revenge soon enough. For all of us. 
I have to clear my throat to talk but croak instead. “Neither did I.”
Phil squats down in front of me, twisting the tip of a knife against the palm of his hand. He contemplates it for a moment before raising his head. The depths of the black holes glaring at me reveal everything about what lies inside him. I’d say nothing, but that’s not true. Absolute darkness. It’s not monsters that I fear. Monsters can survive in the light of day. It’s easy not to fear something as much when you can see it and overcome it. It’s what we can’t see that scares us most. And Phil has something lurking in that darkness that scares the shit out of me. The fear of the unknown is terrifying.
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she.” He looks over his shoulder at Hazel. His grip on the knife loosens for a moment before he flips it over in his palm, knife end pointed down, and squeezes it until his knuckles whiten.
“No,” I respond, trying to read the expression on his face. “Beautiful isn’t a good enough word for her.”
He bobs his head and faces me again. “I once thought the same thing, but she’s no different than anyone else. Well, she was, until I began making her what I wanted.”
Chills run down my spine. I don’t even want to imagine exactly what it would take to turn someone into whatever Phil wants. Blocking the depraved images that pop into my mind are damn near impossible.
A sharp pain shoots through my leg, and I double over, grabbing at it with my loose hand. The knife is shoved into my thigh up to the hilt with Phil’s hand wrapped around it. I suck in air through my teeth and meet his tumultuous gaze. 
“A blade for a bullet.”
Instead of cowering in fear and allowing it to paralyze me, I use it and strike back, wrapping my hand around his throat and squeezing.
Phil sneers and his nostrils flare as my fingers dig in around his windpipe. He leans into me, putting more of his weight onto the knife. I tighten my hold, and, like a wild animal, he bares his teeth and lets out a silent snarl. He’s a fucking rabid madman.
“Let go of it,” I growl.
The blade shifts as he exerts himself to twist it inside my leg. I yell out and fight to hold him off, but my arm shakes with the effort. When I don’t think I can keep him at bay any longer, my elbows balk, and his mouth appears within centimeters of my face. His teeth chomp viscously, attempting to latch onto me in any way he can.
Then she silently appears over his shoulder. 
Her towering shadow pulls my attention from the teeth gnashing, drugged up zombie trying to tear into me. The fury burning inside of Hazel as she comes up behind Phil is an inferno unlike anything I’ve ever seen. I fear for her if she doesn’t scare Phil as much as she’s scaring me.
She searches the table and grabs the first thing she finds. Pulling it back, she swings it like a baseball bat and slams Phil in the side of the face. The momentum knocks him out of my grasp and onto the floor next to us, where he lays motionless. She throws what resembles to be the remnants of a microscope at his head. He doesn’t move.
A breathless wail escapes her, and she drops to her knees. Hazel’s shoulders shake with the sobs that wrack her body. As much as I’d like to give her this moment of reprieve, we must go.
I curse as I pull on the knife one handed. My strength has left me, and the knife remains imbedded in my leg. I grip the handle and pull again, but it barely moves, and I almost pass out. Panting, I lean my head against the wall and do my damnedest to stay conscious.
A featherlight touch on my hand makes me open my lids. Hazel gently peels my fingers from the hilt of the knife. I release it and reach up to cup her face, but she grabs my hand and kisses the palm before sitting it on my other leg. She curls both hands around the hilt of the knife before her glassy eyes meet mine.
“Ready?” she whispers.
“For you to save me? Always.”
HAZEL
I thought for sure Cash and Bobby had stopped Phil, but I should’ve known better. I should’ve never allowed the relief that this was all over to fill me, or the hope that it would end quickly now that Cash was here to save me.
When I saw Cash hit the ground and not get up, it scared me, and I hesitated. Everything moved so damn fast and slow at the same time, if that’s even possible. As I finally came to my senses and made the move to leave, I saw Bobby’s pained and horrified expression, and Phil holding the gun to his head. I couldn’t leave them like that. Phil would’ve killed them. 
They don’t deserve to die. And no matter where I would’ve gone, he would find me and finish what he started. Personally, I’d much rather die than go through any of this any longer or watch him hurt the ones I love more than he already has. If I’m out of the picture, he’d have no reason to hurt any of them.
No matter what Phil said to Bobby, he doesn’t trust him. He was making Bobby think that he does so he can continue to control him. And it worked. He was able to get Bobby out of here, so he had one less person to deal with. Phil is smarter than they give him credit for. And I’m sure Bobby is realizing that now, considering Phil locked him outside. I did the same thing. I gave him exactly what he wanted as well. Look at where that got me: trying to pull a knife out of Cash’s leg.
I grip the handle tightly and take a deep breath, holding it in as I strain with all my might to pull it out.
“Fuck!” he bellows as he grips the inside of his thigh.
I remain as still as possible and avert my gaze because if I look at the knife buried inside him again, or the grimace on his face, I’m not sure I can do it. He came for me, and he refused to leave without me. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he wouldn’t. I just wasn’t positive he’d make it in time. With the days blurring into a reoccurring nightmare, I couldn’t be positive of anything. 
The one true constant in my life is Phil. He’s been a guarantee for me. The only thing I could do was dream of those I love and hope and pray one of them would show up before there was nothing for them to find. The idea horrified me. They’ve already found me that way once. I don’t ever want them to see me that way again.
I sneak a peek at Cash and can’t tell if he’s sweating or if it’s the water Phil held his head in that’s dripping down his face. I keep trying, but the knife refuses to move more than millimeters with each tug. The more I pull on it, the more Cash’s skin blanches to an ashen grey, but I’m determined to remove it. It’s the only thing keeping me focused in the here and now. 
I take a deep breath in and let it out, hoping I can get the knife to finally come loose. I can’t make it out of here without him, and I’m not sure he can walk with it wedged in his leg. As I get ready to tug on it again, Cash lays his hand over mine.
“Don’t,” he mumbles, then gulps hard before groaning, “Get the key.”
My heart gallops as I take in the devil sprawled out face down on the floor. It’s terrifying to approach your ultimate nightmare by choice—no, out of need. I don’t want to be near him or touch him ever again. The fact that I’m about to willingly has my hands shaking.
Cash runs a finger down my cheek startling me out of my daze. I jerk away from his touch, startling him too. His hand falls away and immediately balls into a fist. Guilt. That’s what I feel. I don’t know why, but it’s there, and it’s confusing the shit out of me.
“I’m sorry,” I say, as I run my hands down my face and avoid making eye contact with him.
I don’t want to see the expression on his face or the unspoken words he conveys when he stares into my eyes. I don’t want to see the mix of pity, sorrow, love, and anger for what’s happened to me. The cacophony of emotion inside of me is too much to work through. I can’t begin to add someone else’s to the mix.
“Hey.” He slides his hand over mine and squeezes gently. “You got this.”
I slip my hand out from under his and take in a deep breath to steady myself as I crawl the few feet over to Phil’s body. He hasn’t moved except to breathe. Even that is too much for me. I slide my hand under his hip and feel around the outside of his pocket checking for his keys. It’s empty. I quickly scoot around his body to the other side and freeze when I see his face.
He reminds me of an angel when he sleeps, with his sharp, ethereal features and pale, white hair. I can almost picture beautiful, soft wings folded behind him, providing him with comfort and warmth. The few hard lines he has smooth out, making him appear younger and less threatening. I’ve spent many a time tracing his features and wondering how someone can be so perfect and beautiful while sleeping only to awake appearing completely different—evil. Then I have to remind myself that Lucifer is one of God’s most beautiful creations and what became of him.
“Hazel?”
“I’m okay,” I respond.
I inch forward and slip my hand beneath him, feeling the bump of keys wedged between his leg and the floor. It’s hard to get my fingers into his pocket at this angle, nonetheless, actually grab them. I know what I must do, and the thought of him waking up when I do it petrifies me. Readying myself, I put my hands on him and push with the hopes he rolls onto his back. He doesn’t, and flops back to the floor.
I scoot a few feet away and search his face for signs of waking. After a moment, I creep over to him again and lift him up enough to slip my hand into his pocket. It takes a bit of struggling with his weight and yanking on the keys, but they finally slip free. I quickly wrap my fingers around them to keep them from jingling and scuttle like a crab across the floor to Cash.
There aren’t many keys on the ring, so it only takes a second to discover the handcuff key isn’t one of them. My head sags as I think of where it can be. Phil always carried it on him, that I remembered anyway. Unless he hid it until he needed it. Where would he put it?
“What’s wrong?” Cash asks, staring at the keys clutched in my palm.
“Nothing.”
I push to my feet and slip the keys into my pocket. The possibilities of where it could be swirl through my mind so fast, I can’t keep up with them. I have very little time to figure out where it is and get us out of here before Phil comes to.
I run my fingers through my hair and grip it in my hand in frustration.
Think, Hazel. Where the fuck is it?
I glance over to the table and chair where Phil always sits and notice his black bag leaning against the leg of the chair. His gun rests on the table next to it. 
Bingo. 
I only have to make it over Phil to get to it. Another glance tells me he’s still unconscious, and I carefully step over him. Snatching the bag from the floor, I open it and find money, Snap, and the key I need. I grab it and drop the bag…then fixate on the gun. 
I could do it. I could end it right this fucking second and it wouldn’t matter how long it took us to escape, because no one would be chasing us and trying to kill us anymore.
I slide my hand over the gun lovingly, enjoying the feel of the cold metal against my skin. My fingers curl around it as if they always belonged there. It’s heavier than I imagined it to be. They always look weightless, but they have a bit of heft to them for their size. I peer over my shoulder to find Cash curiously watching me. I dangle the key from my fingers to show him I found it. He smirks and puts his hand out.
I move to him slowly, stopping when I get to Phil. This bastard did his best to rip me to shreds. He took away my security, self-worth, violated me, brutalized me, and almost killed me. A picnic of a life is no longer in my future. I will never view anything the same again. Happiness will be hard to come by with his darkness lingering everywhere around me and within me. He’s changed me. His evil will continue to taint me until the day I die. But at least he won’t be around to enjoy the never-ending torment he’s caused.
I point the gun at Phil. Cash doesn’t say a word, only awaits my decision. My shaky hand soon stills as the tremors are silenced by the peace I come to with taking a life. Not just any life. A monster’s life. That is all the justification I need to center myself and the gun in the middle of his head.
“You deserve so much more suffering than this,” I whisper as my finger slides over the trigger. “I really hope something far worse than hell exists and that you go there.”
Click.
I look at the gun in shock and pull the trigger again. Nothing.
“You should’ve made sure it was loaded.”
My heart races in fear as Phil reaches out and grabs my ankle. Before I can do anything, he punches the bend in my knee and knocks me off my feet. The air rushes out of me as I slam into the ground. Cash yells and struggles to get free as Phil rolls over the top of me and wraps his hand up in my hair. I scream as Phil yanks with all his might, ripping hair from my scalp as he drags me away from Cash.



CHAPTER 6
CADY
“WHAT happened to Erick?” Dustin asks, searching my face as if it holds all the answers to that one question. It’s not a simple one. Well, I guess it is. He died. Two words that explain it all and nothing at the same time. He was murdered. Shot in anger. Taken off and disposed of like he was nothing more than a piece of trash or road kill. He died. Died. Dead. One word that answers nothing and yet explains everything.
I will never comprehend why Phil did it. It makes no sense to me at all. He could’ve beat him up, he could’ve knocked him out. Erick posed no threat to him. Phil knew him. He knew this. I’ve tried to figure out what triggered him to do it, but the only thing I can come up with was Erick called him out of name. A person doesn’t deserve to die for calling someone a name.
“I told you. Phil shot him.”
“They couldn’t save him before he got to the hospital? I haven’t heard anything about Phil being spotted or shooting somebody,” Dustin says, running a hand over his head.
“We aren’t here to talk about Erick.” Dustin’s eyes grow larger as I leer at him. “We were here to get our friends back. That didn’t happen.”
“I assumed he was just mad at her for turning us over to Cash. I didn’t realize he was obsessed with her until he brought her back.” Dustin shakes his head, then glances around frantically. “You have to understand, I didn’t know. He tells me what he wants me to know.”
I push the gun against his forehead. All the things I should be feeling—like fear, sadness, guilt, and nervousness—aren’t there. No, the only things floating through my mind are justice, revenge, and anger. They are consuming me, and the urge to act on them before they disappear is eating me alive.
Hands gently land on my shoulders, helping to push the anger aside, but only a little. Dale’s fingers brush down my arm and wrap around my hand holding the gun. His cheek rests against mine as he squats behind me, cupping my body with his own.
“I’m not gonna let you do this. It’ll destroy you.” Dale’s soothing words would work any other day, but not today.
“I don’t believe a word he says,” I respond, forcing the gun to stay in place as Dale attempts to pull it away from Dustin’s head.
“There’s no need for him to lie. He’s a tool, Red. If he wanted to harm us, he’d have done so already. Give me the gun.”
Dustin focuses on him as he slowly grabs the barrel of the gun. Dale’s fingers brush his forehead as they wrap around it, and Dustin squeezes his lids shut expecting the worst. I don’t want him to take the gun. Giving up the gun means giving up control, and there have been too many people in control of my life lately instead of me.
Lowering the gun, I pull it away from Dale so he can’t have it. 
“No.” I turn to face him, our noses almost touching, and stand my ground against one of the two people left in my life that can make me change my mind. “Never again.”
Trepidation ripples across his features in the shadows of the barn before he leans forward and kisses the tip of my nose. “I trust you.”
But it’s a lie. I can hear the uncertainty in his voice as if he’s forcing himself to believe the words he’s saying. Dale returns to his post next to Joseph. He clasps his hands in front of him and focuses his attention on Dustin, but not before landing a stone-cold glance on me. Guess we are back at square one yet again. It’s for the best anyway.
“Get up.” I motion Dustin with the gun. “We’re leaving.”
“Where are we going?”
I sigh. “To get them back. For good.”
“He’ll kill me!”
“I’ll fucking kill you!” I scream at him.
Selfish bastard. Enough people have been hurt, not only because of Phil, but because of him too. He’s just as responsible as Phil. How can he not see that? 
Dustin fixates on my face as I huff and fight the tears threatening to fall. I’m being yanked too many directions. I don’t know how to find equal footing until the time comes for me to let it all go and give into the mess of emotions rolling inside of me. 
“The two of you have caused enough damage around here. It ends now.” Dustin tries to interrupt me, and I wave my hand at him, shutting him up. “I don’t want to hear your fucking excuses. You are a part of this. You helped this along. You held our friends captive. You pointed a gun at us so he could get away and do it again. Be a man, Dustin. Be accountable and own up to your fucking mistakes.”
Dustin shuffles up onto his feet and inches toward the door. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want your fucking apology. I want my friends. Give them your apology, starting with Joseph.”
Nervously, he shifts on his feet as he faces him. Joseph awkwardly holds the shotgun and acts like Dustin doesn’t even exist. He lowers his head slightly and purses his lips as he studies something on the gun. His chest rises with a deep breath, and then he hands the shotgun to Dale. Joseph turns his back to us and begins walking to the door, letting us know exactly how much he wants to hear the apology. But before he gets halfway there, he changes his mind and whips around. His body stiffens, he clenches his fists, and he charges toward us with a sneer.
Dustin hesitates as he leans back, raising his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry, man. I had no say in the—”
Joseph hovers over Dustin’s prone form. His shoulders rise and fall as he calms himself before he acknowledges us or what he just did.
“I think I broke my hand,” Joseph states, still seething, as he flexes his fingers and hisses through his teeth.
“I think you broke his face,” Dale says, chuckling. He’s obviously impressed with the show Joseph just put on.
“Male bonding at its finest.” I shake my head and tuck the gun in my pants. “Let’s get him in the truck and hope he wakes soon. Who knows how long it’ll take us to get to them.”
Joseph cradles his injured hand as he goes to pull the truck up to the door. I grab Dustin’s ankles and motion for Dale to get his arms. Instead, he grabs my hips and leans over me. My back collides with his chest as I straighten. An arm wraps around my waist, and he cups my jaw with his other hand, gently holding me against him.
“I never want you to feel defenseless,” he says, and kisses my temple. “But there’s a difference between self-defense and making others become your victims because you let fear rule you.”
He tilts my face to his and runs his fingers into my hair, gripping it firmly in his fist and holding me in place. Every time I think he feels one way, he acts completely different, proving me wrong and confusing me even more. His tongue darts out to wet his lips as he focuses on my mouth. The anticipation almost takes my breath away, and I silently gasp for air.
His lips brush mine as he whispers, “Don’t let what he did to you dictate who you become.”
Those words resonate in my heart, making it race out of control. How do I keep that from happening? How do I keep my anger from fueling the changes in my thoughts and my heart? I can’t make any promises until all of this comes to an end, and I can breathe freely without fear.
Before I can respond, he kisses my forehead and releases me. Each step he takes away from me leaves me a little more alone and allows the numbness to sweep over me again.
“Ready?” Dale grips Dustin’s arms and watches me cautiously.
I position myself between Dustin’s legs and grab him in the bend of his knees. Huffing, I lift him up and waddle under the weight of his lower half as I keep up with Dale’s pace. Dustin doesn’t appear heavy, but fuck, he weighs a ton.
None too gently, we get him in the truck as he starts to come to.
Dale hesitates before getting in the cab, checking out the barn with unease. “What about Samuel?”
I shrug my shoulders. “Fuck him.” Grabbing the door, I heft myself into the truck and drop onto the seat. The squint I get from Dale tells me that’s the wrong answer. “I did the right thing. I set him free after you tied him up. He chose his fate.”
I slam the door and gaze out the window, feeling his burning judgment pointed at me. Seems no matter which side Dale is on he’s playing devil’s advocate. He needs to worry about himself and not the bad guy lying dead in the barn. No amount of love, good deeds, or prayers can save Samuel now.
PHIL
The last couple of weeks were for nothing. Hazel’s loyalty is not with me. She betrayed me. How could she do that? My hand tightens in her hair as I replay the scene mere seconds ago over in my mind. She was going to end me. She was going to end me, for him. 
Now I’m going to ruin them both.
Her struggles as I drag her toward the empty table only make what’s about to happen that much sweeter. She’s always been a fighter, and although our recent time together was sweet and calm as she submitted to me, I’ve missed this aspect of our relationship. The aggressive part of her always excited me and made claiming her a conquest. Hazel turns me into a beast, ready to pin her down and roar in her face while conquering her so she knows who owns her. 
I will always own her.
“You remember the rules?” I ask her as I pull her to her feet by her hair. “There weren’t many of them.”
She leans on the table to steady her shaking legs and looks up at me. I can tell she’s trying to recall the things I’ve told her, and her lips tremble as she forms the words she wants to say, except nothing comes out but whimpers.
I tug her head back, stretching her neck and revealing her throat to me. Her muscles work hard to swallow at the awkward angle.
“I would remind you, but they don’t matter anymore. They were put in place to protect you, and you broke them all.”
She shakes her head and croaks, “I thought you were going to kill us.”
I run my finger down her face and smile. When I reach her neck, I rub my thumb over the apple bouncing along her throat. “I’m going to kill you now.”
Cash wails at me from across the room as he jerks his wrist to get free.
“Calm down, pretty boy. You’ll die soon enough.” I bury my nose into her sticky, blood-soaked hair. One would think it would smell awful, but it has a scent that is neither gross nor appealing. It just is. “I’m going to bend you over in front of him and use you like the fuck hole you’ve become. Then I’m going to make you watch while I slice his throat and fuck you on top of him as he bleeds out.”
Her trembling lips move as she mumbles incoherently. Tilting my head down, her warm breath bathes my ear, sending goosebumps down my neck and arm.
“What was that?” I ask her.
“Fuck you, bastard,” she croaks.
Hazel sinks her teeth into my earlobe and claws the side of my face. I yank at her hair to get her off me. Pain tears through my ear as my head gets pulled along with hers. She won’t let go and bites down harder, thrashing her head like a wild animal. I reach between us and pinch her nipple, twisting it until I think it will pop off between my fingers. Her mouth opens as she screeches in my ear. The ringing is momentarily deafening as I pull away from her and shove her chest down against the table. Blood sprays from her mouth as the air pushes from her lungs. Reaching up, I touch what used to be my earlobe, but is now a jagged piece of fatty tissue dripping blood.
A small chunk of flesh lays next to her face, decorating the table in a miniature macabre scene, with the blood droplets arranged almost perfectly around it. Shades of red and black everywhere. On the table, the floor, and spotting my vision as my blood pressure rises and my heart thunders in my chest. 
The only medicine I have to control the rage boiling my veins is pressed against this table. Only, I’m so fucking angry this time that I feel the blackout coming on quicker than it ever has before. I want to savor this moment and commit it to memory to enjoy for years to come. There will never be another who does this for me—to me—and I need this if I’m to survive without her.
One hand in her hair, the other on her hip, I rub my aching dick against the cleft of her ass and sigh as the friction of my jeans burns down the length of me. Cash’s screams in the background and the clattering of metal on metal change the mood from loving and wild to sinister and wrong. It makes my blood pump faster, makes my dick harder…and it makes me feel like I’m dying because I’m not inside her already.
I hyper-focus on Hazel. Everything around us disappears, including the annoying name-calling from Cash, and him shouting at me to stop. Pinning her to the table, I bite her neck and she stills as my hand slides down the front of her pants. My breath catches along with hers as my fingers cup her mound and my middle finger dips into her slit. 
Hazel can deny many, many things during her lifetime, but one thing she can’t deny is what my touch does to her body. The slickness of her pussy, the way she stills when I stroke her as if she is ashamed of how I make her feel, the way her breathing quickens as she battles her own lust for me. She can pretend she doesn’t like being with me, but when the flood gates in her panties open wide before I even slip a finger, my dick, or whatever I feel like fucking her with inside her tight cunt, I know she craves me. I know she craves the freedom I offer her. The freedom not to think, just feel. The freedom to enjoy the things I do to her body without judgement or feeling bad. The freedom to love the thing she hates, because she knows she’s not gonna get it anywhere else.
I flick my finger over her wet, swollen clit, and she gasps, rubbing her ass against my dick. I do this to her without touching her. Her body becomes pliable the moment I get close, preparing for what I will bring this time around. It excites her. She fucking hates to enjoy it, but there’s that fact: She enjoys it. 
Hazel fucking loves every second of pain I inflict on her. She loves me withholding pleasure from her until she crumbles into pieces, and I finally allow her the release I’ve built up inside her. And she loves the waves of pleasure that follow when she does as she’s told and gives me what I’m due—a wet cunt as her body wraps around mine, and the loving mumbles that release from her mouth when it’s not full of my dick. 
It’s what serenades the voices in my head. It’s what settles the storm into calm moments. It’s the only time that feels peaceful in my world when I’m not questioning why my hands aren’t wrapped around her throat, killing the delusiveness that shines through her eyes.
“So wet.” I lick the shell of her ear as I shove my finger inside her. “I think he should know how much you like me, don’t you? After all, you have been fucking us both. I know; he should know as well.”
“No!” Hazel sobs. “Just end it now. Fucking kill me and end it right now.”
“You’d love that, wouldn’t you?” I grab her hair and bring her tear-soaked face to mine. “Selfish bitch. All I’ve done is give to you.”
Hazel’s eyes narrow and shoot straight into me like a dagger. “I didn’t want any of it.”
My jaw tightens, and my teeth feel like they are going to crack. “But you didn’t have any problems taking it, did you?”
Her nostrils flare, and her mouth drops open on a huff. “I didn’t get a choice!”
Choice? I fucking laugh. “Of course, you had a choice. There’s always been a fucking choice.”
I slip my hand from her pants and grab the cotton band around her waist, pulling it down over her ass. The shock on her face is almost comical. I just had my hand in her pants—my finger inside of her—how could this be any more shocking?
“But you made your choice,” I say to her as I run my hand over her ass cheek. “You’d rather die than be with me.”
Hazel jerks to the side and slides out from under my hand. “Then stop playing your fucked-up games and get it over with.”
“There’s a lot of different ways a person can die, Hazel.” I yank her pants down the rest of the way and kick her knees further apart. She grunts as her legs give out and she slams against the table. “I’m going to savor every single second it takes to break you completely.”
“You sick fuck!” Cash shouts from across the room.
I pause and look over at him; his skin sweaty and pale from the knife in his leg and his head wound. This twat isn’t much different than me. We just go about things in a different manner. His fear keeps his demons acting in secret. My lack of fear allows my demons to roam freely.
“You know, people in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. You might crack your own walls, and then what would you do when you realize people saw who you really were all along?” Chuckling, I position Hazel’s head to where she can see him too. “I see straight through your shit, Cash. I think Hazel does, too, and that’s why she’s hot for your cock. Because you give her what she craves, just like I do.”
I lift one of her legs, stepping on her pants as I pull and jerk it free, and lay her knee on the table, leaving her spread open for me and Cash. His gaze bounces around the room as he tries to focus on anything other than Hazel’s bottom on display. The inner fight he’s having with himself is visible to me. His body shakes, his hands and face clench tightly, and his body shifts uncomfortably.
“Denying yourself what you crave most is what drives you crazy. I would think you of all people would understand that.”
My words gain his attention, and he focuses on me again. I lick my finger and trail it up the inside of Hazel’s thigh as I study him. He doesn’t move, and I swear he doesn’t breathe as he waits for what will happen next. When my finger runs over the small teeth impressions on her inner thigh right next to her pussy, I stop and circle it with the tip of my finger.
“It felt good, didn’t it? To be this close to heaven and mark a little piece of it as yours.”
I take in my heaven splayed before me. I imagine heaven would be like this. Soft and pink, glistening and glittering, welcoming and comforting. Smooth and rough all at once. Melts in your mouth as soon as your tongue touches it, like cotton candy. Maybe my heaven is a fucking carnival. I always did enjoy the crazier rides.
“Watch how excited she gets from the unknown.” I rub my fingertip over her opening, making her twitch beneath me, then hold it up under the light to watch it shimmer. “Biting, choking, spanking, whipping…” I dip my finger into her pussy and then shove it into her ass. “Tearing up that ass.”
Hazel shouts and surges forward to get away from me. I push down on the small of her back until she stills and the muscles in her ass relax. Slowly, I move in and out of her, feeling her open and stretch for me. I look at Cash as I add a second finger and hold my hand still. Hazel pushes herself onto them and rides my hand for a moment before she realizes I stopped moving, and she’s actually the one fucking me. Cash watches intently. Although, his face may be blank of any emotion that I can tell, he doesn’t look away. 
Raising a brow, I smirk at him. “Have you fucked her ass so good that she sprays you like a cat?”
Cash’s brow pulls together, and Hazel turns her head, laying her forehead against the table. Her hair blocks the view of her face, but there’s no reason for her to be upset or ashamed. Her pussy does beautiful things when I’m in control of it. I bet Cash can’t make her come like Old Faithful.
“Now, honey, no need to be shy. We’ve both fucked you. I’m sure we’ve both licked your pussy. And you’ve probably sucked both of our dicks. Which she does so well.” I wink at Cash and chuckle. “No gag reflex.”
“Enough!” Cash growls.
I lean over her and sneer. “Oh, we haven’t even started yet, my friend.”
Unzipping my pants, I pull my dick out and plunge deep inside her wetness. Her spine bows as she moans loudly, and I grab her hair pulling her head toward mine. That far-away daze she wears when I’m settled deep inside of her slides over her face. She’s beautiful, angelic, and pure. Well, she used to be, until she let that bastard touch her and invade her body.
Cash jerks on the cuff, shifting his body sideways to kick the pipe with his good leg. He only glances at the pipe as he kicks, keeping his focus on Hazel as much as he can.
“What pisses you off more?” I taunt him. “The fact that I’m fucking her in front of you, or that she’s enjoying me fucking her in front of you?”
Cash stops fighting when I ask that. Chuckling, I slow down and give him a good look at my dick buried inside of her. Taking a deep breath, I pull out, and then slam myself inside her as hard as I can. The sounds of her wet skin smacking against mine along with her grunts makes me smile. But it’s not enough. I pull out of her completely and in one breath, spit on her asshole and shove as much of myself as I can inside her before she realizes what I’m doing. She locks down around my length, trying to push me out. Her high-pitched scream could make anyone need a hearing aid.
I pull her head back and growl in her ear. “Don’t pretend like you don’t like it. You ass-fucked my dick raw the other night without lube and loved it.” I jerk her head to face Cash. “Keep your eyes on his and sing for us, lover. Let out that high note you hit right before you soak my dick.”
Their gazes lock, and I swear they don’t even breathe as something unsaid passes between the two of them. I don’t like it, but I allow it because they’ll both be dead soon anyway. Cash’s eyes never waver from Hazel’s face as I slam into her body. He doesn’t move, he doesn’t blink. Hell, he doesn’t even yell at me to stop fucking her brains out. He only stares at her as if he’s crawled into her soul and is feeding her strength. That I don’t like. She’ll take her punishment and die the way I want her to. And if I want to fuck her to death, then so be it.



CHAPTER 7
HAZEL
DO I enjoy being used by Phil?
He slides in and out of me with ease, my body growing wetter and contracting around him with every stroke he delivers. Does that mean I like it?
No.
A body reacts. A mind thinks and feels. I hate every single thing about him. I hate his appearance, how he dresses, how he acts. I hate the way he looks at me as if I’m not a person, and I’m just an object. I hate the way he uses my body for his own pleasure, whether I like it or not. I hate that he must drug me in order to like me and make me become someone else. I hate the perfect curve of his lips. I hate the way his narrow hips fit perfectly in the circle of my thighs. I hate that I get wet the second he smirks at me, and I yearn to lick the sharp points of his upper lip. I hate that I ache to be away from him, and I hate that I ache to never leave him.
I think what I hate the most is that I hate me. I hate who he’s made me; who I’ve become as I struggle to scrape together the little bits of hope remaining from the bottom of the filthy barrel. Those tattered beliefs didn’t last long with the weight of every burden that hung from them, tightening the noose and snuffing them from existence. I think pretending to be someone I’m not to keep a grip on my sanity and a sense of reality has warped my mind more than just allowing myself to lose my shit completely.
Attempting to be that person for Phil while showing Cash that I haven’t given up is currently tearing me in two. I knew not to let my hopes get too high. Phil always has surprises hiding up his sleeves, ready to pull them out like a magician performing his greatest trick. 
His sleight of hand has perfected over the weeks. So much so, that I honestly don’t know what to think anymore. Every thought I have battles all the others, clashing in my mind. What’s right and wrong anymore? Where are the lines? Were there ever any, and, if so, are they even in the same spots anymore? A million questions run a million miles a minute through my muddled mind.
“Keep your eyes on his and sing for us, lover. Let out that high note you hit right before you soak my dick.”
Phil’s fingers knot in my tangled, bloody hair, holding my head up for Cash to watch. We lock onto one another as Phil continues pounding into my body. I wish I could say I feel shame, sadness, or sorrow. I wish I could merely feel something. But as I escape into Cash’s hard gaze, I can tell he feels the same way. The reflecting void gives me strength to not think and continue shutting off piece by piece until Phil decides we’ve reached the end. By then, it won’t matter. I will have already said my goodbyes to my hopes and dreams and let loose the last bit of love I’ve trapped inside myself to save for the person who is as broken and dead inside as I am. Maybe, just maybe, that love will be enough to embrace us both as death wraps his arms around us and welcomes us to the other side.
I jerk me head to the side as my body stiffens. A quiver begins in my stomach and works its way through my limbs. My knees sway beneath me and give out as I release the scream Phil knew was coming. Sliding to the floor, I land on my knees and look up at Phil towering over me.
He smirks at me and taps my chin with his pointer finger. It’s an automatic response to open when I feel that and let him finish the way he’d like. Usually it’s one, two, three pumps and he’s shooting his load straight down my throat. Not tonight. I no longer get a reward. Yesterday, I would’ve believed death was a reward. Today, I consider it a payment for him to let me go. Goes to show how little it takes to skew your viewpoint.
“Open. Your. Mouth.”
Phil grips the hair on the side of my head and pushes his cock against my lips. I don’t budge—only peer into those all-encompassing black pupils and wait for the upheaval. Every time it happens, it’s as if his irises change into swirling black holes that will devour everything before him. I chant silent, fervent prayers that they devour me quickly and painlessly. He always wanted to be my God. Well, I’ll offer him that final gift if he will show me the love he’s never given and end me swiftly.
He rears back and swings his hand like a pendulum. The backside of his fist strikes my temple so violently something ruptures in the side of my face, cracking a bone and blinding me in one eye. I pant as I lay on the floor, trying to catch the breath that was ripped from lungs by the concrete beneath me. I turn my head and blink, but I can’t see anything out of that eye.
Nausea rolls through my stomach as I go to sit up, bumping into the tabletop, but I’m pushed onto the floor. My ribs crunch as Phil serves up a kick to my side before flinging something down next to me. Peeking out my one good eye, I finger the wad of hair he yanked from my scalp. I flip it over to check if the skin was still attached and hear something scrape the ground beneath it. Picking up the clump, I discover the handcuff key.
My heart jumps in my chest, and I almost laugh. Almost. I can barely breathe without feeling like I’m dying. If I could laugh it would probably kill me. I focus on Phil, bent over the table crushing more Snap and getting ready to suck it down. Feeling for the key, I pinch it between my fingers and estimate the distance to Cash. It isn’t far. Now could be our only chance.
BOBBY
I swear it took forever searching around the outside of the lab before realizing there was nothing I could use to get the door open. I jumped on the four-wheeler and drove to the van, but it was locked too. Searching for a way to get inside of it, I finally found a rock big enough, that after throwing it at the driver’s side window several times, busted it open.
I unlock it and climb through to the back. One memory after another attacks me from every angle. I don’t have time to lose my shit right now. Hazel and Cash are depending on me to help them. Frantically, I search the van, ignoring the ghost of Erick haunting my every move. His blood may be gone, but I remember precisely where it was and how it spread over the floor, exactly like his body. I can’t think about that right now. Once again, I’m forced to push thoughts of my best friend aside, as if he meant nothing in this life and means even less in his death.
The handle of a hammer sticks out from under the passenger seat, and I snag it up. As I climb over the seat to return to the front of the van, I find a screwdriver laying in the pocket of the driver’s side door. I grab that, too, and haul ass over to the lab.
Before I make any attempts to break in, I press my ear to the door. Only the blood pumping in my ear can be heard. Fear twists my gut as I slip the claw of the hammer under the padlock strip and pull with all my might, almost taking my damn eye out with the effort. My smashed fingers don’t want to cooperate and can’t squeeze the handle. I check for screws holding the plate in place and find two. I work hard to loosen them, but they’ve been welded in place.
As I work to get the claw under the plate, screams echo up the staircase toward me. It feels as if I’m in a different dimension trapped outside the lab while they are inside. I try several times to get the plate loose. It budges a little, but not enough to cause much damage or get the damn thing off.
I run over to the car and slam the hammer through the passenger side window. Glass shatters with the force of my swing, and it reverberates up my arm. Pain shoots from my wrist to my shoulder as I yank my arm back through the frame. 
Pulling the door open, I reach out to sweep the glass into the floorboard and pause as blood lands on the sharp chunks in the seat. The drops fall quickly, almost making a steady trickle. I quickly sweep the glass off and sit down. Holding my arm up to the light, I find the source of the blood. A gaping wound on the bottom of my forearm feeds the stream of blood dripping all over the car. I quickly search the glovebox and console for a key; however, I have no luck finding anything but the blood leaking out of my arm all over the car.
“Fuck!”
I hit the unlock button and open the rear passenger door, hoping to find anything that will help me stop the bleeding and get me inside the lab. Sitting in the seat and floorboard are the items from the trunk along with the bag of money. A backpack sits in the floorboard. 
I grab the pack and toss it on the seat. Unzipping it, I dump it upside down and clothes come falling out. Dustin’s clothes. I wrap one of his t-shirts around my arm and tie it off with my teeth. It’s loose, but it does the job for the moment, and I continue shuffling through the other items. Drugs, smokes, razors, deodorant. Nothing that can get me through the door, though.
Pissed, hurting and scared, I flip open the pack of cigarettes needing something to anchor me and calm my nerves enough to let me think clearly. But when I open it, I don’t find cigarettes. I close my eyes and sigh in aggravation at the wad of money resting inside. I pull the money out, praying there is one hiding somewhere in there, and feel something drop back inside the pack when I pull the money free. Tilting it, I peek inside to find a keyring. I dump it into my hand and the handcuff key Dustin used on Joseph the other day along with a second one is on it.
If that’s the handcuff key, then the other one must unlock the damn door.
Heart pounding, I rush the door and attempt to get the key in the hole with a shaky hand. After a couple of tries, it slides in. Perfect fit. I turn the key, and it twists without any problems, clicking as the tumblers unlock. The door opens when I pull on the handle, and I snatch the key before sneaking inside.
There is no noise at first, and that worries me. I creep down the stairs wondering what Phil has done to Hazel and Cash, not sure what I will find when I reach the bottom. As I get closer, quiet panting and moans have me pausing for a moment. That sick fuck would be getting his jolly’s off at a time like this. I quicken my pace and peer through the crack in the blanket hanging at the bottom of the stairs. The only thing I can see is Phil’s ass and a naked leg in his grip as he thrusts forward.
As I watch, my stomach hurts and then cramps violently when a familiar scream of pleasure tears through the silence. If I couldn’t figure out what he was doing before, then Hazel screaming and him shoving her to her knees in front of him answers it all.
Phil’s back straightens, blocking Hazel from my view. I glance over at Cash who is in the same spot, but he is worse off than when I left him. The chalky pallor of his skin makes his dark eyes seem sunken and hard as stone as he watches Phil with the coldest, most hateful look I’ve ever seen. That’s one thing I never witnessed. I heard their moans and skin smacking, but never saw it. Phil always kept her to himself and never wanted anyone to see her. He barely let her out from behind the damn curtain. I don’t know how I would react if he forced me to watch him rape her. I could barely contain myself listening to it.
I move to slide out from behind the curtain but pause when Phil raises his fist and swings it at Hazel. I swallow the growl working its way up my throat and want to pummel him when she drops to the ground and he sprays her prone body with his cum. 
Sick fuck. 
Phil busts up more Snap and snorts it quickly before squatting over her. Laughing, he pulls something from Hazel’s tight grip.
“Did you think you were gonna set him free, and he was gonna save you?” He laughs even harder as he tucks what he took from her into his pocket. Twisting his hand up in the front of her shirt, he pulls her up to him. “I’m the one who sets you free! I’m your savior and your God. And when I crossover to the other side, I’ll be your holy fucking ghost.” His mouth comes down on hers, smashing their faces together painfully. Lips touching, he begs her, “Bless me with your final words. Confess to me, lover.”
CASH
If there is something worse than a psychopath, Phil is it. Whether it’s the drugs or he knows he’s at the end of his rope, he’s pushed everything and everyone further than I imagined he could or even would.
Maybe I hoped he had a shred of humanity locked inside his heart somewhere and would stop by now. Maybe I was chanting silent prayers in my head without realizing it. I’ve never been one to rely on God. Like my father, he’s never been around much for me, and I’ve learned to push the idea of him aside and find another way of dealing and taking care of things. If this is God’s joke for turning my back on him over the years, then he has a sick and twisted sense of humor.
Hazel cups Phil’s face in her hands and speaks so quietly I almost don’t hear her. “Save me…from you.”
Phil jerks away, and his mouth drops open. Just as suddenly, it twists into a sneer as he growls at her. He wraps both his hands around her throat and slams her to the concrete. Hazel claws at his hands, trying to pry his fingers loose, but she’s not strong enough to do so with the weight of his body holding them in place.
“No!” I kick out with my good leg, scraping the side of his arm with the toe of my boot.
“You don’t deserve to be saved, ungrateful bitch,” he screams into her face, spittle flying from his lips. “You deserve to be destroyed!”
I frantically kick at the pipe to get free, but it won’t budge. Right when I’m about to yank at the knife in my leg again, Bobby appears from behind the stairwell curtain halting me. He sneaks up on Phil as he shakes Hazel, slamming her head against the ground as he chokes her. Bobby takes a deep breath and tosses something in my direction then runs with full force at Phil. I don’t have time to register what he throws at me. I only have time to move myself out of the way before both men collide into my injured leg.
They land in a heap on the floor near me, rolling around and punching one another. I turn to Hazel, who is struggling to roll over and just breathe. As I reach out for her, I notice keys on the floor that weren’t there before. Those must be what Bobby tossed to me. I stretch my good leg out and scoot them toward me until they are close enough to grab. My hands shake in my hurry to get loose of the cuff around my wrist.
The lock clicks, and my wrist falls free as the cuff slides open. Relief floods me as I scoot toward Hazel and wrap my arms around her. She goes on the defensive and tries to fight me off, until she lifts her head and realizes it’s me.
Heart pounding, I grip her face in my hands. I have never been so thankful to touch another human being as I am Hazel. The stickiness of blood on her skin and the frantic way her eyes flicker between mine and around the room is a quick reminder that things aren’t over and to get her out of here. I grab the band of her sweats and pull them up her legs. She wiggles to get them over her butt and in place.
“Go,” I whisper, and push at her shoulders. “Run as fast as you can and don’t stop running.”
She shakes her head and locks onto something over my shoulder as she croaks, “No.”
“Hazel, go!” I shove her with what strength I can muster, and she falls on her ass the same time Phil and Bobby collide with me.
The worst pain I have ever felt tears through my leg, and I cry out in agony. Their bodies roll off me, and when I clutch my leg, the knife is gone. The dark stain on my jeans spreads as blood oozes through my fingers, making me more lightheaded than before. I pull my shirt over my head and use it as a tourniquet, hoping to staunch the bleeding as much as possible.
Once I have it in place, I sway as I pull myself up and find Hazel a few feet away. Bobby stands in front of her, gripping the knife that was in my leg, and guarding her from Phil who blocks their escape.
“I knew I couldn’t trust any of you. You are all spineless,” Phil spits as he pulls the gun from behind him and jams a clip in it. “Lack of loyalty leads to death. Unfortunately for you, that’s a lesson you only learn once.”
I lunge forward as Phil cocks the gun and wrap my arm around his neck, yanking him backwards. He stretches out his arm to aim it at Bobby and Hazel, but I grab the gun with my other hand and pull as it goes off in succession. 
My ears ring, and I get dizzier, but I refuse to let go. Doesn’t matter how hard I squeeze; Phil won’t let go of the gun. If anything, he clutches it tighter.
Out of breath and running on adrenaline only, I pant, “Give it up.”
“Not a fucking chance,” he growls, fighting harder.
Phil throws his head back, connecting with my face. An explosion of pain in my nose loosens my grip. He breaks my hold and spins around, coming eye to eye with me. Without hesitating, he puts the barrel of the gun to my temple and pulls the trigger.
My entire world slows down as the clicking of the empty chamber echoes in my ear. 
That could’ve been it. It could’ve been the end for me, and who knows what would’ve happened to Hazel and Bobby had there been a bullet left for me.
“Fuck,” Phil bellows, and hits me in the ear with the gun.
I stumble sideways, almost falling over, and shake my head to clear my crossed vision. The gun drops to the floor, and I focus on it for a moment as two guns become one. I swing at Phil with all I have left, knocking him into the counter and onto his ass. I lose my balance and fall right along with him.
None of this is going as I thought it would. For weeks, I planned all of this in my head. Get to Phil, give him the money, free Hazel and Joseph, and track Phil to the lab once Hazel was safe. 
Dale and I discussed coming here, killing Phil—and Dustin if need be—and retrieving our money, and then destroying the lab. Then we could move on with our lives. None of that shit is happening. I don’t think I can lose any more blood. I’m out of breath and struggling to hone the last bit of energy I have left to take down Phil.
I was supposed to be Hazel’s hero. What I really am is a letdown. I helped the situation get worse instead of better by waiting too long for my own gain. I’m no savior. I’m just as bad as Phil.
In a room full of people who didn’t put her first, who is the hero?
CADY
“I’ve tracked them as far as I can,” Dale says, getting more and more frustrated. He glances out the window into the night and shakes his head. “The phone must be out of range.”
“There’s only one spot in the lab where a cell phone gets any reception, and even that spot is iffy,” Joseph responds. “Could be why we haven’t heard from Cash or Bobby. Does Cash know about the cell phone?”
Dale pinches the bridge of his nose. “Yeah.”
The two idiots stay silent, as if they are working through all the scenarios that could be happening at this very moment. We don’t have time for them to be playing the part of sad Sally. They need to be stepping up their game and finding our friends.
“Um, hello?!” I shout, making Dale jump and Joseph hit the brake. “Let’s wake this asshole up and find out how to get there. He’s rested long enough.”
“We’ve tried waking him up,” Dale says. “I think he has a concussion.” 
“I don’t give a fuck what he has, he can answer some questions. Plus, it’s not good for him to be unconscious if he has one. Allow me,” I tell him with a sarcastic smile, and smack Dustin as hard as I can across the face.
“Cady!” Dale shouts and tries to reach for me as Dustin groans.
“Well, y’all weren’t doing anything but crying. It’s not like we don’t have someone to get us there. You got us most of the way, time for Dustin to start making amends and fucking helping us!”
Dustin grabs his head and groans. “W–what’s going on?”
“Where’s the lab?” I ask, and he stares at me like he’s deaf and doesn’t comprehend the words coming out of my mouth. “THE LAB! Where is it?”
Dustin pushes himself up, swaying slightly in his seat, and peers out the window. He shakes his head, probably seeing double vision from the punch Joseph landed on him earlier.
“Where exactly are we?” He squeezes his eyes shut and rubs his head again.
“About twenty miles outside of town,” Joseph answers.
“We’re halfway there then.”
“Halfway?” I shout. “We’re never gonna get to them in time.”
“Cady, stop—”
“No, you stop! You know damn good and well if they were okay, they would’ve contacted us by now. We’ve heard nothing. For all we know, they are dead, and you and Joseph have your thumbs shoved up each other’s asses.”
Dale pivots in the seat and grabs my arm, yanking me forward and bringing me face to face with him. “That’s enough! I’m not listening to you or taking shit from you any longer. I’ve done the best I can in this situation, but I’m not Erick, and you’re not gonna walk all over me the way you walked all over him. Got it?”
The callousness of his words feels like a punch to my heart. I can’t believe he would say that to me. I loved Erick. He was my friend and my boyfriend. I had to watch as he was shot in front of me, and then taken away who knows where to die, not only by his enemy but by his best friend in order to save my best friend. 
Dale’s eyes reveal what he’s feeling. He can’t cover up what truly hides beneath the anger. It’s there. All of them are there. The anger, jealousy, annoyance, uncertainty, and urgency swirl within their depths. They shift back and forth within a single second as he attempts to get a grip on the situation—or I guess I should say get a handle on me. It’s obvious I’m the cause of most of his stress and the upheaval he’s been going through.
“Fuck. You.”
The only two words I’m capable of saying at the moment that even remotely come close to how I feel. If I could have delivered a kick to his balls with it, I would’ve. I get that he’s angry, we’re all emotional, but he didn’t know what Erick and I were like together. He barely got a glimpse of us together during a challenging time. For him to assume I abused Erick and used him to get the things I wanted, is not only false, it’s ludicrous.
I pull my arm from his grasp and scoot toward the door, putting as much space between us as I can. Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him watch me for a moment before shaking his head and facing the front again. There’s a sense of finality to the situation—to us even—when he lands roughly against his seat and quietly growls. 
We’ve gone through so much together in a short period of time, with a few rare moments of actually being ourselves and getting to know one another. Neither of us have denied or hidden that we are attracted to each other. Hell, some days the only thing I had to get me through was my time spent curled up on Dale’s lap with my face in the crook of his neck. His smell and the sense of security I had within the loose hold of his arms were what I needed to help make it through another day. He always held me that way, allowing me to run away to a quiet corner if being too close to him became too much. He can read me, and I can read him, but today has shown us that when it comes down to toeing the line of morality, we would walk it far differently if pushed to make those difficult decisions. 
I shove Dustin, who is starting to doze off again, and take my frustration out on him. “Keep your eyes open, asshole. You can die later.”
He’ll definitely die later if Hazel doesn’t make it. That much I can promise.



CHAPTER 8
BOBBY
AS Cash’s knees hit the concrete, Hazel grips my shoulders and gasps. The sound expresses much more than that, though. It’s an acceptance and a denial of what is happening. A sight neither of us expected to see. There was no way Phil would make it out on top, but he has. With everyone who has stood against him, not one of us has been strong enough to stop him. How is that? How is that fucking possible? We should’ve said fuck it, fuck Cash and what he wants, and just confronted him together, regardless of the outcome. Our choices have brought us to this moment, and if we don’t change them, the what ifs will eat us alive. They already are.
Phil circles around Cash and squats down in front of him. Cash’s head bobs, blood dripping on his bare chest and matting in the hair there. A sinister chuckle fills the air and almost makes me shiver. All of Phil’s attention is on him. If I could get Hazel out of here, now would be the time.
I turn my head and put my finger to my lips as I nudge her toward the stairwell. Her confused expression quickly shifts into one of anger when she realizes what I’m attempting to do.
“I won’t leave him,” she whispers, planting her feet and refusing to budge.
“I’ll help him. Go!” I whisper and push harder.
“No!” Hazel shrieks, and I jerk back in shock. But she wasn’t talking to me.
Phil has wrapped something around Cash’s throat and pulls it so tightly it’s almost lifting him off the ground.
Before I can act, Hazel rips the knife from my hand and runs at Phil. The sadistic glint in his eyes as he dares her only spurs her harder. She screams out as she throws herself at him, knocking him down and away from Cash.
“You mother fucker!” she wails as she swings the knife down and stabs him in the chest.
He actually fucking laughs at her before flipping her off him and rising to his feet, towering above her.
I rush to pull the bungee cord away from Cash’s throat. He gasps for a second, wheezing as the air hits his lungs. I’m thankful he’s okay because I don’t have time to help him. I have to get Phil away from Hazel. 
Wrapping the cord around one hand, I run up behind Phil and swing it around his neck and grab it with my other hand, preventing him from getting a hold of Hazel. I clip the hook to the cord and pull with all my might. Phil falls backward, and I jump out of the way, letting him slam into the concrete, but the elasticity of the cord yanks me down toward him, and I stumble to keep my footing, crashing into the ingredients table.
The table flips on its side, the floor becoming a canvas for the powders and chemicals to blend and mix on. I follow the table down, landing on the side of it. My ribs crack as I hit it, bounce off it, and slump onto the floor. Shouting erupts around me, but I can’t move. The horrific pain tearing through my body has me frozen, and my breath is gone.
I can’t lay here like this. I have to get up and help get them out of here. With me and Cash both down for the count, Hazel is left unguarded. I can’t leave her helpless.
I blink away the tears of pain to find flames dancing above the concrete where the chemicals have spilled. A putrid smell begins to fill the air, and it becomes harder to breathe. The bones in my chest move around and crack as I roll to my side. I reach up to put pressure on my chest as I struggle to stand, but I can’t feel it. My chest is going numb. Something sharp scrapes my skin though. A bone. The pointy end of a broken rib protrudes from my chest. 
“Rat bastard.”
I turn just in time to see Phil rearing back his leg. I scramble to move away, but his foot connects with my side, right under the rib sticking out of my chest.
I think I scream in agony, but it sounds like a gurgle to me. No matter, nothing covers up the sound of Phil and his sadistic laughter.
“What have we here?” he says, grabbing the tip of the rib and wiggling it around.
It reminds of the time I broke my ankle, and I could feel the fractured bone poking my muscles and grinding against its broken half. Only this time, it’s poking things that aren’t muscles, and I can feel it damaging things inside of me that shouldn’t be touched by sharp objects. There’s nothing I can compare this torment to.
Fighting to stay conscious, I focus on the face of absolute evil. If he’s gonna take me out, I’m gonna look him in the eye while he does it. I want him to feel the hate I feel for him. But he’s no longer there. His monsters have devoured him whole and revel in the torture he’s dishing out.
Phil shifts to the side to release the cord from his neck, and the knife shows itself to me, still jutting from his chest where Hazel stabbed him. I know I’m done for. I won’t last much longer in this world. But if I can do one last thing, it’s take that fucking demon with me so he can’t hurt anyone else anymore. I’ll fight him for eternity if I must, as long as Hazel remains safe from him forever.
I check for her one last time, so I can see the face of the woman who fought so hard to not be a victim of her circumstance; who refused to let a monster break her and survived, even if that meant she had to die inside and become something she despised in the process. She will always be my savior, and I regret never having the chance to tell her that.
Hazel works to drag Cash toward the stairs, his hands and feet scrambling to help her as she struggles to get him there as fast as possible. Right when I think she's going to disappear and run to save her life, she searches and makes eye contact with me. I smile through the pain, just as she used to do. I give her the smile that has belonged to her since I met her.
She reaches out and grabs something from the floor and tiptoes over to us. But I shake my head at her, faltering her steps, and mouth, “Go!”
Phil saunters to me and begins to rap the cord around my neck. “You thought you could take me out? You’re a fucking rat,” he says, spittle flying from his lips. The flames around us reflect in his eyes, making him even more demonic.
As he tightens the cord, he yanks on it, pulling me up to his face. 
“A fucking rat.” 
I hold my breath, trying not to think about being strangled, and reach out and grab the hilt of the knife. The surprise on Phil’s face makes me chuckle, but I choke on the feeling and settle myself as I move it in his chest. He reaches down and twists my rib bone. It scrapes against everything inside of me before he rips it out of my chest. 
I hunch over in pain and rip the knife from his chest as I go. The cord loosens some, but the scream remains lodged in my throat. His shriek of agony echoes my silent one. His injury isn’t nearly as bad as mine though. Mine will be taking my life very soon.
Phil drops the bone and tries to pull the knife from my grip, but I squeeze it as tightly as he pulls the cord around my throat. He finally gets it away, and raises it up to stab me, but Hazel hits him with something. Phil slumps over, and the knife falls to the floor. 
“Why won’t you just die?” she wails at Phil. She snatches the knife and buries it into the curve of his neck without a second thought, then shoves him off me. “You okay?” she asks as she pulls the cord from my neck. “Can you breathe?”
I nod and cough on the smoke in the air as I struggle to breathe, and then double over in pain. Pretty sure the smoke isn’t the only thing I’m choking on.
“Bobby,” Hazel whispers as she studies my mouth, and then my chest, “we gotta get you out of here. Now.”
She slides her hands under my shoulders, but I shoo her away. “Save yourself, Hellcat. I’ll be just fine.”
Glass pops around us as the fire spreads farther on the floor, following the trail of chemicals. I can’t tell if it’s becoming harder to breathe in here, or if I punctured a lung.
“You won’t be fine! I’m not giving up on you. Now get up, asshole, and help me get you to the car. That fucker can lay here and burn. He deserves to be in hell.”
I push as she pulls, and sway to my feet. I almost blackout and topple over.
“Don’t you dare pass out yet!” Hazel slaps my cheek. “Please,” she begs, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Just make it to the car.”
I stumble with her, trying my hardest to make it as far as I can before my body gives out on me. Because it’s going to happen. I doubt I’ll even make it to the car, but I can’t bear tell her that. The love and determination on her face is feeding me the strength I need to go as far as I can. If she could survive everything Phil has put her through, I can fight, too, damn it. I can get up these stairs and into the car. I promised her that much.
HAZEL
Bobby sways and stumbles as I guide him toward the stairs. Every breath he takes sounds hollow.
I’m going to lose him. He’s going to fucking die. I can’t let that happen. I refuse to let him die.
“Come on, Bobby,” I say, when his head starts to lull to the side, and his lids begin to close. “Only a few more feet and we’re to the stairs.”
“Let me rest for a second,” he says, coughing on more blood.
I check for Phil, still unconscious on the floor, and push Bobby to move. 
“You can rest in a minute, I promise. Just make it up these stairs for me, okay?”
“Okay, Hellcat,” he says, groggily.
We stumble to the stairs, and I yank the curtain to the side. Cash never made it to the top. He is laying halfway up the staircase.
“Fuck.” It feels more forceful than the whimper that comes out of me, but it’s not. I’m losing everyone around me, and I can barely help any of them.
I’m fighting for everything right now. Oxygen, to hold back tears, heartbreak, to keep my sanity. I’m fighting to not give up. Every second that passes lessens the chances of all of us getting out of here alive. The thought panics me. We’re too close now. They have to live. I have to get them out of here.
“I’ll help you,” Bobby whispers, but it sounds really wet when he says it. 
He coughs and almost falls over. I hurry to get him onto the staircase and lean him against the wall. He coughs again, and something wet mists my face. When he reaches up and touches his mouth, blood comes away on his fingers. 
Bobby doesn’t have much time.
“No. Move faster,” I tell him, growing more frantic as I fight against my own injuries to drag him up the stairs, but he barely budges.
“I need to rest,” he says, and starts to slide down the wall a little ways. “It’s too painful, and I can’t fucking breathe.”
As soon as he says it, I know it’s too late. Even if I had the strength to pick him up and carry him out of here, he won’t make it.
His cornflower baby blues smile at me even though he is dying. It makes me think of the days when all this started and he’d tease me, his eyes crinkling in the corners and sparkling with mischief. The days he sat next to my bed while I was recovering from Phil’s beating. He thought I was sleeping and would lightly sing and tell me how sorry he was while he cried. And the more recent days where he fed me strength, held me, and refused to let me give up. 
“None of that, Hellcat.” Bobby reaches up and clumsily wipes at the tears I didn’t realize were rolling down my cheeks. His words come out slow and labored. “It’s all over now. Hurry up and get out of here before these fumes get worse.”
My heart is breaking. How do you leave someone behind that you love, knowing they’re going to die? How do you turn your back on them to let them die alone? I don’t know how he expects me to do this.
“Help me down,” he says, losing his strength and sliding farther down the wall. 
I kneel beside him and ease him against the step, making him as comfortable as possible. As soon as he’s situated, I begin to crumble.
“Just rest for a second.” I force the words out as I hold in the sobs working up my throat. They’re burning as they rip me to shreds in their fight to break free. It makes it even more difficult to breathe.
Bobby wraps his arms around me and pulls me to him, grunting when I bump his chest. But he doesn’t budge or cry out, he only holds me a little tighter. It’s the last bit of strength he has, and he’s using it to console me. And it’s killing me a little more inside knowing this. 
He didn’t deserve this. He deserved to have a normal life, and to settle down with a woman who wouldn’t put up with his shit. To find love with someone who could love as hard and as deep as he does. Not die for someone who couldn’t give him what he needed. 
Bobby rubs my arm as I cry for him. For the shitty life he had, for the chance of a life he could’ve had. For losing him.
“No! We’ve still got time!” 
I stand up and try to pull him to his feet, but he refuses to move. I cry harder as I pull with all my might. It’s not much, though, and my strength ebbs as the tears take over, and I drop onto my knees beside him.
“You can’t leave me this way,” I whimper. “I need you.”
“Hazel.” He’s attempting to stay strong. I see his heartbreak glisten in the tears trickling down his cheeks. “I’ve been waiting a while to hear that, not even gonna lie.”
He gives me a sideways smirk, and we both fake a laugh between our tears. They are cut short by another round of coughing. Even more blood comes up this time, choking him again.
Frantic, I cup his head in my hands and memorize his face, wondering if this is the last moment I’ll have with him.
“I’m alright. But you need to go.”
The smoke begins rolling around the curtain, filling up the stairwell. Once those flames hit the big stuff, it’s not gonna be pretty down here.
“I don’t want you to…I won’t let you die alone.” The words get stuck in my throat and I have to force them out.
“Say those three little words again, and that’ll be enough for me,” Bobby jokes.
I grip his face and get lost in the most beautiful pair of blues I’ll never forget. “I love you, Bobby.” Shocked, he sucks in a breath. “You saved me when no one else could reach me. I fought because of you.”
I lean forward and press my lips to his, trying to say with a kiss what I can’t put into words. When I pull back, Bobby is crying.
“I’ve waited for that too. You’re killing me, Hellcat.”
I can’t help the chuckle that slips out, and I just end up crying even harder. We’ll no longer have these silly moments, hurling teasing insults, or comforting one another. They’re all gone. He’ll be gone.
Bobby takes a wheezing breath and says, “Wish we could’ve…done…that…more….”
He gets completely still and dazes off into space. I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t breathe either. Within the blink of an eye, his faraway gaze becomes empty, and his body goes lax. 
He’s gone. 
“Bye, Bobby. I’ll never forget you.”
CASH
If there was ever a devastating moment in my life, it was this one. Coming to and hearing Hazel say goodbye to Bobby was heartbreaking. Another person gone to this senseless bullshit; another person ripped from her life.
I ache for her. Fuck, I ache for him. And when she said, “I fought because of you,” I ached for myself. She pushed me out, and let him in. I will never hold that against her, but it hurts to hear her say it. And as much as I love her, there’s no real certainty that when we escape this hellhole, she won’t tell me to leave and never return. I’ve destroyed her life. She’s lost people she loves because of me. How much can someone take before love isn’t enough to heal all wounds?
The smoke filling the stairs makes my eyes water and begins to smell less of chemicals and more of plastics. We need to get out of here. Now. Those big jugs of chemicals can burst at any moment, and there’s no telling what kind of damage it could do or if this concrete will hold up.
I pull myself up and lean on a stair, looking down at Hazel. She sits there, holding Bobby’s hand against her cheek as she strokes his arm. She needs her time to grieve and say goodbye. I don’t want to take this from her, but if we don’t move soon, our friends will be grieving for us too.
“Hazel.”
She stops rocking and faces me. There is nothing there. She’s in shock. After everything she’s endured, she’s finally able to face it without consequences, and her mind can’t handle it all.
Even though I’m in no condition to do it, I slide down the stairs to help her get out of here.
Once I reach her, I place a hand on her shoulder, and break her daze. 
“We gotta go, babe.”
She places her trembling hands on Bobby’s cheeks then leans forward and presses her lips against his forehead.
“I’m so sorry,” she whimpers to him before laying his hand in his lap.
She shouldn’t feel sorry. She shouldn’t feel any guilt at all. None of this was her doing, and she didn’t ask for it to happen. My injuries become numb to the guilt, anger, and grief boiling inside of me. If I could, I would carry her and Bobby out of here, and destroy this place brick by brick—demolishing it into nothing but dust. It doesn’t deserve to exist as a reminder of the heinous things Phil did here. Or to linger as their tombs. Bobby deserves so much more, and Phil deserves even less than being left to rot in this hell hole. 
I wrap my arm around Hazel’s waist, and we help each other stay upright. With slow steps, we make our way up the staircase. We need to move faster, but I psychically can’t. I’m shocked I’m standing right now, or even conscious. 
I slide myself up the wall as Hazel helps me climb, but the smoke is thicker, and I keep stumbling on the stairs, unable to find my footing. Between her coughing and mine, and being blinded by the tears and smoke, I’m growing scared we won’t make it to the top before we pass out from smoke inhalation.
A thundering boom rocks the stairwell and knocks me to my knees. Hazel shrieks and covers me with her body as a heat I have never felt engulfs us. The flames lick my skin, singeing my hair and jeans. 
Hazel bats at our clothes and hair to ensure we don’t go up in flames.
“Run to the door, Hazel,” I shout over the roaring flames. “I’m right behind you!”
For the first time she listens and doesn’t fight me. Hazel pushes off me and claws her way up the stairs, flames dancing around her, as I crawl close behind. When she gets to the door, she grabs the handle and screams, but she doesn’t let go, and prepares to open the door. 
I remember what will happen as soon as she does that, and I fear I’ll be devoured by the flames as they suck toward the oxygen to keep itself alive.
I move faster, almost to her, and shout, “Wait!” 
Hazel pauses and spins around. She stretches her arm out, and I grab hold of the only lifeline I’ve known in years and refuse to let go.
I prepare to move as she reaches for the door, but an arm snakes around my throat, jerking me back as she pulls it open. 
The roar of the greedy flames as it rushes to greet the clean air does nothing to block the voice that conducts my nightmares. 
“You’ll never win,” Phil growls in my ear. 
Hazel tugs on my arm, but I’m locked in place. Sheer horror replaces her fear when she realizes why.
Nothing is scarier than knowing she might not live through this. So, I do the one thing I promised myself I’d never do if I found her again. 
I let her go.
The rumbling intensifies, and the flames grow hotter as they climb higher and higher. I’ll endure them if it means keeping her safe from this psycho once and for all.
With the last of my energy, I jump off the step, propelling me and Phil down the stairwell, and kicking Hazel out the door in the process. 
The metal door clangs shut as we topple to the bottom of the stairs. An explosion tears through the tiny concrete room, causing bricks to rain down around us. 
The room is imploding. 
It’s becoming our tomb.
But that’s not the part that scares me. It’s being haunted for eternity by the look on Hazel’s face when I pushed her to freedom.
Fate. Karma. Time.
They are all faces of the same entity. Each is beautiful in their own way, in the right light. Normally, each works of its own accord. Escape them, and you discover what lies beneath their masks. It surpasses sinister and lies within base carnality. The three twist together to create something terrifying enough to stop you in your tracks and beg for mercy. A clemency they'll never grant you.
I should have accepted and taken what they offered me to begin with. Death was kind to me, yet I refused it. I turned my back on them, and they unleashed a personal vendetta against me. Anyone close to me felt the repercussions; some of them payed the ultimate price. All because my will was stronger than theirs. They've proven to me that when things are meant to be, to not change them. Otherwise, someone will pay the consequences to right the world, and they won't hesitate to prove that to you.
Discrimination doesn't exist in their eyes. The headstones before me validate that.



CHAPTER 9
CADY
SIX MONTHS LATER
THE sun shines down, warming the top of my head, as I lean back and put my hands behind me, lacing my fingers through the blades of grass. I tilt my head and enjoy the heat of the sun on my face, sighing deeply and allowing myself to relax to the sounds of the birds. Such a beautiful day.
I wish we could have held this off. It’s one of the first warm days of spring, and I wanted to truly enjoy it; not just sit around with forced smiles and pretend everything is okay. Goddammit, I wanted today to mean something. I could feel it in my bones when I got up. It was a day for moving forward and self-healing. I needed it today. Hell, we all do.
But nope. Hazel can’t allow herself one damn day to breathe. 
I miss her. I hate what all of this has turned her into. I knew she wouldn’t be the same person when this fucking insanity was over. Too much has happened for any of us to walk away unscathed, especially her. She experienced almost all of it firsthand. I’m just angry because I do all I can to help her, and it doesn’t. None of it fucking helps.
Out of thirty years of life, all it took were a few months to destroy all she ever knew. I think that’s insane, how one act—whether big or small—can completely decimate who someone is and make them a completely different person. Because she is completely different. I don’t even recognize her anymore. I keep thinking over time she will make an appearance here and there. We’re waiting. Some days, I’m the epitome of patience. Other days, I can’t take it anymore, and I want to shake the fuck out of her and tell her it’s over! There’s nothing we can do to change anything. Come to terms with it and move the fuck on. You’re making me hate you. Please, bring her back to me.
A guilty tear runs down my cheek and cools the skin that the sun is almost burning. I sit up and wipe it away when I hear a car door close. Behind me, Hazel locks her car as she moves my direction. Her feet stop beside me, and I get up. We stare out over the headstones lined up in perfect rows.
I always thought the graveyard was a peaceful place—somewhere you can go to reminisce about the good times you had with those you loved and leave your sorrows with them when you go back into the world. But now, it’s hard to remember those times. This place doesn’t bring back the good times, it recalls the bad, haunting what should be a peaceful resting place.
“Ready?” Hazel’s dark sunglasses mask her eyes and make it difficult to read her emotions.
“As ready as I’ll ever be.”
She tilts her head to the side and purses her lips before venturing between the headstones to the rear of the cemetery. I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the Hazel that is present today. It’s going to be a tense visit.
We walk in silence as I follow her to the last row. The few people that here visiting gawk as we go. Everyone in Trinity knows what happened now. It’s been plastered all over the news and papers since the day after the explosion. It’s all anyone can talk about. Still. Most would think it would get old for them and they’d move the fuck on, but no. This is more action and drama than our town has ever seen, and they are hanging onto it with all their might.
I glance over at them and raise my hands as if to say, “What?” They quickly turn away, hopefully embarrassed for staring and gawking. Probably not, though. In times of crisis, and after, they are all rubberneckers. And not a damn one of them reached out for strictly compassionate reasons; they wanted the inside scoop on the story so they could go around and gossip about it.
Hazel stops, and I come up beside her. I can’t bring myself to face it yet. 
Losing someone is hard enough. Moving forward and surviving without them would be easier if there wasn’t so much involved in the process. The initial shock and heartbreak. The planning. The funeral. The burial. Then the headstone placement. And it’s all drug out over weeks, and sometimes months. Every time you think you get a grip on your emotions, one of these knocks you back. 
The headstones we ordered months ago were finally delivered and placed with their owners. Our final setback before we can attempt to move forward.
This should be easy, but it’s like saying goodbye all over again. I’ve said it too many times recently, and I can’t do it anymore. Hazel, on the other hand, can’t seem to do anything but thrive on her grief.
She wallows in it—can’t focus on anything but it. She’s worked through some of her issues from her captivity, but she’s done it on her own. Hazel refuses to talk about anything with her therapist. She listens to what Dr. Grayson suggests and tries to heal herself. It’s not working. Some days I think she’s getting worse. 
The graves are almost covered in grass now. Any visitor passing by wouldn’t realize how new they are unless they saw the dates on the headstones. The ground was flattened quickly, leaving a mud bed during winter and covered in grass seed. With winter being mild, the grass grew sparsely, becoming lusher as spring set in. Almost as if it were healing the ground where it was ripped open. 
If only our hearts healed the same way. 
Hazel lowers herself to the ground, the slab of marble in front of her gaining all her attention. She doesn’t budge, and I remain silent, allowing her this moment of respect and reflection. I’ve reflected enough, but I will always respect what they gave us—life. For that, I’ll never forget them or their sacrifice. I just need time out of this situation completely before I become an angry, bitter monster.
Her recently manicured finger drifts to the front of the stone, tracing the beautiful font of Bobby’s name. But all I see is a dirty, bloodied nail bed from her digging into the rubble as she fought to save them. 
She didn’t have any nails left when we got there.
The smoke billows above the treetops, visible for miles. My heart drops into my stomach when we notice it. Everyone scoots forward, hypnotized by the swirling mass growing and stretching into the sky.
“Holy mother of God,” I whisper.
“Go, Joseph.” Dale’s muttering grows louder until he’s yelling, “Go! Drive faster!”
The cab of the truck fills with screaming and yelling blurring together. All I can pay attention to is the dense smoke coming closer and closer to us.
“Turn here,” Dustin shouts, and Joseph slams on the breaks, jerking the steering wheel hard. 
We fly down a bumpy trail, tossing us around in the truck, until we hit a grassy field. The smoke rises, reminding me of a stationary tornado on a calm and clear night. It’s a scary sight. How nightmares begin…or end.
Joseph rounds the tall grass and stops at the edge of a clearing. Rubble liters the ground where the smoke is escaping. Amid it all, we notice movement.
An unrecognizable person hunches over the mound. Bits of rock debris tumble around them as they frantically throw it to the side.
“Hazel?” I whisper, as I blindly search for the door handle. I shove it open the second I find it and run from the truck toward them.
Covered in soot and dirt, Hazel crawls on her hands and knees over sharp pieces of metal and cement. I can hear her crying and repeating Cash’s name as she struggles to move anything that will budge.
I rush over to her, shouting her name, but she doesn’t respond. When I reach her, I grab her shoulders and force her to look at me. She’s not only covered in dirt. Her hands and pants are covered in blood that ooze from her nailless fingers and cuts on her palms. Rips in her shirt and pants reveal jagged scrapes from the metal sticking out of the ground.
I don’t know which is worse, finding her like this or finding her almost dead in her bed.
“Dale!” I yell as Hazel jerks away from me, muttering about saving him and digging into the dirt.
“I’m here.”
I barely hear him and spin around to find him. He towers off to the side of me, the shock on his and Joseph’s faces match my own.
“What do we do?” I ask, helplessly.
They shake their heads and drop down beside me, fighting to move the bigger pieces of cement out of the way.
I get up and take everything in. Phil’s car is parked off to the side. Hazel is the only one out here. Which means Bobby, Cash, and Phil must be….
“Where’s Dustin?” I ask.
“He was right behind us,” Joseph says.
The faint sound of a motor starting catches my attention. “Not anymore.”
It doesn’t surprise me. That fucking coward would do anything to save his own neck. God forbid he help the people he almost annihilated.
Dale jumps up and runs toward the sound as I return to helping Hazel and Joseph. She continues saying Cash’s name over and over, but her strength is giving out. Instead of moving rocks, it’s more like scraping the dirt with her fingertips as she sags closer to the ground. Pretty soon, she’ll just be lying in the dirt, whispering his name.
“We gotta go!”
Dale runs faster than I’ve ever seen anyone run, crossing the field like a cheetah to reach us.
“There are flashing lights down the road. If we leave now, they’ll never know we were here,” he gasps as he comes to a stop.
“Come on, Hazel.” 
I grab at her arms and try to help her stand, but she pulls away and starts digging again.
“Leave her,” Joseph says. 
“Are you fucking crazy? I’m not leaving her!”
“They know she’s missing and this way they’ll find her. We’ll be no use to her if we’re all in prison!”
Dale jerks me up off the ground and throws me over his shoulder as I fight him. “She’ll be fine. They’ll be here in a few minutes.”
As we run for the truck, Hazel continues to dig like we were never there. This is how they will find her. Will they be kind to her? Will they even be able to grasp what she has been through? Will they understand how mentally broken she is? Will they shatter her more?
“Don’t tell them anything, Hazel!” I shout as Dale drops me on my feet next to the truck. “Not a damn word!”
My heart aches as we drive away. I left her with don’t say anything when she can’t even talk; not an I love you or see you soon or stay strong.
Don’t say anything.
Don’t implicate us.
Save all our asses again. 
I close my eyes and take a breath. When a flashback hits me, I do what my therapist told me to do—process it, don’t dwell, take a breath, and ground myself in the present. It was difficult at first, but over the last few months it’s gotten easier. I can now pull it together without drawing attention to myself, sometimes in a matter of seconds. Thankfully, today is one of those days, especially when that one hits. I still haven’t forgiven myself for it.
“They are even more beautiful than I imagined.” Hazel’s voice wavers as she lovingly strokes the stone.
They should be. We spared no expense to give Bobby and Erick a proper and respectful resting place. Not that price was a factor. We used Cash's blood money to ensure all their final expenses were paid for in full. Even going as far as giving each one of their families an anonymous package full of cash to help with anything else they may have needed. They should be set for a while.
We said it was out of love for them, which it was, but it was mostly guilt. Hazel feels their deaths are her fault. It doesn’t matter how many times we tell her they are the fault of a psychopath—along with everything else that happened to her. Until she comes to terms with that, she’ll never let it go.
The leaf I’ve been watching dance in the breeze blows down another row out of sight. I take it as a sign it’s time to face this and get it the hell over with. I turn toward their graves and take in their headstones. Hazel’s right; they are more beautiful in person. But so were Erick Turner and Bobby Greer. Now all they have are these fucking headstones that say they once graced this earth.
It’s been seven months since Erick was murdered, and none of us will really know what happened once that van drove away. The truth was buried with them both. Not that the truth matters at this point. There’s nothing that can be done to rectify anything that happened. I wish there were, though, I would change it all in an instant. 
Their funerals were held a month apart. Bobby’s was first. It was rough. While we were planning his, the police were searching for Erick’s remains. Not to mention pulling us in, one by one, to question us on what we knew, if we were there, and loads of other bullshit. But since Hazel was the only one who could give a statement on what truly happened inside, they had to wait. And they are still waiting for the majority of the details. She was shell shocked and spent two weeks in the psychiatric ward before she could speak a word of anything. 
I feel the tears roll down my face and drip on my chest before the image of Erick on the headstone blurs. Yeah, so much for today being a happy day of healing. Maybe it was meant to be a sad one.
As we sit in our silent despair, Hazel reaches over and grabs my hand. She laces our fingers together and lightly squeezes. 
This. 
I’ve missed this with her. It’s been so long since we could lean on one another for support.
It doesn’t last long, though. The moment I relax in her grip and begin to take comfort from her, she pulls away, clasping her hands together in her lap and denying herself—and me—the love we need to heal. I wonder if she’ll ever be able to fully trust anyone ever again.
Hazel swipes at her face, wiping away the stray tears. “I only had a minute, but I wanted to stop by and see them.”
The way she says “them” sounds like she’s talking about Erick and Bobby as if they are still alive. It rolls off her tongue softly and full of love.
I go to leave and reach out to help Hazel off the ground. She takes one last look at their markers and rests her hands on them for a moment, then spins around and goes to her car. When we get there, we lean against the trunk, and I light a cigarette.
“Going to visit Dr. Grayson today?” I ask, blowing out the smoke.
She nods. “Fun, as always.”
“Hazel,” I sigh, and before I can say anything else, she stops me.
“Don’t. I’m doing the best I can, considering,” she states. “I get up every morning and attempt to function. I just need time.”
What can I say to that? I know she needs time, hell we all do, but I worry she’s putting all her faith in the fact that over time she will be able to mend herself together and none in the people who are here to help her accomplish it.
Instead of arguing with her—because that’s what it always turns into, an argument—I silently agree to disagree and smoke my cigarette. She reaches over and takes it from my fingers, inhaling a puff and handing it back.
“Dale’s here,” she says, blowing the smoke off to the side of us, then watches as he pulls through the gate.



CHAPTER 10
HAZEL
IT’S been six months, one week, and two days since all of this came to a standstill. I guess I shouldn’t use the word standstill. Life has been anything but still. I wish it were. Maybe the last few months would’ve been different. But when all of that ended, and Phil was finally out of our lives for good, a whole new battle began. One that none of us were prepared for. Dealing with the cops and trying not to incriminate ourselves was much harder.
Today was the day I felt we could finally lay Bobby and Erick to rest. Officially. It was important to me that they received everything they were deserving of. They definitely didn’t receive it in this life.
Life is fickle. It dishes out just and unjust punishments to us all. Bobby and Erick didn’t deserve the hand that was dealt to them. I didn’t deserve any of that…shit. Phil, he deserved so much more than he got for his vile deeds. Dustin, he up and disappeared. I would say Karma will get him, but I don’t trust that bitch anymore. Yeah, some might say that in the end Phil was Cash, Joseph, and Dale’s Karma. If that’s the case, the bitch went too far and hurt too many innocent people to prove her point. And she left her job unfinished.
Cady grins as Dale pulls up and propels herself off the bumper of the car with her foot. She extinguishes her cigarette, slips the butt in her pocket, and then makes her way over to him. 
I should be happy for them, and I am, but the way they gaze at one another reminds me of better times. Ones that don’t seem quite real anymore, and I wonder if they really happened. The heaviness of it all settles in, and that all too familiar weight lands on my chest.
There you are, pain. I was waiting for you to show up, my dear friend.
Dale gets out of the car and strolls over, the golden strands in his hair glittering in the sunshine. He pushes his sunglasses on top of his head as he towers over Cady and leans down to kiss her forehead. She pushes up on her toes, like she’s too eager to wait the two seconds it takes for his lips to make contact.
“Hello, Hazel,” he acknowledges me, and his smile dims.
“Hi,” I respond. “How’ve you been?”
“I’m alright. Keeping busy.”
I check the time. “Same.”
The uncomfortable silence takes over, and it eats away at my nerves. I hate this idle chit chat we have, and how the air around us seems to dissipate the longer we stand here looking at everything but each other. The words we need to say have already been spoken, and they block the path between us, keeping communication impossible.
Dale huffs, and I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. Cady puts a hand on his arm, but he shakes her off.
“You need to talk to him, Hazel,” he growls.
If I had hackles, they’d be raised as I give him my complete and undivided attention. Our stony expressions clash, neither of us hiding our disgust for one another or backing down.
“We’ve said all there is to say, Dale.”
He chuckles sarcastically. “You think so? Because there’s a few things I know you haven’t talked about.”
“Drop. It.” I spit. “I’ll call you later, Cady. I’m already late for my appointment.”
As I walk to my car, Dale raises his voice. “If you don’t tell him soon, I will. It’s not right, and you know it.”
***
Heat envelopes me, sucking the air from my lungs. The smell of burnt hair and skin fills my nostrils and sours my stomach. It reminds me of hotdogs on a grill. Bile rises in my throat, and I swallow it down quickly. I choke on it, and the smoke rolling around us. 
This can’t be the way I die. Not after everything. If I had a choice, I’d rather do all the dirty Snap that’s left in Trinity and tell Phil to do his best. That I could do. I’ve done it before. Hell, I’ve done it sober.
The heat retreats, and I lift my head, gasping for air that won’t scorch my lungs. But the flames are still there. They are everywhere, licking up the sides of my face. All I breathe in is the smell of burnt hair. 
I shout and smack at the fire on my head. We are not going to die this way. But even as I think it, I become lightheaded and my vision begins to blur. I pray the fumes kill us before the fire consumes everything. 
“Run to the door, Hazel. I’m right behind you!”
I don’t hesitate. I blindly scramble up the remaining stairs and reach for the door. The metal burns my hands, but I don’t let go. This is the freedom I’ve so desperately sought—fitting that I’m scorched as I escape from my hell. It will go along nicely with all the other brands I now bear.
I twist the knob, feeling blisters tear open and become raw flesh, but there’s no pain. Only my panic giving way to exhilaration as hope once again surges through me. This will all be over as soon as I open this door. I’d pinch myself if the skin melting off the palm of my hand didn’t feel real.
“Wait!”
The sound of his voice reminds me I’m not alone. In my frenzy, I pushed everything from my mind but survival. How could I do that so quickly? What is wrong with me? I was going to rush out this door alone.
I will never leave him behind again.
I reach out for him, desperate to open the door and pull us to safety once and for all. Cash grabs hold of my wrist and squeezes.
We made it.
As I open the door the pressure changes, causing a rumble through the lab that reverberates through the door. I clutch the knob tighter, terrified that if I let go the door will disappear completely. 
I hear the roar first before the fire sucks up the stairwell. Fear makes me look over my shoulder. It moves strikingly fast, rolling and swirling toward us like it’s about to wage war with the air it’s meeting.
But what scares me most is Phil’s face over Cash’s shoulder.
How is he even standing? Why isn’t he dead? The clear hatred and determination on his face answers those questions for me. 
I grip Cash harder and pull as Phil wraps his arms around him. I want to scream, “You can’t have him!” and shove him down the stairs, but if I did Cash would fall with him.
Once more, I tug as hard as I can. Cash doesn’t move. And when I pull again, he opens his hand, making it difficult to keep hold. My bloody, burnt palm glides over his, unable to keep a tight hold, and he slips from my grasp. Then he plunges backward down the stairs.
He resembles an angel; his wings burning off as he falls from heaven. Floating freely in the flames, there is no regret or sorrow, nor hate or fear. Only peace and acceptance of the choices he has made.
But I can’t accept them. And I won’t.
I dig. I don’t stop. I dig and lift slabs of concrete, fighting to move them out of the way. But some don’t move and some only cause the earth to cave in farther beneath me.
I call out for him incessantly between bouts of coughing, hoping to hear something, but there is nothing. Complete and utter silence. As if we were blown into a void with the explosion. My voice even sounds flat and weak. I’m beyond my breaking point, my exhaustion at max level.
But I don’t give up. Even after I fall over on the rocks, unable to get up, I dig. 
I dig and call his name.
“Hazel?”
I gasp for air and claw to grab hold of anything that can ground me and stop the panic attack taking over. My fingers dig into the couch cushions like they did in the dirt so many months ago as I focus on the rug in front of me. It’s become a regular thing. Count the circles. Deep breaths in and out and count those fucking circles. There are seventy-three of them. 
I hate them. I hate anything that is a circle.
“Hazel?”
Dr. Grayson’s voice breaks through my concentration, interrupting where I am. It shouldn’t matter, I know how many are here. I’ve counted these circles for months. But now I have to start over. And I don’t want to count these fucking circles anymore!
I take her in, sitting in the chair adjacent to the couch, her clothes prim and proper as always, tucked in precisely so. Her stupid fucking hair in the same tight chignon she always wears it in, not a strand out of place. Who has hair like that? Not one flyaway! And her lipstick never comes off. For once I’d like her to appear normal and not come off like a pretentious queen sitting on her perfect throne.
“Let’s go back, to before the fire.”
She’s been pushing for a while now, but I can’t bring myself to talk about what happened the last night in the lab. Telling her about other things leading up to that day has appeased her a tiny bit, but there’s nothing left to discuss, and she’s grown tired of hearing the same stories repeatedly.
“I’ve told you everything there is to tell that I remember. The duration of my time was spent drugged up.”
Her eyes flicker over my face, searching for cracks in my lies so she can tear me apart in that oh so compassionate, realistic, and logical way she has done all this time.
Some truths should never be told, though.
“Hazel,” she starts, and I swallow the groan I want to let out. “If you can’t work through and talk about your own emotions, how do you expect to lead and maintain healthy relationships?”
“I’m doing the best I can considering what I’ve been through.” My go-to phrase. If I keep saying it, maybe I’ll even believe it.
Dr. Grayson nods her head, and then pushes out of her chair. She moves around the desk and sits next to me on the couch. Her compassionate gaze locks onto my cagey one, and I know she’s about to let loose a bit of truth on me when a sympathetic smile pulls at her lips.
“You have come a long way. You’re a strong woman who survived a lot. The focus right now is to dump all of that so we can begin to heal you. We can’t do that if you’re unwilling to let go, for whatever reason that may be.” She pauses for a moment, but once she realizes I’m not going to unleash my deepest, darkest secrets in a rush, she continues, “It’s a process and takes time, but you yourself set these goals. My main concern is that you are stable and emotionally equipped to be a mother.”
Boom. There it is.
Instinctively, my hands splay over my rounded stomach, guarding it from her worried stare.
Tick, tock.
Seems I’m always running against the clock. 



CHAPTER 11
CASH
THE weights clink together with each rep I take, creating a type of rhythm to lift to. My leg aches, but I press on through the shooting pains. I’m lucky to even have a leg to stand on. They almost had to amputate my left leg from the thigh down, but by some miracle they were able to piece it back together with pins and plates. My right leg was broken in one place. I spent a couple of months in casts and going through physical therapy to walk again. They wanted to wait to do my hip until my legs were strong enough to move around. Once they were, I went under the knife yet again.
I try not to think about the burns and skin grafts, but they always creep into my mind when I think about my surgeries. Nothing was worse than those. It would have been better breaking every bone in my body than go through that shit.
Hazel’s face appears in my mind, and it both angers and soothes me. She ran the gambit and came out on the other side, but she paid the toll to get there. When I think of her, my complaints are mute. Sticks and stones may break our bones, but being stalked, raped, tortured, drugged…that shit mentally hurts you.
I think back on why Hazel did the things she did and didn’t fight Phil. Thoughts that once made my blood boil now bring about acceptance. Months. It took months for me to understand why she bent to his will. I get it now. Hazel doesn’t seem to think I have, though. She just can’t believe I can love her after what Phil did to her. 
I do. I actually love her more.
My father went off to war, witnessed horrific crimes, watched his brothers fall in battle, and returned home so broken he was dead inside. He was so damaged, he couldn’t survive in civilian life. All he knew were the nightmares that plagued him. The love surrounding him couldn’t save him from the depths of darkness his demons swam in. He joined them because he was tired of fighting them.
Hazel may not have fought wars like my father, but she is a soldier—tougher than anyone I’ve ever met, myself included. She went to battle, holding tight to the love she held in her heart for those she cared about and refusing to give in or give up. Not many people could’ve endured the mental, emotional, and physical trials she experienced and come out the other side fighting. When all of us were struggling to save her, she was determined to save all of us. And she did. Well, most of us. Hazel was the hero of her own story. 
She absolutely mesmerizes me. She struggles every day to pick up her broken bits and pieces and put them back together. Well, she believes she’s broken anyway. I like to believe she’s creating a clean slate for herself. Until she sees the person she’s become, Hazel will believe she’s empty and unworthy. I won’t let that happen.
It’s been a rough road, but I refuse to let Phil’s demons consume her the way they did him and finish her off for good. Hazel made it through the fire and flames, literally, and although she didn’t stand triumphantly on the other side, she survived. I wish she could see that the strongest soldiers aren’t those who conquer the darkness unharmed; they are the ones who are bloodied and almost dead, covered in scars and broken. But they fought and overcame adversity that most others would’ve cowered and given up to.
That doesn’t mean she’s not supposed to feel and work through her pain. We’ve all told her to let go—feel it, work through it, and release herself from the guilt, shame, and heartbreak. She clings to her wall, though, afraid if she embraces that side of herself, she’ll destroy herself completely. Hazel holds herself responsible for Phil’s actions. If not for her, none of this would have occurred, and people wouldn’t have died. I don’t think she’ll ever fully comprehend how sick Phil was. If it wasn’t her, it would’ve been someone else, and that person may not have been strong enough to live through what she did.
I should’ve recognized the signs—her distancing herself, not talking to me…the wall she was quickly creating to keep me out—but I was distracted by my recovery, and I guess I was in as much denial as she was.
“Chill, man, you’re gonna hurt yourself.”
Joseph puts his hands on his hips, concern etched into his face. This is why I like working out alone. I can get lost in my head and take my frustrations out on the machines. They’ve been getting quite the workout this past month since the doctor cleared me of restrictions. He told me to continue to walk regularly and rebuild my muscle mass gradually. However, I’m sure he’d agree with Joseph that this isn’t what he had in mind.
“I’m fine,” I grunt, and grit my teeth as I push myself for the last rep.
The weights bang together as my legs drop, and I sigh in relief. Joseph hands me a towel, and I wipe the sweat from my face and neck as I move and stretch out my legs. I have to school my features and not give away that he was right. I did push it too far today.
“Let’s hit the showers.”
“Yeah, I’ll be there in a minute. I’m gonna stretch some more.”
Joseph heads to the locker room as I sit down on the floor. My phone dings, and I reach over to grab it, hoping one of these times it’ll be Hazel. I should know better than that. I haven’t heard her ringtone in two months. I haven’t seen her in four months. 
She said she needed space to work through it all. Honestly, I get that, but I know how Hazel operates, even though she thinks I don’t. It was just an excuse to push me away. She did it before, almost the exact same way.
I’ll honor her request for now, that way she can get her head on straight, but she’s gonna have to face me soon or I won’t be able to do the same. This separation is pissing me the fuck off and driving me insane.
I glance at the screen and see a text from my Pops. I drop the phone and continue with my stretches, wondering if Dale has seen Hazel yet. Maybe he’s waiting to message me because he knows I’ll drill him with a hundred questions.
Grabbing my phone, I head to the locker room and start up a shower. As I get under the spray and start to relax, my phone chimes again. I hurry and wash up, wrapping a towel around my waist.
Dale: She’s fine. I told her to call you.
My fingers tighten around the phone. Hazel won’t call me. She never does. She’s retreating. That’s what she does. When the going gets tough, she runs for the hills. Or she forces you to run so she doesn’t have to. I’m no stranger to her game of life. I’ve played twice before, and I won both times. When push comes to shove, I shove harder.
The first time she tried to shut me out I wouldn’t leave her alone. My actions caught her off guard, and I was able to get past her weakened defenses. The second time she cut me off entirely, and I had to steal her away, so she’d hear me out and face her feelings for me.
Memories of the time we spent at my childhood home assail my thoughts. Those were the best days of my life. Hazel thawed the frozen tundra of my heart, and watered parts of me that were long withered and dried up. They came back to life, thriving on her love and growing wild after being neglected for so long. That newfound love enabled me to return it and reassure her I’d always be there to cherish her heart and hold her steady when she needed to fall apart.
She doesn’t want you in her life anymore.
Beads of water run down the mirror as I angrily swipe my hand across the surface. I lock onto the brown orbs peering through, and for a moment, recognize myself, until I wipe away more of the fog and reveal the rest of my face. My crooked, broken nose twitches as my gaze travels over my left cheek, riddled with burn marks. My hair has grown in on the side of my head where they had to shave it and put staples in. The skin graphs are taking beautifully, but they told me I’d probably have scarring for the rest of my life.
This person is a stranger to me. This person bears the marks of the coward who I became.
My head shamefully droops, unable to meet the accusing eyes that always await mine. Instead, they zero in on everything else my actions have caused. The scars running down my side and chest from the jagged concrete gouging me as it fell. The burns from the fire, the chemical burns from the liquid on the floor. The uneven scar on my thigh from the serrated hunting knife Phil imbedded in my femur and used like a gear shift to make me suffer at every level he could. My busted-up leg they almost amputated, nearly pulverized under the crushing weight of the ceiling when it dropped, held together by pins, plates, and screws.
I land with a bounce against the lab floor, cushioned by Phil’s body, and roll with the momentum right into a puddle. The impact knocks the air from my lungs and immediately I gasp, searching for oxygen that I won’t find. They seize up as smoke and chemical fumes invade my chest.
Rumbles fill the room, and bits of rock hit my head.
Panic takes over, and I get to my hands and knees searching for the exit. Instead, I find Phil’s motionless body next to me. My hatred for the piece of shit halts me when I should be getting the hell out of here. I search for the exit again, but the smoke makes it difficult to see and breathe. I may not make it out alive, but I can make sure Phil gets what he deserves.
Is it worth, it though? Is giving him the justice he’s due worth giving up all that awaits me outside? My hesitation decides for me.
An explosion tears through the lab, crashing against the concrete ceiling. Like a clap of thunder, it cracks from the pressure, and a chunk breaks loose. My legs become trapped below with Phil’s, and it slams me on top of him.
It’s pure agony, feeling your bones snap and the weight continuing to crush them. The only relief I have are my screams. But they are deafening, and blood curdling. And not all mine.
I push up and come eye to eye with the devil himself. The knife hangs out of his neck at an odd angle. I wrap my hand around the handle, and he studies my face before meeting my gaze again.
“You win. Kill me.”
He doesn’t close his eyes or look away. Just dead stares me. 
Then he laughs.
“You can’t do it. Couldn’t do it then, can’t now. Fucking pussy. KILL ME!”
He’s not worth it. But she is. Phil can lay here and die. I need to get to Hazel.
I try to push the concrete slab off my legs, causing both of us to shriek in pain. But it’s no use. It’s not going anywhere, and I’m to the brink of passing out.
“You think you’ll get out of here and live happily ever after?”
The disgusting, triumphant smirk on his face makes me want to do more than kill him. Revenge is why I’m trapped here with him. Had I moved my ass up them stairs instead of contemplating ending him, I would be with Hazel. Now I’m stuck under this fucking rock with the person I hate most, because of my hatred for him.
“No. But if I have to suffer until my last breath, so will you.”
I push myself to the side to get off the top of him. My hip pops out of place and my bones grind against one another as I move, eliciting an agonizing scream. When I land on my back, the chunk of concrete thankfully shifts, putting most of the weight on Phil.
He grits his teeth, refusing to cry out. Instead, he growls, “You spineless fuck.”
“Says the man who beat and raped women. I didn’t have to drug her to get her to love me.”
Phil attempts to grab my throat, but he claws at my shoulder instead unable to reach me.
Another loud cracking sound fills the small space before the remnants of the ceiling rains down on us. Instinctively, I raise my arms and cover my head as my body is beaten with the falling concrete. When it stops, I can barely move my arms. Rubble surrounds me, and Phil’s lifeless hand rests on my shoulder.
 I’m trapped in a bubble and can barely breathe from the weight on top of me.
And all I can hear is Hazel screaming my name.
My chest burns as I suck in a deep breath. I shake my head to clear my blurred vision, but dark spots remain. The knuckles on my hands couldn’t get lighter than the ghostly white they are. I’m shocked they haven’t broken through the sink, crumbling it to a fine powder.
“You alright?”
Joseph stands at the sink next to me, putting on his deodorant and getting ready to brush his teeth.
“Yeah,” I respond, letting go of the sink and flexing my hands.
I’ll be alright as soon as I have Hazel back.



CHAPTER 12
HAZEL
I understand why Dr. Grayson wants to move forward with my therapy. When I first sat down with her, before anything was said about why I was there—not that she didn’t already know—she asked me what I wanted to achieve out of all of this. I thought that was the strangest question in the world to ask someone who barely survived being kidnapped and tortured. But as I sat there and contemplated her question, it helped me to mentally remove myself from my trauma and untangle myself from the emotions that kept me trapped inside my head. By setting my own goals, it enabled me to envision where I could be three months, then six, then one year down the road.
It was hard to talk about it all in the beginning. Life had changed drastically in a matter of a couple months that when I spoke of meeting Cash and about the first attack, it seemed more like a dream than reality. How do you tell someone how you felt about something, already knowing what the outcome will be? 
Although talking got easier, it was still difficult to go into details. At times, I just left some out. Dr. Grayson isn’t stupid, though. Far from it. She knows when I withhold information from her. And it’s actually helped us in the long run. I know she’s reporting our sessions to the police, because they’ve asked me things I’ve only ever said to her. I’m terrified they will find out the roles Cash, Joseph, and Dale played and lock them up.
I won’t discuss the last night with her. Fuck, I don’t even want to remember. It’s difficult enough to censor yourself before you speak for fear of incriminating those you love. I want so badly for my therapy to work. I do. I just don’t get how it’s possible when my truths must hide behind everyone’s secrets and lies.
Talking about motherhood scares the shit out of me, almost as much as the night they told me I was pregnant. That took some time to sink in. With everything going on those few months, my period was the last thing on my mind. I couldn’t even give the doctors an accurate timeline to when my last period was. An ultrasound revealed I was at least a couple of months along. My baby could be either Cash’s or Phil’s. 
I was dead inside. At least I felt that way. That is until they uttered the words, “You’re pregnant.” Then everything disappeared, and I knew then exactly what it felt like to feel nothing at all. Strange that two little words could make me wish I were dead. Days passed by in a blur before the shock of it all finally lifted, leaving as fast as the days passed me by. That’s when the worrying began. And it hasn’t stopped since.
Of all the things to have to tell Cash, even when I pushed him away and told him to go, this will be the most devastating. We are both coping with our own trauma. He is overly concerned with my wellbeing, and I keep telling him to put his needs first. Meanwhile, I am waging my own silent war against time. How do I tell him I’m pregnant? What if the baby isn’t healthy from all the drugs Phil pumped into my body? What if the possibility of it being Phil’s baby is too much for him? But as the months have progressed, that possibility has become too much for me. My guilt holds him at arm’s length, guarding both of us from more heartache than either of us can handle.
I can’t survive another loss. I don’t know how I’m making it right now. But I have to. Each breath I take is not my own. It belongs to those who fought for my survival, and to the one depending on me to live so they stand a chance in a world they didn’t ask to be brought into.
The kick inside my stomach confirms my thoughts. It’s a reminder to not give up. It truly is magical—life. Despite all I’ve been through, there are moments I feel like that woman who once saw only the brighter things, refusing to let the dark tarnish her heart. Then I remember what hides in the light of day, disguised as beauty and devouring all good things in this world. 
It might swallow me up, but I’m still alive.
I pull my shirt over my head and let it drop to the floor. My hands drift to my stomach on autopilot, caressing my child. Because above all, this is my baby, no matter who the father is. I can’t lay that burden on this child; it’s mine to bear. It’s my place to love and protect them no matter what, and I intend to do so. Even if it means I do it alone.
Hellcat.
Bobby’s voice fills my mind. All the times he called me that playout like a movie reel. I want to smile, but the pain is still too fresh and outweighs the happy memories. I wonder if I’ll be able to recognize when the pain heals, and it doesn’t hurt so much to think of him. Or if one day I’ll just realize that weight is gone, and I can stand tall and embrace the memories he left behind.
I go to the closet, pushing away the thoughts that paralyze me. My shift at work starts soon, and I can’t let my emotions get the better of me.
As I pull on my clothes, Cash’s ringtone begins to play on my phone, and I freeze. I listen to it play until it goes to voicemail. Once it does, I let out the breath I was holding.
“Like he’d be able to hear you. Get a grip, Hazel.”
Shaking my head, I wait for the text message that always follows. I don’t listen to his voicemails. It didn’t take long to realize the sound of his voice and the words he spoke were digging further under my skin, when all I want is for him to move on with his life so I can move on with mine.
For a moment, I wonder if he’ll grow tired of this cat and mouse game and he’ll give up on any future we could have had just so he can live. Lord knows what I’m doing right now isn’t living. I wouldn’t even call it surviving. Barely functioning.
I wouldn’t blame him if he did. Hell, I want him to, and I’m waiting for it to happen. He’s a wonderful man with an amazing heart that he hides from the world. For some reason, one I’ll never grasp, he decided to reveal it to me. His choice cost him dearly, trampling over the already cracked part of himself and deepening the crevices he protected for such a long time. There’s nothing I can do to fix him—I can’t even fix myself. I’m damaged and it’s breaking him more by the second because he can’t fix me either.
There were times I believed he could pick up the splintered pieces and put each one in its place, like he once did, to make me whole and heal me. Those shards pierced him, though, leaving behind poisonous lesions that will never heal. I know they are festering and eating him alive. They are doing the same to me. I wanted him to erase my pain, not absorb it and harbor it. It’s like a disease we keep transmitting to one another—an endless cycle of suffering that needs to end.
I can’t end it. It began with me and will return to me. I just hope he’s smart enough to stay away and find someone who can heal him the way I thought he could heal me.
I must learn to rely on myself without him trying to fix me and make me the way I was. I’m not that person anymore. I don’t know who I am, but I’ll figure it out eventually.
My phone chimes letting me know there is a text message, and I sigh as I snatch it off the bed.
Cash: I need to see you.
What’s left of my heart knows the feeling. It disintegrates more as the days go by. He clings to a person who no longer breathes inside of me, no matter how much he tries to bring her back to life.
She let go.
One day, he’ll realize that and let go too.
I sit down on the bed and read his words over and over and over again. I can’t give him what he wants. If he finds out I’m pregnant, that’s more shit I have to deal with, and I absolutely can’t right now. I don’t have the energy to.
Raising up my phone, I take a selfie and make sure it’s only of my face. The bags under my eyes tell a different story than the fake smile I muster for his sake.
I send it to him and immediately get a response.
Cash: That’s not what I meant, and you know it.
Cash: Are you sick?
Me: I’m fine. I don’t have time to talk. Heading to work.
I throw my phone in my bag and ignore the messages I hear attacking it. This happens every time I respond to him, which is why I quit. But Dale’s threat plays on repeat. I know if I don’t talk to Cash, he will tell him.
Are you prepared for that?
No. I’ll never be prepared for that.



CHAPTER 13
DALE
“LOOK, I get that Cash is your friend and has a right to know, but it’s not your place to tell him,” Cady says as I drive her to work.
“No, it shouldn’t be my place to tell him, but if we leave it up to Hazel, he’ll never fucking know.”
My hands grip the steering wheel as I grow angrier for my friend. Hazel keeping her pregnancy a secret from Cash is utter bullshit. He worships the ground that woman walks on. Little does he realize exactly how much of that ground is his own heart.
“She’s scared, Dale.”
Cady’s quiet response calms me a little as I park in front of Maggie Mae’s, but it’s just an excuse. Hazel is using her fear to push Cash away.
“He loves her. She is carrying his child.”
Cady pivots in the seat and tilts her head, waiting for my response to what she’s about to ask. “What if she’s not? Would Cash still love her and want to be with her?”
It’s not the first time we’ve talked about this. After what Cash saw Phil do to Hazel, he still loves her and wants to be with her. I wouldn’t have believed a baby would change that. Cash is angry and upset now because he can’t be with her. Finding out she’s pregnant and has been all this time could set him off. The closer Hazel gets to giving birth, and the longer Cash is unaware worries me.
“Yes, I think he would. But the longer she keeps this from him…it could ruin them.”
Cady runs her fingers through my hair, and I begin to relax as I think.
“Please don’t tell him,” she whispers. “Not yet. Let me talk to her.”
I lock onto her pleading gaze, and I sigh. “Fine. But if she doesn’t tell him in the next few weeks, I will. I refuse to let him find out after the baby is born.”
“Thank you.” 
Cady pops a quick kiss on my mouth and gets out of the car. I follow her inside, mesmerized by the sway of her narrow hips as we go. 
Country music thumps through the speakers of the jukebox as Cady and I enter Maggie Mae’s. Her face scrunches up, creating those cute wrinkles across her nose.
“This shit has got to go!” she says, as she stomps over to the tip jar and grabs out a few dollar bills.
“Hey! Put that back!” Roger leans over the bar and tries to grab it away from her.
“I’m not listening to this all night,” she responds over her shoulder as she hurries to the jukebox.
Roger shakes his head as he watches her go. There’s no use telling her no, she’s going to do what she wants anyway.
“That girl is going to be the death of me,” he says as I sit down on the stool in front of him.
She puts on a show for everyone as she dances over to the jukebox. Every male eye in the place watches her. 
“You’re telling me.”
Cady taps the button, flipping the menu, then runs her finger down the screen as she searches for the perfect songs.
There’s a thud on the bar in front of me. I don’t even have to check. Roger’s already gotten me a beer without having to ask for it. The last few months have been like this. Sometimes, he’s putting one on the bar as I’m sitting down. I don’t know if that’s a good thing or if it’s a sign I should slow down my drinking.
As I pick up the beer, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I fish it out and read the text on the screen.
Cash: She finally answered me. We didn’t talk though. Keep an eye on her.
Shaking my head, I tell him that I will then tuck the phone into my pocket.
I get where both of them are coming from. I really do. It sucks to be stuck in the middle of other people’s shit. Cash hates that she returned to work instead of living off the account he set up for her. I’d be nervous about her working, too, especially here of all places. There’re too many memories, and too many people who think they know everything. That makes for one hell of an atomic bomb if it sets her off. But I see it from her point of view as well. She needs normalcy and to feel needed and to earn her own way. That’s all she’s ever known. Plus, she refuses to live off “Cash’s blood money”. He went behind her back and paid her rent for the next year. Going as far as telling her landlord he is financially responsible for it. Hazel was furious.
Speak of the devil and they shall appear. Hazel walks through the door and waves at someone. Well, more like waddles. She doesn’t have much longer before she pops. I don’t know how she does it, standing on these hard floors for hours on end and rushing around like a chicken with her head cut off. She looks exhausted on a daily basis, but halfway through her shifts it’s more like she’s dying. Luckily, Roger won’t let her work more than a few days a week. Hell, he even thought she was crazy when she came back a few months ago, and he almost told her no. He should have, but my opinion doesn’t matter.
Cady jumps on the stool next to mine and grabs the beer out of my hand. 
“Roger's gonna have your ass if he sees you drinking.”
“It's just a drink.” She tilts the bottle, taking several swallows. 
“Yeah, sure.” I chuckle as Roger hurries our way.
“Give me that!” He jerks it away from her, and beer drips down her chin onto her shirt. “You can’t drink then clock in to work. Dammit, girl.”
Cady rolls her eyes as she wipes her chin. “You can’t get drunk off a few sips of beer.”
Roger lifts the half empty bottle and studies it, making me laugh. Cady punches my arm, and I pretend she hurt me.
My pout shifts to fake indignation. “Ow! This is spousal abuse, and I don’t have to take it.”
“You wish,” she says, that fire burning deep inside her as she hops off the stool.
In that moment, I realize she’s right. I haven’t thought about anyone else since I’ve met her. Other women don’t catch my eye, only her. I miss her through the week when I’m gone, and drive like a bat out of hell to get to her when it’s over. I’ve mulled over bringing her down to Hattiesburg for a week, but she'd be bored out of her mind while I’m at work. It would be nice to see her face as soon as I come through the door every night, though.
Holy shit, I’m in love with this woman. 
“What?”
Cady halts mid-step and gawks at me in disbelief.
Shocked and confused by my revelation, I nervously face her and ask, “What?”
Roger chuckles and shakes his head at me. “I think you just told her you loved her.”
My mouth drops open, and my head whips back and forth between them. “Oh shit,” I say under my breath.
I remain fixated on Cady, afraid if I blink or turn my head she’ll disappear. This is too soon. We’ve been trying to keep our relationship easy going. Losing Erick gutted her, and she blames herself for not being able to stop Phil and save him. Despite the fact Phil will never again be able to harm anyone she loves, I know getting close to someone right now scares her. I also needed space and time to make sense of everything and us. I guess we don’t always have control over what our heart wants and when it wants it.
“Well, one of you needs to say something. It’s starting to feel a little awkward.” Roger looks at us, making me even more nervous.
“I’ve got to clock in.”
Cady bolts around the bar, keeping her back to me as she ties her apron around her waist.
“Wasn’t expecting that,” Roger mumbles, then tips the beer he took from Cady and drinks the rest of it. “Hope it works out for you, son.”
“I’m gonna give her some space. Tell her I’ll be here later to pick her up.”
I force myself to remain focused on the door as I leave and not check for her as I go. My heart is heavy, and by the time I get outside, it feels like it could drop me to my knees. Should I turn around and stay, proving I will never leave no matter what happens between us? Or do I leave to show her that I can give her space to think things through without being there to sway her?
I go, but not because I want to give her space. Because it scares me to look in her eyes right now and what I will find. I fear being rejected by her. How the hell does a tiny little woman scare the shit out of me so much?
The locks pop up as I click the button on my keyring, and I pull open the car door. I sit down and rest my hands on the bottom of the steering wheel, wondering where I should go. I don’t want to go to Cady’s and hang out with her parents all night. They stare at me funny, like they are trying to figure out my angle, even though I don’t have one. I don’t think they like me staying there. They don’t say it, but her dad makes me feel like a pedophile for sleeping in his house.
My phone rings, and I grumble as I pull it out of my pocket. I don’t really want to talk to anyone right now, especially to a number I don’t recognize. But I answer anyway.
“Hello?”
“Hello, Mr. Masters.”
My brows pull together as I recall the voice, but it doesn’t sound familiar to me.
“Can I help you?”
“We have a mutual friend who has, shall we say, procured one of your interests lately.”
My hand tightens on the phone as I glance around the parking lot.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I think you have the wrong person. Hope you can find them,” I say, getting ready to hang up the phone.
“I assure you I don’t, Dale. I’m his personal assistant; he gave me your number. It’s time for our meeting, with you and your chemist.”
“Ah, I was under the impression he didn’t need our help with that any longer.”
“We want what everyone else is begging for. And we want it done right.”
I know I don’t have any other choice than to agree to this. It was part of the original deal when he bought the drug from us. I understood when he wanted us to step away quickly and completely so Phil’s name and his version of the drug wouldn’t bring backlash on his new venture.
“I’m out of town at the moment. Let me contact my partner and get back with you.”
A soft, arrogant laugh trickles down the line. “Twenty-four hours, Dale. Then we come get you.”
The phone clicks as he hangs up, leaving behind that eerie live but silent connection. It sends ominous chills over my body.
What have I gotten us into?



CHAPTER 14
HAZEL
THE influx of customers has made the night go by quickly. I’ve spent most of my time in the kitchen, joking around with everyone and helping get food out. It hasn’t always been like this. Since I’ve returned, I’ve worked hard to remind everyone who I am. That ancient saying ‘old habits die hard’ should really be ‘old habits rarely die’. It didn’t take long before the mask slipped back into place. 
It was a little nerve-wracking. I expected the people I worked side-by-side with daily—a few of them for years—to treat me as they did when I left. But that didn’t happen. They treated me like everyone else did. Like a freakshow. Except for Mary and Jimmy. Mary gave me a hug and told me how much she missed me. Jimmy acted like I didn’t exist at first, even though I was the one who got him his job back. Two completely different reactions, yet they were better than being gawked at and whispered about in plain sight but still within hearing range. It really did amaze me how many people treated me that way because they were uncomfortable with what happened to me and unsure of what to say. Guess it’s no different than how I treat myself, and for those very reasons.
As soon as the rush begins to ebb, I pull my apron off and head to the front of the tavern to start rotating breaks. I always start with the wait staff because there are fewer of them, and I’d rather get the daily staring contests over with.
Cady’s shouts drift through the swinging door between the diner and the bar. “Hey, knock that sh—crap off or you’re out of here!”
Cady has pretty much become the full-time bartender. As much as Roger complains of her ways, he’s thankful everyone loves her, and more people are visiting the bar. She doesn’t put up with shit, and she lets everyone know it. I’m just proud she hasn’t gotten fired, and she’s attempting to curb her language.
I smile as I approach the register and take in the remaining customers and empty tables that need bussing. Mary is busy taking an order, so I grab a tub and go from table to table, filling it up.
“Give me that,” Mary snaps as she hurries over, pulling the heavy tub from my arms.
“I’m fine. It’s not even that heavy.”
She raises a brow, her deep wrinkles becoming more prominent, and purses her lips. “Mmhm. Lies.”
Mary storms toward the kitchen and mumbles about my stubbornness. I laugh and then busy myself with stocking the condiments and wiping the tables off. A few minutes later, they are shining.
I signal to Angela that I’ll be right back and rush for the bathroom. Seems I live in the damn thing lately. This baby tap dances on my bladder. 
“Just wait till you get a look at her,” a woman says as she enters the bathroom. “She used to be a heroin addict.”
I ignore them and finish up my business. As I pull my pants up, she says, “Probably still uses. I wouldn’t be shocked if that baby is born retarded.”
My heart plummets. It’s hard to ignore people talking about you, especially when you can hear them. I wonder if it’ll ever stop. And if it does, when that will be. I knew going about life in Trinity after everyone learned some of what happened would be a challenge. I never in a million years would have thought people would make up complete lies, and that those would be what spread like wildfire. If anything, the truth is stranger than fiction. Except, people can’t handle the damn truth.
I rub my belly and slowly calm myself down, thinking positively and refusing to allow their words to affect me. They are only words. They only have power over you if you let them. I won’t let them—their words or them.
Leaning over, I flush the toilet, abruptly ending their conversation. After a few deep breaths, I slide open the lock on the door and exit the stall. One woman hides her red face by digging in her purse. The other woman is frozen in fear, her mouth partially open and her eyes wide. It’s the I-just-got-busted expression. She wears it well.
I move to the sink beside them, as if I didn’t hear a word they said, and they scoot away from me. The tension in this bathroom is so thick it almost suffocates, but I refuse to let them snuff out how far I’ve come with their lies. I wash my hands and then grab a paper towel to dry them. They peek at me, waiting for me to leave. I politely smile at them as I go, even though I feel like I’m doing the walk of shame.
I have nothing to be ashamed of, and I hate that others can make me feel this way. No matter how many pep talks I give myself, how many times I stand in front of a mirror and reaffirm myself, it never lasts. I can refuse to give them power over me, but just like Phil, they take it anyway. I don’t want to become like them in order to overcome how they feel about me.
“You have a table. I seated them and got their drinks. They should be ready to order in a minute,” Angela says as she clips an order in the kitchen window.
I nod my head as the women exit the bathroom, watching me out the corner of their eyes as they go. 
Unable to hear my response, Angela comes over to see if I heard her. She follows my line of sight and crosses her arms as the women escape into the bar. 
“You okay, Hun’?”
“Better now,” I say. “I’ll be even better when my name stays off people’s tongues.”
Angela wraps her arm around my shoulders and gives me a light squeeze. “Honestly, I doubt it will happen anytime soon.”
I sigh. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I pat her hand, and she gives me a sympathetic smile. 
She grabs a plate out of the window and walks away. I head toward the people she seated in my section and push the women out of my mind. Luckily, the family isn’t from Trinity and are stopping in for a bite as they head home from the Gulf. It puts me at ease, and for a bit, I enjoy the easy going talk and stories of their vacation.
The door jingles as I get the family to-go cups, and I throw over my shoulder at the newcomers, “Welcome to Maggie Mae’s. Have a seat anywhere along the wall, and I’ll be with you in a moment.”
After dropping the drinks off at their table and wishing them a safe trip home, I search for where the newcomer sat. In the first booth by the door, a man in an expensive business suit sits facing me. His hands rest on the table, fingers loosely laced together, as he studies me. Nothing feels right about him. I want to walk away, but I know in my gut he’s not here to enjoy a meal and would ensure a conversation.
He smiles as I approach him, but it’s tight-lipped and not at all friendly. The man is completely out of place sitting in this greasy joint.
“Hi,” I say as I come to a stop beside his table. “Can I get you a glass of water while you look over the menu, or would you like another beverage?”
“Actually, Ms. Watson, I’m here to speak with you.”
I cross my arms and rest them on my stomach, drawing the man’s attention away from my face and to my very round midsection. The way he regards my stomach makes me nauseous.
“Listen, it’s like I’ve told all the other papers and TV executives, I’m not giving anyone an exclusive interview, and I don’t want any part of my story turned into a made-for-TV movie.” The man’s brow shoots up, but he doesn’t interrupt my tirade. “I’m not an after-school special, my life and what happened is mine, not for everyone else to know. I’m not for sale. Have a nice life.”
I storm off, not wanting this stranger to witness the tears of anger and defeat forming. Between him, the gossiping women, the sideways glances from the regulars and dealing with Cash, I need a break. From all of them.
“Ms. Watson, I don’t want your story.”
I stop dead in my tracks and hesitate before looking over my shoulder at him. He didn’t move an inch as I tried to leave. Most of the time, people chase me down, attempting to talk me into signing a contract or something.
“What do you want?”
“Just a moment of your time. Please,” he motions leisurely with his hand, “have a seat.”
I don’t know whether to leave or listen to him, but he’s been nothing but polite this far, and I’m curious as to what he has to say. I end up by his table and slide into the booth when he motions again.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Anthony Barnes. I’m here on behalf of Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins.”
As soon as that name leaves his lips, I slide back across the bench to get up. I can’t do this today, and to be honest, I don’t have to do this at all. I owe them nothing.
The man reaches out and lightly grabs my forearm. I go on the defensive, making a fist and pulling out of his grasp, ready to throw a punch. He immediately raises his hands in surrender.
“My apologies. You appear to be a reasonable woman, so please take heed. This is a courtesy visit. Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins have tried to contact you repeatedly.”
“I wouldn’t call sitting outside my house and chasing me to my door as trying to contact me. I’d call that harassment and it triggered my PTSD of their son doing the same thing, only Phil almost killed me, Mr. Barnes.”
His face twitches when I say Phil’s name, as if even the sound of it was distasteful. I know the feeling. I can’t stomach it either. Maybe it’s not his name so much as it is all the despicable things associated with it now.
“Saying sorry doesn’t make up for what happened to—”
“No, it doesn’t make up for what he did to me. This didn’t just happen to me, Phil chose to do those things to me. And until the Jenkins’ can admit that and quit speaking of it like it was an accident or that I brought it on myself, we won’t be having any conversations. Maybe it’s their turn to have a come-to-Jesus talk. Lord knows I had several while in the care of their son. Have a good night.”
As I walk away, he says, “You have one week to contact them, Ms. Watson. If you do not, they have no problems meeting in a courtroom.”
Courtroom? What the fuck do they want from me? Didn’t their son put me through enough? The entire family is fucking crazy.
The bell over the door jingles as the man leaves, and I quit holding in the tears. They fall down my face as I watch his blurry form through the window. He doesn’t pay me a second thought as he gets into a sleek black Lexus. A business card with the Jenkins’ information taunts me from the table top.
“Who was that?” Mary asks as she clocks in from break. 
I slide the card in my pants pocket and quickly wipe my face dry.
“Just another asshole wanting a story.”



CHAPTER 15
CASH
I scroll aimlessly through Netflix, nothing catching my attention. I’ve pretty much seen it all. When you’re laid up in bed with casts on your legs, there’s not really much else to do.
Daydreaming only made me think of Hazel. Some were good, some were horrible. Some were fantastic. I can’t count how many times I jerked off from boredom. Every single time she was the main attraction. I’d give anything to hold her, smell her, hump her like a dog in heat. Fuck, it’s been too long.
I toss the remote on the coffee table and rub my hands down my face, cringing when I hit a sensitive spot on my temple. This is what my life has become. Pining over a woman who doesn’t want to talk to me. I could go visit her, but I refuse to pull a Phil. I’ve got to do something soon before she ends things completely.
Flipping through pictures of her on my phone, I stop on my favorite one. The one I used to stare at when I would sit outside her house waiting for Phil to appear. Her head is tilted back in laughter, her eyes glittering in the sunlight. She still takes my breath away.
Hazel’s picture disappears as an incoming call from Dale pops up. Do I answer or ignore it so I can see her face again? I click answer and put the phone to my ear.
“What’s up?”
“We got summonsed,” Dale says.
My brow furrows in confusion and I say, “Do what?”
“You know,” he says. “New boss requests a meeting.”
“Oh shit,” I mumble. “I thought he didn’t want contact with us.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Apparently, they must not have the equations correct. He said he wanted it done right and to bring the chemist.”
There for a month or so we believed they’d changed their minds, but there’s been complete radio silence from them. Why now, six months after the sale? Have they been sitting on it, waiting for the police to be distracted by other things before pushing it on the street again? I had hoped we were all free and clear from Snap now.
“Okay. When do you have to go?”
“Tomorrow.”
Shocked, I pull myself up into a sitting position on the couch. “Tomorrow?”
“Yep. I’m going to get Joseph and then head wherever they tell us to go.” He takes a deep breath and blows it into the phone. “I’m nervous, man. They told me I had twenty-four hours to get Joseph and get in contact with them or they’d come get us.”
Holy shit. I was aware Dale knew some big dogs in the drug scene, and some shady ones at that, but who exactly did he get involved with to make our sale happen? And how far will they go to get what they want? There was a limit to what we’d do, but then again, we were nobodies trying to make a quick buck with the possibility to become somebodies.
“I’m nervous too. This doesn’t settle right with me. Waiting this long to do something with it? You guys could’ve taught them months ago and built their supply up so when they were ready to distribute, they’d have a ton of inventory.”
“Exactly!” Dale gets quiet a moment before asking, “What if they’ve been watching us this whole time, waiting for things to blow over?”
“Then I think Karma would’ve had a hand in that,” I reply with a chuckle, but Dale doesn’t think it’s very funny.
“Be serious, Cash. They said they’d come get us. That tells me they know where to find us.”
“I’m sure they do. You can’t do a multimillion-dollar deal with people and think they won’t know every damn detail about who you are.”
Dale sighs. “I don’t want to go through this shit all over again.” I understand the fear in his voice. I feel it too. “I don’t want you to go through it either. Fuck, if I could save Joseph from it, I would. But I can’t. He’s the creator. He’s who they want more than anyone. And if they drag the girls in—”
“Don’t!” My blood begins to boil. 
If anyone so much as lays a finger on Hazel or Cady, I won’t hold back this time. I won’t get involved personally, either. I’ll just let a gun take care of it all. We can’t go there again. None of us could survive a second round of that shit.
“We’ll talk more about this when you get home. I’ll go tell Joseph and make sure he’s ready.”
“See ya in the morning,” he says.
“Dale?”
He grunts into the phone, already knowing what I’m gonna ask.
“We’ll talk in the morning, Cash,” he says irritably, then hangs up.
My heart drops into my stomach. Something is going on with Hazel. Something other than getting her head on straight. I can’t let that take over my mind right now. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.
I walk through Joseph’s apartment until I reach his bedroom door. I’ve been staying here since I returned to Hattiesburg for all my surgeries and therapy. Since I left Hazel’s. He helped me get back on my feet while Dale took over most of my workload at RCC. 
Joseph has done more than that, though, which is one of the reasons I’m still staying here. He’s been the only person I can talk to, helping me make sense of all the crazy in my head. Apparently, he has needed it, too, opening up some about his time with Phil. He’s always lived a sheltered life. That time period really opened his eyes to the darker parts of life and shattered his rose-tinted glasses.
“Come in,” Joseph says, when I knock on his door.
Cracking it open, I stick my head inside to find him at his desk and clacking away on his laptop.
“Got a minute?”
“Yeah.” He pushes a few more keys and spins his chair around to face me. His almond shaped eyes twinkle, but then his guard goes up. “What’s up?”
I sit on the corner of his bed and attempt to figure out a way to tell him, but there’s not an easy way to do it.
“Dale called a minute ago. They’ve made contact. They’re ready for you two to do what you agreed upon.”
Joseph drops his chin and rubs the finger that Phil broke. A subconscious response when he thinks about anything to do with Snap or Phil. I sit quietly and wait for him to work out whatever is going through his mind.
“Why now?” he asks.
“We wondered the same thing. We don’t know.”
Stress lines crease his forehead when he sits up. “When do they expect us?”
I clear my throat. “Tomorrow.”
Joseph’s mouth drops open and he huffs. “Tomorrow? Are you fucking serious?”
He runs his hands through his short black hair, and then begins pacing the small room. All the stress and anxiety he once thought was gone comes rushing back like a tsunami.
“I can’t do this, Cash. Once was enough.”
“I know man, but you have no other choice. If you don’t show up tomorrow, they will come get you.” 
“They’ve been watching us?”
I get up and put my hands on his shoulders. “This isn’t like it was with Phil. They are business men, who spent a shit ton of money, and want to make the best product possible. You will give them that. You are the key to their success. They’ll treat you like a king. Give them that, and you’ll be home in no time.”
Joseph nods his head, and I squeeze his shoulders in reassurance before letting go.
“What happens if they don’t?”
I don’t have an answer for him. Maybe Dale does. He knows these people. I don’t.
“We can only believe this is the way it’ll be. If it’s not,” I try to think of something else, and nothing comes but a sigh, “we’ll figure it out then.”
Joseph lowers himself onto his bed and gets lost in his thoughts. I wish I could intervene somehow. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do or say to change the outcome. These were the agreed upon terms. We are obligated to follow through.
“You can call me any time.”
“I know,” he says quietly.
“You can also talk to Dale. Hell, you’ll probably be able to get more off your chest since you won’t talk to me about your time with Hazel.”
He glances at me and says, “That’s a story that never needs repeating.” 



CHAPTER 16
HAZEL
EXHAUSTED, I sit down on my shitty couch and pick up my phone. Cash has been a busy fella tonight, texting me nonstop. I wonder what he could possibly be thinking as I flick through all of them, but the truth is I can’t. We’re so disconnected from one another, I can no longer decipher what’s going through his mind. Hell, I could probably stare in his eyes and not comprehend what he’s trying to convey to me anymore. There’s a veil separating us, invisible but tangible. I feel like I’m in prison and Cash is walking free, paying me visits.
Maybe one day he’ll exhaust himself and stop putting forth such an effort to reach me. I wonder how far he would go, how long it would take, before it finally sunk into his skull that he can’t fix me. There is no fixing any of us. We can only trudge forward and hope we don’t get stuck in the muck clogging our brains. And for some of us, our hearts.
 The marks on my body have faded—most of the physical signs of Phil’s handiwork diminished. I wish the memories would’ve disappeared with each one. That all of them ended with his ending. But they didn’t, and they are trapped in my head, playing on a loop. My own personal theater of terror.
The images that once led to meltdowns and nightmares have desensitized me. Does that mean sometime in the future the reoccurring memories will slow down until I can think of them at will instead of invading my every thought every second of the day? Will I be able to live a “normal” life without trivial things triggering memories?
Whether it’s an object, a place, a noise or a smell, it’s as if Phil still has control over me. Doesn’t matter if I’m awake or sleeping. He’s there, lurking in the shadows of my mind.
How does Cash not see it when he thinks of me? I see it—the lingering imprints. Phil stained my skin, poisoned my mind, and hollowed my heart. Every part of me is fractured in a different way, and the pieces are so jumbled it’ll take an eternity to find them all and mend me.
We don’t have an eternity.
I barely have moments before another memory causes upheaval, catapulting those shards and impaling me relentlessly. Repeatedly. It never slows. Those triggers are as precise as Old Faithful.
The memories of Phil outweigh those of Cash. I try to think of the times we had together, soak up what little happiness I get when I think of him and hold those tight when Phil won’t leave my mind. But Phil has poisoned those, too, tearing away at them until only bits and pieces of the time we shared together remain.
It’s almost as if my time with Cash never truly existed. They feel like fragments of a dream—one that felt beautiful and amazing, but I can’t remember when I wake. I just knew it was a great dream and it made me feel special and loved, but I didn’t know why.
One day, the memories will be gone forever. He’ll be living his life, and I’ll be living mine. And if we bump into each other it’ll be like meeting a stranger.
Only this stranger will own your heart.
I close my eyes and think of the last time I saw Cash. He was sitting in this very spot, crying and begging me not to send him away.
“I love you,” he whispered. “Don’t do this. Don’t give up on us.”
My lids flick open, and I focus on the wall in front of me as I push the memory into the recesses of my mind. It will be better—for him—when he realizes the truth.
His life will be better without me in it.
I set the phone down and do the same drill I do every day. Give myself a million reasons why I shouldn’t call him. A million reasons not to respond to his texts. Then I allow that little voice in my mind time to beg me not to delete his voicemails and to listen to them on repeat. Once it’s pleaded its case, I give one major reason why those other reasons don’t mean a damn thing. 
I’m tainted.
Grabbing the phone, I pull up my voicemail and contemplate listening to the message. I quickly delete it then pull up my text messages, erasing those too. One less reminder of him.
Now if I could only erase him from my mind.
Would you really do that if you could? 
Yes, because as long as the memories were gone, I wouldn’t understand why my heart felt utterly empty. I wonder if he would say the same thing.
Not wanting to dwell on it, I go to my room and get ready for bed. I empty my pockets onto my dresser and cringe when I see the Jenkins’ contact information. Another thing I don’t want to think about. Ever.
There’s only one thing they could want, and it scares me more than their son. If I could put it off longer, I would. I’d pretend the issue doesn’t exist.
“Yeah, that’s worked real good so far, hasn’t it?” 
I rub my temples as I sit on the bed and talk myself down.
You’ve got to face all of this. You can’t keep hiding from it and hoping it will go away. One week. A lot can be accomplished in a week. You can call Cash.
My heart races. “No.”
You can tell him you want to see him.
“I can’t do that.”
Tell him over the phone then. You won’t have to be face to face. Tell him, let him digest it, and listen to what he wants to do after.
“I don’t think I can do that. And don’t suggest a text message, that’s even worse.”
Once you do it, contact the Jenkins’. Find out what they want. Work with them. You’ll never make it in a courtroom setting.
“I don’t know if I can do any of this. I’ve tried all this time not to lay my shit on anyone, but I’m not sure I can do it alone anymore. Cady and Cash have dealt with enough because of me, adding more baggage to the loads they already carry will be asking too much.”
What about your load? You can barely move, let alone breathe. When are you going to let someone help you and stop carrying everyone’s baggage along with your own?
It’s time to drop some of it. Set that shit on fire. Let it go. Will it hurt to let others know what you’re hiding? Maybe. Will you feel lighter and be able to breathe easier? Yes. Are you worth it?
I look at my reflection in the mirror and try to recognize myself. I don’t. I don’t know who this person is staring back at me. Nothing about her is comforting or familiar. She’s not the content person I was most of my life. She’s not the person fighting to get her life back after almost losing it. She is no one. 
Is she worth it? 
“I don’t know anymore.”



CHAPTER 17
CADY
THE night was slow, and I had to find other things to keep myself busy. I’ve found it’s easier to clear my mind if I keep moving and working. Except this time, it didn’t work, and in the process of distracting myself, I wore a blister onto my palm.
I push on the bubble, and it becomes a chalky white color, but it’s tight to my hand so it doesn’t really move. This thing is going to hurt like a bitch when it pops. The coolness of the sanitizer pulls some of the heat away from it when I dip my hand into the bucket and grab my towel. 
After her faceoff with Dale, Hazel didn’t really want to talk about this afternoon at the graveyard, but she did agree to have lunch tomorrow. She needs to work through her issues or it’s going to cause a shit load of problems. Not only with her and Cash, but with Dale and I as well.
I sigh and shake my head as I rub the bar top down with more vigor than intended.
Dale’s words play over again in my mind as I wipe down the sticky bar top, just as they’ve danced around in my head all night. Along with the image of his face when he said it.
I always thought someone would be happy when they declared their love to another, but Dale didn’t appear overly excited about it. Actually, he seemed down right petrified. I know he didn’t mean to say it. His shocked face gave that away. It was the look that followed that had my heart feeling like it took a punch with spiked brass knuckles.
The towel splats on the counter when I drop it and I pause, thinking back over our time together. When we first met in Hazel’s kitchen, all the times he was my rock after Erick died, after the explosion. I thought for sure when everything was said and done, he would run for the hills. He surprised me. Dale stayed for a couple of days before heading home to Hattiesburg. He had to contact Cash’s family and get things situated at the factory. He told me he would visit as soon as he could, but I didn’t believe him. 
Two weeks went by without a word, and I knew it was over before it ever really started. Even though I was saddened by the fact, I understood. I didn’t want Dale to feel obligated to stay because of what happened.
I was thankful to have him during that time. I don’t know how different things would be now if he weren’t here to support me and help me through. So, I let it go the best I could and knew eventually he would drift from my mind, and I would move on.
Hazel was finally home, but she wanted to be alone. I didn’t fight her on it since I knew she would be safe. I would stop by every day to check on her, but I went back home to my parents’ house. 
Late one night, there was a knock on the door. I hurried to open it, thinking it was Hazel, or a cop delivering the news that she did what we were all terrified she might do to herself. But when I flung the door open, there was Dale. Tired, bloodshot eyes met mine, and my heart stopped beating. I’ll never forget the sigh of relief I let out or how his face softened as we stood there and stared at one another.
Without thinking twice, I leapt at him. We wrapped our arms around each other and held on as if something were attempting to pull us apart.
“I missed you,” we both said at the same time.
A million things ran through my mind, but the one that came out was, “I didn’t think you would come back.”
Dale tried to pull away, but I held on for dear life, fearful of what he would see written all over my face.
He squeezed me tighter and vowed, “I always keep my promises.”
And he has. He’s kept every single one of them. But he’s also been holding back. Whether it’s for my sake or his own is up for discussion. Being with me can’t be easy for him. Hell, I wonder how Cash and Hazel have even made it this far. They’ve been through more than Dale and me. It makes me wonder if he holds their relationship in comparison to ours, and that’s what keeps him with one foot out ready to run if shit goes south. Wouldn’t shock me. Most men do that in regular relationships.
As I push the bucket to the other side of the bar to wipe down the remaining dirty tables, Dale walks in. The door shutting echoes through the empty place. Not a sound you hear during the hustle and bustle of business hours. It’s amazing how quiet a building can get when you flip over the closed sign. Sometimes, it’s downright eerie. Tonight, it’s nerve-wracking.
Dale ambles over slowly, fidgeting along the way. I’ve never seen him nervous before. It’s kind of adorable. When I’m nervous, it makes me angry. And his nervousness is making me more anxious. I push down the snarky comments that want to fly out of my mouth because I really don’t want to fight with him. They are just a defense mechanism, but it gets me in trouble a lot.
He stops in front of the bar and shoves his hands in his pockets. Normally, he pulls out a stool and sits. I guess this is the one-foot-in, one-foot-out dilemma.
“How was your night?” he asks but does not make direct eye contact.
“Well, it was a night,” I respond with a chuckle, not able to bite back the sarcasm. Dale winces as I continue. “My boyfriend, or whatever he is to me, drops the bomb that he’s in love with me when the look on his face said he’d rather eat a bullet before admitting it was true. Then he bolted out the door like his car was on fire and left me to marinate all night with that image stuck in my mind. On top of that, we were slow as fuck, so I scrubbed shit so hard trying to erase thoughts of him from my mind that I gave myself a damn blister.” I raise my hand for him to see the annoying bastard. “Oh, and even though it was slow, I still had to almost kick a motherfucker’s ass.” I plaster a shitty smile to my face and ask, “How was your night?”
Dale drops his chin and bites his lip as he tries not laugh. “Your boyfriend sounds like a real douche canoe. Maybe it’s time to ditch the boys and get with a real man.”
I snort laugh and round the bar, coming to a stop in front of the bucket and a smirking Dale. “Where the hell do you find one of those?”
I grab the handle of the bucket, and Dale takes it from me, setting it to the side. Before I can say anything, his lips crash against mine. His hands cup my head, and his fingers weave into my hair. The smoothness of his tongue running along the seam of my lips has me opening my mouth to let him inside. He could shove his tongue down to my stomach right now, and I wouldn’t stop him.
The fire in my gut, and between my legs when he touches me, ignites into an inferno. It’s enough to burn my racing heart into ash. I claw at his shoulders as I pull him closer, sucking his tongue into my mouth. He groans, and I think I hurt him for a minute until he lets go of my head and slides his hands down to my ass, squeezing it and pulling me tighter against him.
He breaks the kiss, and we both suck in a lung full of air. 
“You’ve got ten minutes to finish up or I’m gonna drag your ass out of here like a caveman.”
I imagine him doing that and think pushing the timer might be worth it. But…
“I can do it in five if you wipe down those few tables and flip the chairs up.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Dale grabs the bucket and slaps my ass as he saunters away.
Guess this means he has both feet firmly planted.



CHAPTER 18
DALE
WE rush out of Maggie Mae's and into the car. The second I start the ignition, Cady leans over and kisses my neck as she runs her hand up my thigh. I swear to God if I wasn’t sitting, my leg would jerk like a dog getting his belly scratched.
I turn into her lips and start kissing her again. If we keep this up, we'll end up fucking right here in front of the security camera and the rest of the staff. She makes it hard to have any willpower. 
I pull away from her and grab her hand right as she grips me through my jeans.
“No,” I tell her as I put the car in drive and haul ass out of the parking lot and toward the nearest decent hotel. 
There are some nasty ones. Cash learned the hard way when he was up here for weeks at a time when he was supposed to be “just watching”. But what did he do? He went and got involved. I’m glad he did now that everything is over. I never would have met Cady.
I glance over at her pouting in the passenger seat and lace my fingers with hers.
“You can touch me as much as you want when we get to the hotel. I really don’t want to be sporting a boner while I’m checking in.”
Cady focuses on my crotch and giggles. 
“Hey, my eyes are up here, Red.”
She laughs even harder and is still chuckling when we pull into the hotel parking lot. 
We do all the necessary bullshit and get our keycard. When the elevator doors close, she jumps on me like a spider monkey, knocking me against the wall. The metal of the wall pops as it dents inward and back out as I regain my balance. Her mouth crashes against mine, our teeth clacking with the momentum, and her nails scrape my scalp as she pulls me closer to her. The second I part my lips, her tongue coaxes mine out and she sucks it into her mouth. I imagine her sucking something else, and all the blood in my body goes straight there.
The door opens with a ding, and thankfully, no one is in the hallway as we stumble toward our room. Not that I would stop at this rate. If we wouldn’t go to jail, I'd start stripping her clothes off now, so she'd be naked as soon as we hit the bed. 
Cady's back lands against the door as we reach our room, rattling it. It takes several attempts to get the card in the reader since she won’t let go of my face. Groaning, she rips the card from my hand and shoves it in the slot, then pushes down on the handle without separating her mouth or eyes from mine. Makes me feel like I did my first time when Allie Bender had to take over my own dick because I didn’t know where to put it. After that, I made sure I knew everything there was to know about vaginas. I’ve done damn well with the ladies through my life, but this one…Lord help me.
We almost fall to the floor as the door gives way. Cady’s head tilts back, her red hair swinging, and she laughs as we tumble toward the bed. I collapse on top of her, her breath whooshing out of her, and she laughs harder.
I can’t help but stop and be mesmerized. Her hair fanned out around her. Her eyes glistening in the light from her laughter. Her swollen, red lips from kissing me spread in a smile.
“What?” she asks, sobering up, the carefree light dimming a little as she studies me.
Any and all words I want to say evade me. All it takes is for her to look at me with those green orbs, and I go stupid. My mouth opens, but I can’t speak. After a few seconds it snaps closed, as if it knows I’m not smart enough to form words.
Her lips pull down slightly as she tries to read my face, and my heart begins to race. I don’t want her to think I’m pulling away from her. So, I say the one thing I’ve only ever said to one other person. A person who ripped my heart to shreds and left remnants of it behind, leaving me to wonder if I’ll ever have enough to give to someone else. And I do.
“I love you.”
I wait for her to tell me no. That it’s too soon, and her heart still belongs to a dead man. I would understand if it did. That’s one of the reasons I’ve not pushed for a more physical relationship with her. I want one, though. Months of holding her and kissing her and keeping my hands and dick to myself have led to many late-night showers and jerking off to my imagination. 
I want those lustful dreams to become a reality. I want to be enough for her and stop waiting in the wings for Erick’s ghost to finally take a bow. But I’m unsure if she’s ready to let him go. 
The tears pooling in her eyes feel like a stab in my chest. “I know you loved Erick, and if I could, I’d bring him back to you and walk away.”
“And you would…” she whispers, questioningly.
“Be fucking miserable without you, but you’d be happy. You deserve to be happy.”
Cady leans up on her elbows and places a feathery kiss on my lips. I sigh, happy and worried all at once that we’ve backslid after gaining so much ground these last couple of months.
“You deserve happiness too. I know you haven’t had much of that with me.”
How could she possibly think that? How could she question how I feel when I’ve shown her and told her? 
She gets still as my body stiffens, and the stony expression others are accustomed to seeing takes over my face.
“I didn’t have to come back here. I wanted to. I couldn’t get you off my mind. Lord knows I tried. But your face fills my thoughts, and your smartass mouth is all I ever hear. You drive me crazy when I’m with you and even crazier when I’m away. Don’t ever question how I feel about you.”
Cady's mouth drops open, and the fire that burns in her eyes blazes. She shoves against my shoulders, and I roll off her to let her go, mentally cursing myself for starting a fight with her when all I wanted was to make love to her.
Instead of storming off like she normally does when I say things she doesn’t like, she straddles my waist and leans down. Her hair falls around my head, and her face becomes a pinkish red shade as the light shines through it. An image I’ll hold onto when I leave tomorrow to meet the buyer. One I’ll never forget.
“You think you don’t drive me crazy? I know being with me hasn’t been easy for you. It’s not been easy for me. Every time you get close to me, you pull away. I get two days a week with you.” She holds two fingers in my face to emphasize her point. “Two! I count down the seconds until I see your headlights pull into my driveway every Friday night. I live for our time together. I wish we had more. Don’t think I don’t feel the same way you do!”
“So, are you saying you love me too?” I ask with a smirk.
Cady huffs. “Shut up and get me naked already.”
Before she even finishes the sentence, I’m tugging her shirt up and over her head. In a matter of seconds, I have her undressed. 
I lean sit on my heels and let the light in the room shine on her as I take her in. Her pink nipples tighten, making her small boobs perkier. A thin line of definition runs down her stomach, accentuated by the tiny curves at her waist. The trimmed red hairs between her legs glitter in the light. She’s even more beautiful than I imagined.
I want to run my tongue down the valley on her stomach all the way to that fire down below. I want to spread her legs and see what I’ve been waiting to touch all this time.
As I reach for her thighs, she pulls away from me, and I freeze in confusion.
“You plan to do me with clothes on?”
I glance down and laugh. Jumping off the bed, I strip as fast as I can. Cady watches me as I pull my pants off, my cock jutting out proudly as if it’s homing in on her. Her brows raise, then her gaze trails back up my body until it reaches my own.
“What can I say?” I put my hands out to my sides and shrug. “God blessed me.”
Cady snorts and throws a pillow at my head.
“You’re gonna pay for that, Red.”
I leap onto the bed and cover her body with mine. Starting from her lips to the tips of her toes, I worship every inch of her. She even fights to get control so she can do the same to me. 
I was always so eager to hop in the sack with other women and then run that I didn’t realize what sex could really be like. It was never anything like this, even with the bitch. 
I finally know what the difference is between having sex and making love. Although, I would’ve given anything to do this with her months ago, I’m glad it didn’t happen. Because now we share this together and have a deeper connection.
“Holy shit,” Cady pants as we lay beside one another. Her sweat dampened hair sticks to her flushed face.
“Yeah,” is all I can muster.
“I hope it’s like that every time.”
I roll onto my side, and she smiles. “I hope it gets better every time.”
“You trying to say it wasn’t good?” she asks.
“No!” 
She laughs and pokes my side. “You trying to kill me then?”
“I’ll kill any chance another penis has at getting close to your vagina.”
“You don’t have to worry about that,” she says, giving me a kiss then rolling out of bed. “I don’t think any other penis will fit in there now.”



CHAPTER 19
CADY
I wake up feeling like I’m trapped in a furnace. The damp sheet clings to my skin and Dale’s body is entwined with mine, our skin sticking together. I go to pull away and get some much-needed air, but he flexes his arm and tugs me tighter against his hard body. He buries his face deeper into my hair, making it damn near impossible to even move my head. The more I squirm, the tighter his hold gets. And another part of him begins to wake up, poking my rear in greeting.
I don’t think I could go another round. I’m not even sure I can walk to the bathroom right now. 
My lips quirk up in a smile as I think about the night we had. It was hot, passionate, and downright dirty. It was a night of lust driven by love, and I’ve never felt that before. Even with Erick.
I liked Erick a lot, and we had a great connection, but we lacked the chemistry Dale and I have. Dale sets my heart pounding and my blood boiling with a single glance, and when he touches me it’s like a volcanic eruption.
Desperate to get to the bathroom, I wiggle around again. Dale squeezes harder and rubs his erection against me, murmuring incoherently. I clamp my thighs together to keep from wetting myself.
“Babe,” I pat his thigh, and he surges forward again. “Let go, I gotta pee.”
He loosens his arms, and I run for the bathroom. When I’m done, I peek out the door to check if he’s awake. He’s lying flat on his back with the sheet tented at his waist. And he’s snoring. I snicker as I tiptoe to the desk, grab my phone, snap a picture of him, and then rush into the bathroom.
I start the shower and shoot Hazel a text as it warms up.
We still on for lunch?
I’ve stopped pushing Hazel to talk to me, afraid that if I do, she will stop talking to me completely. I can’t stand that she is hurting, but I know if it becomes too much, she will break down and talk to me about it. Hazel needs to know she can trust all of us, she’s already doing it—with more than her secrets. She doesn’t have to suffer alone, not when we are suffering with her. But she doesn’t view it that way. I’m not sure if she ever will. Trusting someone to keep their mouth shut about her life is far different than trusting them with her thoughts and her heart.
Within seconds, she responds.

Yes
As I shower, my heart swells with hope that maybe, just maybe, Hazel will rethink her decision not to tell Cash, and that she doesn’t want to carry this burden alone anymore. That would be a huge weight lifted off her already crowded shoulders.
I wrap a towel around me and go to wake up Dale, but he’s already awake, sitting on the edge of the bed typing on his phone. His brow is pinched together, and his lips are a tight, thin line. Whoever he’s talking to, he’s not happy about it.
He glances up at me, and whatever he was feeling vanishes. He smiles sweetly as he tosses his phone to the side.
Dale opens his arms as I go to him, closing them around my legs and resting his face against my towel covered stomach. 
“I could get used to this.” His voice is gravely from just waking up, and the vibrations cause me to get warm and tingly below.
“Me, too.”
I run my fingers through his wild blond hair and remember gripping it to keep his head between my thighs. That was a fun ride.
“Whatcha thinking about, Red?” he asks, pulling me from my thoughts.
I giggle and release the tight grip on his hair, allowing him to look up at me. His eyes darken, and a cocky smirk raises the corner of his lip.
“Nothing,” I say, and he tickles me.
“Nothing, huh?” he pulls me down on the bed and rolls on top of me. “Do I need to do it again until it’s something?”
“We don’t have time,” I shout out as he tickles me more.
Dale stops and frowns. “I know.” He sighs and lowers his head to my chest, listening to my heartbeat. “I have to leave early today.”
“What? You’re not supposed to leave until tomorrow. You had a three-day weekend.”
“I know, but something’s come up, and I have to take care of it.”
Something has come up, and he needs to take care of it. Code for I’m-not-telling-you-what-it-is-so-don’t-ask. The first twenty-four hours into an actual relationship with him, and he’s already hiding shit from me. I can’t win for losing.
“Do I get to know what this something is?” I ask him, lifting his face up. “Should I be worried?”
“No, I don’t want you involved.” He pushes off the bed, distancing himself from me and my questions. “This is something Joseph and I have to do. As soon as it’s done it will no longer be an issue.”
Before I can say anything else on the matter, he goes into the bathroom and closes the door. Then the shower starts up. He started a conversation and ended it in a few sentences.
In six months, we’ve talked about a lot of things. There’s not much we haven’t shared with one another. When you’re not fucking, there’s more time to get to know each other. Obviously, there’s quite a bit we didn’t touch on.
I don’t have it in me to deal with this shit. Not right now. He can go fuck with someone else’s emotions.
I jump up and quickly get dressed. The shower is still going as I leave the room, quietly closing the door behind me. 
***
The walk to Hazel’s took me thirty minutes. It was enough time to calm down and get pissed off again. I would start to simmer and then Dale would call me, upping my irritation again. At one point, I saw him driving nearby and hid in someone’s yard because I didn’t want to deal with him. I needed to think about everything that happened between us before facing him or we’d only end up in a big fight. And honestly, I wanted to be pissed, but I didn’t want to have words with him. I want to calm down and figure out what I’m going to say first.
“Want to talk about it?” Hazel asks when I storm through her door and drop down on the couch.
“Maybe in a little bit,” I say, leaning forward and propping my elbows on my knees. 
Hazel sits down next to me and shoves a pillow behind her. Once she’s settled, her hands move over her belly. I never noticed until she got bigger just how much pregnant women rub their bellies. It’s constant. And it’s weird.
“You gotta tell him, Hazel.”
Either hormones or the gentleness of my tone affects her immediately. Her lip quivers as she sucks in a shaky breath.
“It’s been too long—I think I waited too long.”
I shift closer to her and drape my arm around her. She’s terrified, and she shouldn’t be. 
“He loves you.”
Her head snaps toward me as she shakes it. “He’ll hate me.”
I can’t help but laugh. Cash could never hate her. Be upset? Absofuckinglutely. And he has every right to be. This is a huge secret she’s keeping from him. He may have a meltdown initially, but as soon as he calms down, he’ll be on his knees begging her to end their separation and spoil her rotten.
“Stop it. We’ve talked about this many times. He won’t hate you. He’ll be upset you wouldn’t let him be there for you and his child.”
If an ice-cold look could freeze, I’d be frozen.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I snap at her. “You are so scared this could be Phil’s baby, you won’t even consider it being Cash’s.”
Hazel averts her gaze. Her fingers hook around one another, twisting until they seem like they’ll break. “I don’t know how to stop feeling this way.”
The ache in her whispered words hurts my heart. There’s nothing I can do to take away her pain. If I could, I would.
She clears her throat and rubs at her eyes that shimmer with tears she’s trying not to shed. “There’s something else.”
She opens her mouth, and then immediately clamps it shut. A few moments pass, and she does it again. It’s like she wants to talk but can’t figure out how to do it or what it is she wants to say.
“Hey.” I put a hand on her shoulder to reassure her it’s okay. “Don’t think about it too much. Just say it.”
Hazel glances at me, and I can see the struggle she’s having. It hurts when the people you love want to reach out, and they can’t. If I could crawl inside her mind and help her, I would, but the most I can do is be here for her when she lets me.
“The other night at work, I had a visitor,” she says as she watches me nervously. I nod my head, and she keeps going. “The Jenkins’ sent him.”
That name is not one I expect to hear, and my mouth drops open in shock. “The Jenkins’ sent him?”
“Yep. He is their lawyer.”
“Their lawyer?” I exclaim, and she winces. “Why the fuck are they sending a lawyer to visit you?”
She shrugs her shoulders as her shaky hands continue in those soothing circles on her abdomen.
“I don’t know. All he said is they’ve tried to contact me, and since I won’t respond this is my warning. If I don’t contact them within the week, they will take me to court.”
“Fuck that!” I get up and start pacing the living room. “There is no reason for them to even speak to you, or even take you to court!”
“I know, but they scare me. They have influence and money. I’m sure they can get whatever they want out of this.”
I know it’s a stupid question, and I already know the answer, but I ask anyway. “Have you told Cash?”
“No! Please don’t tell him.”
The ever-present tears roll down her cheeks. She swipes at them, but it doesn’t stop them from forming. This woman is the strongest person I know. She’s been through more than most people can take, and she’s still fighting to break loose. I fear the chains that bind her now are her own. Instead of letting it out and healing, she’s drowning on it all.
I imagine her floating in a sea of her own tears. Shackles enslave her wrists, attached to taught chains rising from the depths. Her mouth opens on a silent scream as she thrashes in the tumultuous waves of her emotions. 
Hurricane Hazel.
If only she’d stop fighting. She’d find that she holds the keys to her freedom. 
I crouch down in front of her and place my hands on her knees. “It’s going to be okay. We will figure this out together. Okay?”
She sniffles. “Okay. What am I gonna do, Cady?”
Honestly, I’m curious as to what in the fuck they want. “The lawyer said contact them or they take you to court. Call them. Let’s see what they want.”
Hazel’s eyes widen in panic as she shakes her head. “I can’t do that.”
I ache for her. This must be a nearly impossible task to ask her to do. She needs to do it, though. It could save a shit ton of heartache later.
“Yes, you can. I’ll be right here with you. If it becomes too much, we’ll hang up the phone and go from there.”



CHAPTER 20
HAZEL
I stare at the number, breaking out in a cold sweat as I work up the courage to dial it. I need to just get this over with.
“It’s only a phone call,” Cady says as she hands me my cell. “Want me to do it for you?”
“No,” I tell her, taking the phone from her.
She wraps her hands around mine and squeezes lightly. “You can do this.”
Cady has more courage than I’ll ever have. As I look at her, I imagine myself to be as brave as she is. For a second, I believe it—until I punch in the number, and my thumb hovers over the call button. My heartrate increases the longer I wait, not knowing what this phone call will bring. Frustrated, I slam the phone down on the arm of the couch. This happens several times before I finally touch my thumb to the screen, and it begins to ring.
“You got this,” Cady whispers, squeezing my hand.
“Jenkins’ residence,” a friendly female voice says. “How may I help you?”
I take a deep breath and go to speak, but nothing comes out except my exhale. Cady motions for me to talk and I can’t.
“Hello?” she says, not breaking her friendly candor. 
“Hi,” I squeak. “Is Mr. or Mrs. Jenkins there?”
Their name rolling off my tongue almost makes me gag. I can tell by Cady’s face she feels the same.
“I’m sorry, they are busy at the moment. May I take your name and have them return your call?”
I could hang up right now. I would tell their lawyer I did what was requested of me and called them, and they were too busy to speak to me. Somehow, I don’t think that would hold up in court if they decided to follow through with that threat.
“Sure,” I tell her, growing pissed off that I’ll have to go through the mental bullshit all over again when it could’ve been over now. “Please let them know Hazel received their message, and I’m calling as requested.”
“Oh! Just one moment, Ms. Watson. I’ll get them for you.”
They sure play a mean game of screening calls. Go figure the second I say my name they are all over it. The wait feels like hours, listening to the dead silence coming from the other end of the line, when, in reality, it’s only been seconds. I watch the clock, waiting for it tick to the next number. I’ll hang up if they don’t get on the damn phone by then.
There’s a click and then a snotty voice comes through my ear piece. “Hazel, so glad to hear from you. How are you dear?”
“I’m sure it is,” I reply sarcastically, and Cady’s brows shoot up. “Let’s cut the pleasantries, shall we. We both know you’re swallowing down vomit as you speak.”
Cady covers her mouth to keep from laughing, and I swat at her. Thank God I don’t have this on speaker phone because there’s no way I could shut her up if she got started.
“Now, there’s no reason to speak to Cheryl in that manner, Ms. Watson.”
The voice sends shivers down my spine. Phil’s father sounds so much like him. His voice is a little deeper, but there’s no mistaking where that cadence came from.
“Mr. Jenkins,” I begin, and he cuts me off.
“Please, call me David.”
Ignoring him, I continue. “Mr. Jenkins, I’ll speak however I want to speak. Obviously, you don’t listen much either, because when I asked you nicely—on several occasions—to leave me alone, neither of you listened.”
Cady holds up her thumbs, then throws a few punches in the air. I’m so thankful she’s here with me. She has given me more courage than she’ll ever know.
Mrs. Jenkins sniffles in the background, as if the few words I spoke could upset her so badly. I wonder just how upset she’d get if she knew everything her son had put me through. I know for a fact she only got the Cliffs Notes version.
“Say what you need to say to me. You’ve got one minute, and then I’m hanging up.”
Mr. Jenkins clears his throat and begins. “Hazel, we understand you have hardened feelings for our son—”
“Hardened?” I spit with venom. I have to bite my tongue to keep from going on the rampage for the only minute I gave them to speak. “Sure. Continue.” 
“You are having his child and we want to be in their life. Please don’t take that chance away from us,” Mrs. Jenkins cries through the phone.
“I’ve told you this once already. I don’t know if it’s his child. I had a boyfriend when your son repeatedly raped me.” Cady glowers at the phone and reaches out to take it from me. I push her hand away and continue unleashing on them. “I owe nothing to him or to your family. Please don’t contact me again. I’ve been through enough.”
“You fucking tell them,” Cady whispers. I swear venom drips from her lips as she says it.
I go to hang up the phone and hear Mr. Jenkins yell, “Wait! One visit. We beg you. You may change your mind.”
“I highly doubt that,” I whimper, and Cady shakes her head no.
“Don’t do it,” she whispers. 
The line is so quiet it sounds like they hung up. But I know better than that. They are waiting on bated breath for an answer that can utterly annihilate me. They know it too. How can they ask this of me?
Because they are selfish, greedy bastards. Their son learned well. All they care about are themselves, and the money in their pockets ensure they get what they want. If they had a heart, they wouldn’t ask me to do this.
“Drop the threats,” I whisper.
“No,” Cady says, reaching to grab the phone from me.
“Done,” he says as Mrs. Jenkins weeps in the background.
“Then I’ll do it.”
I click the end button and drop the phone in my lap. 
Cady sits there dumbfounded by what I agreed to. I can’t even look her in the eye.
What did I get myself into?
I wipe at my clammy brow as the reality of what I did slaps me in the face. My stomach rolls, and I barely get to the kitchen sink before vomiting. Cady rushes to my side and rubs my back with each heave.
I should’ve let them take me to court, but with their reach and how many pockets their hands are in, they could take my baby away.
The nausea rolls through me again, and I dry heave when I imagine Phil’s parents raising my child. They may have more money than anyone in this town, but money is a poor substitute for love. Phil was the perfect example of that kind of upbringing.
My hand runs down my stomach, and for the first time in months, I allow myself to feel something more than obligation for the little one growing inside me. 
“I may be a shit mother,” I whisper, “but I’ll fight for you with every breath I take.”
Cady cups my face and a tear rolls down her cheek. I reach up and wipe it away. “See, you will be an awesome momma.” Her hands float down to my stomach and cover my own. “And you will never fight alone.”
I hug her and let all those feelings I haven’t allowed myself to feel come pouring out. She holds me tight, taking every last one that I give her. Cady would take them all if I’d let her. If there is one thing I’m truly grateful for in this life, it’s that I was blessed with her friendship. All this time, she’s stood to the side waiting for me to reach for her. I didn’t realize exactly how much she was hurting because I kept her at arm’s length and denied her love.
“I’m so sorry,” I whimper through the tears.
Cady pulls back, holding my shoulders as she studies my face. “Don’t. Do not do that. You owe none of us an apology. Are we worried about you? Yes. But it takes time to heal yourself, and you should not feel bad about it. Take the time you need. We are here by your side, waiting patiently to help you.”
“But I am sorry,” I sob. “I love you so much I couldn’t lay my burdens on you. I couldn’t do that to you. I couldn’t do it to Cash, either.”
“We were there, too, remember? Your burdens are our burdens as well. Not letting us help you means we can’t even help ourselves. Don’t you see that? We are all hurting, and when we shut ourselves off from one another, we end up alone and isolated when we are sitting right next to each other.
“I’ve missed you so much, Hazel, and you’ve been right here next to me the entire time. But I will never give up on you. I will always be here, no matter what path your recovery takes or how many times you push me away because you feel undeserving of our friendship. When times get tough, true friends stick with you, no matter what. And you’re more than a friend to me. You’re my soul sister.”
My heart swells to overflowing as Cady pours her love out to me. Love I thought I was unworthy of. Love I couldn’t reciprocate because I had none. I had none for myself, therefore I had none to spare for those around me who needed it as much as I did. It’s heartbreaking to be seized by your own grief and sorrow so much that you’re numb to everything around you—unconsciously putting a barricade up to those giving you what little love they have to offer to help heal you from your own torment.
My voice shakes as I ask Cady, “Will you go with me…when I visit them?”
She raises her brows, a cocky smirk lifting the corner of her lip. “Girl, you’re crazy if you think I’d ever let you go there alone.”
Cady wraps her arm around my shoulders and guides us over to the couch.
“Dale cut his weekend short.”
The air sucks from my lungs. “What?”
“Yep,” she scoffs and sighs. “Said he had something to take care of.”
“You don’t think—”
“No, but your time is almost up. If you don’t talk to him soon, like in the next couple of weeks, he’s gonna tell him, Hazel.”
Time is not my friend, but what can I expect when I avoid everything like the plague. There is no one to blame except myself.
“Okay,” I choke out. My throat tightens more as my anxiety grows, and I struggle to swallow the lump that feels trapped. “Let’s get through this visit with the Jenkins’ first.”
You waited too long to tell him.



CHAPTER 21
DALE
I take my time packing my things with the hopes Cady returns before I must go. I can’t stand the idea of leaving when she’s pissed off at me. At the same time, if I see her before I go, I might not want to leave. It’s a double-edged sword that is just as sharp on both sides.
I’ve spent the last twenty minutes taking one last look around in case I forgot anything, but there’s nothing to forget, and I’m only delaying the inevitable.
The only thing I’m leaving behind is my heart, and there’s nothing I can do about that. I no longer own it; Cady does.
Sighing, I grab my bag and walk through the empty house, letting Sarah out with me when she whimpers at my feet.
I reach down and scratch her ears. “Make it quick, girl. I gotta go.”
As soon as I open the door, she bolts down the porch stairs and heads straight for my car, where Cady sits on the hood smoking a cigarette.
I despise cigarettes, but the way the smoke explodes from her lungs in one giant cloud when her eyes meet mine gives away what my presence does to her. She does the same to me, but she’ll never be able to witness how beautiful it is when my breath escapes me as I gaze upon her gorgeous face.
We watch each other as I approach her. She takes one last puff from her smoke and flips it off into the gravel away from us.
“I’m sorry.”
Cady stares off into the cornfield next to her house. “You should be.”
I can’t help the indignant huff that comes from her comment. She finally looks at me and cocks her head to the side.
“I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have left this morning, but I needed some time to think, and I didn’t want to fight with you.”
I place my bag next to her on the car and step up to the bumper where her feet rest, getting as close to her as possible.
“Dale, what you said this morning made me realize that no matter how much we think we know one another, we don’t.” 
She drops her head and picks at her nails. Something she does when she’s nervous and doesn’t want to admit how she feels.
“I’m not ready to be in a relationship with someone who spent months investing only to discover he kept one foot out the entire time.”
Her words shred me and infuriate me. Had I known I would have to leave town early, I’m sure those wouldn’t have been the thoughts running through my mind when I slipped and said it. I would’ve saved them for a better moment, one she wouldn’t have second guessed how I felt about her.
“I’m. In. Do not think that I’m not.” I take a deep breath and tell her something only Cash and Joseph know. “I’ve only ever said those words to one other woman, and she never made my heart race or look forward to what crazy shit she’d say or do like you do. She sucked my soul away from me. For the first time since her, I feel like I can love again. You feed my soul from your own, and I can feel you inside me. Isn’t that what love is?”
Cady’s breath catches, and I reach for her, pulling her face closer. Her lips brush against mine as they tremble, and I feel all the same emotions that she does. The fear, the passion, the love that she tries to hide away. We mirror one another, and because of that, one of us has to be brave enough to break us free and shatter the pain that separates us.
“That’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me,” she whispers.
“Your beauty does this to me. You’re the reason I feel this way.”
She searches my face, uncertain of the words I speak. I don’t know what else I can say to prove to her how I feel.
“I just want to love you, Red. Let me.”
Her lips brush against mine, and I close my eyes, imagining her saying it back to me. 
One day.
It kills me to have to pull away, but I don’t want to push the situation further, and I need to go. She needs time to think about what I’m asking of her.
“Do you trust me?” The air lodges in my chest as I wait for her response.
“You’ve never given me a reason not to,” she says.
Her response is neither here nor there, but I’ll take it since it’s almost a yes. “I promise I’ll explain everything soon. I don’t want to keep secrets from you, but I can’t get into what’s going on right now.”
“Okay.” But that one-word response tells me there’s a million scenarios running through her head.
“It’s a business trip. There are no women involved. You can wipe those thoughts clean out of your mind.”
She huffs at me, embarrassed I could read her so well. “I wasn’t thinking that.”
“Yes, you were. And it’s okay. I think it’s hot that you get jealous, but there’s no need. I only have eyes for you.”
I lift her off the hood of my car and she wraps her legs around my waist. I wish we had more time, I’d bury myself inside her and leave with the smell of her on my skin. But I’m already running behind to get Joseph.
“When are you coming back?” she mumbles into my neck, sending signals to my cock that I must block.
“I’m not sure. I hope we’ll be done in a few days and to see you next weekend.”
“Alright. I’ll be waiting for you, like I always do.”
Her words make me happy and sad all at once. I love that she anticipates my visits. I hate that we both have to wait to be with one another.
I lower her feet to the ground and squeeze her tighter. “As soon as I know, I’ll call you.”
I lean down and place a soft kiss to her lips, but I should’ve known better. Any kiss between us is like igniting a fire in my chest that spreads to my dick like a wildfire.
“Dream of me,” I say between kisses. “Wining, dining, and sixty-nining when I get back.”
Cady laughs and bites my lip with a sexy growl. That’s all it takes, and I’m ready to push her up against the house and have her one more time before I leave.
I glance at my wrist watch, and then to her lust-filled eyes as she nibbles on my lips. “Fuck it, what’s ten more minutes?”
She giggles as I throw her over my shoulder and rush back into the house.



CHAPTER 22
CASH
“HOW are things going with Cady?”
Dale gives me a pointed look before responding. He knows where that question is going to lead, but I can’t help myself. I’m passed the point of obsessed.
“She took off this morning and she wouldn’t answer my calls, and I couldn’t find her.”
I chuckle in amusement. “You must have pissed her off something good.”
“I told her I loved her, then—”
“Hold the phone!” I say a little too loudly. Joseph pokes his head out of his room to discover what all the fuss is about. “Dale Masters told a girl he loved her? Hell must have frozen over.”
He rolls his eyes and responds, “Yes, I told her I loved her. I also told her I had to leave today, and she wanted to know why. I wouldn’t tell her. She wasn’t there when I got out of the shower.” 
“There’s your first mistake. You can’t tell a girl you love her then leave. Second mistake, you can’t give partial info and refuse to tell them the rest. Third mistake, not making her take a shower with you. Damn, man.”
“Shut the fuck up. Everything worked itself out.”
I glance at the clock and raise my brows. “Is that why you’re late?”
“Yep. It was worth it.” Dale wags his brows with a shit-eating grin on his face.
I laugh along with him, but I can’t help the jealousy eating me up inside. Dale and Cady are perfect for each other. No one can deny that, not even them. They deserve happiness. But, goddamn it, I deserve it too.
“Go ahead and spit it out,” Dale says. “It’s written all over your face. I’m actually shocked you waited this long.”
My stomach retracts as if it’s been punched, nausea rolling through it. I swallow hard and wait for it to settle while saying the silent prayer I always say with the hope for the news I want to hear.
“Did you talk to her?”
“I did, just like I do every time I visit.”
Those hopes begin their familiar disappearing act, and my nervousness tags along with it. That underlying hurt and anger begins to surface once again.
“How is she?”
Dale scoots forward on the couch and leans his elbows on his knees, lacing his fingers together. Instantly, I grow anxious and concerned.
“She pretends to be better. There are times Cady can get her to open up here and there, but for the most part, Hazel keeps everything to herself. I’m worried about her.”
My mouth goes dry as I repeat, “Worried?”
Dale’s head bobs, but he doesn’t look up from his hands. “I think you should break your promise and go visit. Besides, we would both feel more comfortable with one of us there while all this shit is going on. We don’t need a repeat of the whole Phil situation.”
No, we fucking don’t.
“I agree.”
“Just promise me something,” Dale says. “I know you miss her but go easy with her. Don’t push her to the edge. And for the love of God, keep your cool.”
My brow pinches together as I think about what he said. “Why would I lose my cool?”
Dale glances around and opens his mouth a couple of times before saying, “You are a man of little patience.”
“Oh yeah?” A sarcastic chuckle slips out. “What would you call what I’ve been doing the last four months?”
Dale attempts to reason with me. “You call and message her every single day. You may have given her a break from seeing you, but you haven’t really given her the break she’s asked for.”
“Fuck.” I sigh and rub my hands over my face. “I know. I can’t help it. She’s driving me insane.”
Joseph ambles down the hall with his duffle bag thrown over his shoulder. His nervousness about this trip shows. Hopefully, they will go and teach them how to make it, and there will be no further contact. But my gut says they paid all that money for a reason, and that really scares me. 
“You have no idea what I deal with when you go to Trinity,” Joseph says to Dale.
“If the texts and calls I get are any indication, then yeah, I do.”
“Fuck off,” I growl at them.
“Ready?” Joseph asks, white knuckling the handle of his bag.
Dale stands up, and then goes to the door with him. “We’ll call you when we know what’s going on.”
“You better.”
“Patience,” Dale says, giving me a level stare before closing the door.
Patience. Yeah, it’s growing thin.
I don’t wait two seconds before running to my room and filling a bag so I can go check on my woman.
***
It’s as if I’ve gone back in time. Parked in the same spot a few houses down from Hazel’s, waiting for her to appear and flip my world upside down. Only this time, it’ll finally land right side up for the first time in my life.
Memories of spying on her last summer flicker through my mind. I pull up the first photos I took of her on my phone. She literally glowed. I go to the most recent photo she sent me. There is no glow. She reminds me of a beautiful painting done in grey hues. The light in her eyes seems forever dimmed. A walking dead girl.
Hazel drives past me and pulls in her parking spot. Without thinking, I get out of my car and shift on my feet, waiting impatiently for her to come into view. She rounds the SUV carrying grocery bags and heads for her door.
The erratic beat of my heart screams for my feet to match its pace, but fear digs in its claws and holds tight. When she reaches her door, she fumbles with the bags and her keys.
It’s now or never.
I jog up to her small porch and keep from launching myself at her.
“Need some help?”
Hazel yelps, and almost drops the bags, as she spins around. A mace keychain points directly at my face.
“Whoa!” I jump and throw my hands up.
Relief comes over her face, but is quickly replaced with shock…fear?
“What the fuck, Cash? You almost gave me a heart attack!”
Her cheeks flush with her huffing, and for a moment, she resembles the woman in my favorite photograph.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”
 “What are you doing here?”
Her sharp tone cuts through my happiness, nicking my heart. Another one added to the countless tally marks decorating it.
“Good to see you too.”
Hazel’s cold gaze meets mine, then softens with guilt. “I’m sorry. You just caught me off guard.”
Apparently.
Guarded. Always guarded around me. But she can run around this town and live in the same place where she almost died with her guard down. So fucked up.
This isn’t about you. These are her issues. Patience, motherfucker!
I push the bitterness away and step toward her. That fear reappears on her face, but I don’t let it stop me.
“Here, let me get those.”
I reach out for a bag, and she tries to move it away from me. Not happening. I pull it out of her grasp and hold out my other hand as she hugs the bag against her like a shield.
The bag crunches in my fist, and I almost growl at her. “What did I do to make you hate me so much?”
She mumbles and drops her chin. Her shoulders begin to droop as she turns to face me.
“You did nothing,” she whispers.
“Then talk to me. Please. Because I don’t fucking understand any of this.”



CHAPTER 23
HAZEL
I knew I’d have to face him eventually, but I wanted it to be on my own terms. I’m not ready for this, no matter how many times I mentally prepared for this moment. Planning and doing are two different creatures, and both are fueled by fear of the unknown. The outcome is never the same as the infinite number we create in our minds.
The paper sack crinkles as I grip it tighter and head to the kitchen. Cash’s familiar footsteps falling behind mine are comforting, yet terrifying. The urge to bolt makes me walk to the kitchen counter faster. Too bad it’s not farther away; I could walk forever to delay what’s to come.
Before I can make a move, Cash’s body presses against mine. I stiffen as he buries his face in my neck and wraps his arms around me. Time comes to a standstill when his hands rest on my swollen midsection, his fingers splaying as if to measure how big I am. Or to make sure he’s not imagining what he’s feeling.
The warmth of his body against my back disappears. His hands follow, taking all my strength with them. A chair screeches against the floor, which is more than I expected. I have forced myself into believing the last things I’d hear was a fit of anger and footsteps before the door slammed behind him.
Usually silence is uncomfortable, but right now I bask in it, waiting for the barrage of screams to come. When they don’t, I work up the little bit of courage I can muster to face him. Instinctively, my hands move to my stomach, but I fight them down to my sides. I will not cover myself shamefully.
Mixed emotions flit over Cash’s face. None of them stick around long enough to determine which ones they are. I open my mouth, not knowing what I’ll say, but I have to say something. I kept this from him.
“Don’t,” he snaps.
His inner turmoil makes my mouth clamp shut.
“Sit down.”
I hesitate before sitting in the chair he had pulled out and glance at him. He runs his hands roughly through his hair before dropping them and grabbing the grocery bag he carried in. Like it was a special mission he was born to do, he starts emptying the sack and putting the items away.
When he gets to my prenatal vitamins, he pauses. “Were you ever going to tell me?”
“Yes.”
“When?” He slams the pills down, making them rattle in the bottle. 
I jump as he spins around, prepared to take the full force of his wrath. I deserve every last drop of it.
“When? After the fact?”
“I wanted to tell you sooner, but the more time that passed the harder it got.” I swallow down the lump forming in my throat. Crying will not help the situation any. “I’ve been working up the courage to tell you because I knew you would be mad.”
“Mad?” Cash’s deep, sarcastic laugh is unexpected. “Yeah, I’m fucking livid.”
“I’m sorry.”
He winces, as if my whispered words were screams in his ears. “No, I don’t think you are. And that makes this hurt more.”
I almost say it again. It’s an automatic response. Am I sorry for keeping him at arm’s length? No. Am I sorry for not telling him? No.
I needed this time away from him to truly digest and comprehend what happened to me and who it’s made me become. He needed it too. The foundation of our relationship can’t be placed on unstable ground. It’ll crumble from the weight of our trauma and become one with the lies it was built on.
I sit up straighter and rub my stomach. The soothing circles help strengthen my resolve. No more cowering. No more hiding. Denying who I am now puts me back at square one, and I fought too damn hard to get where I am today.
“You’re right.”
Cash’s eyes widen, and I hold his gaze. I want him to realize I’m not that damsel in distress I once was.
“I’m sorry you’re hurting, but I’m not sorry for keeping this from you.” His brows shoot up, and he acts like he’s going to speak, but I keep going. “These last few months have been rough on all of us. We’ve all paid the price for the parts we’ve played.” I look down at my stomach, imagining the growing baby inside. “My price may last a lifetime.”
Cash drops his head, his shoulders slumping. If he hadn’t thought about it before, he’s realizing it now. I didn’t keep this from him to hurt him. I kept this from him to prevent the pain I felt. That I feel daily.
“And you thought I wouldn’t want to be here for you?”
“No, I knew you’d give up everything to be here, and I didn’t want that.”
“You don’t get to make those decisions,” he shouts. “Those are mine to make!”
“Well, I did,” I shout louder. “I did it to protect you! If it meant you hated me, so be it. We’ve been through enough. You’ve been through enough. I couldn’t stand the idea of breaking your heart.”
“Too late,” he mumbles as he storms past me and out the front door.
My chest burns as the tears I’ve been storing up for this exact moment unleash. His disgusted expression will remain tattooed in my memories forever.
I go to the small kitchen window and watch him leave. His tense arms barely move, only to flex his hands in and out of fists. Physical therapy has done him well. His limp is barely noticeable. Once he forgets about me, he can live life to the fullest. I hope he does. He deserves it.
With tears streaming, I begin putting away the rest of the groceries. Anything to keep me from watching him leave once and for all. I may want it, but I don’t want to witness it. Not that I could if I wanted to. I can barely see to put these fucking groceries up.
I slide down the cabinets until my butt hits the floor and let it go. All the anger, bitterness, self-loathing, guilt, and regret pour out of me with every tear that falls. Grieving. It feels a lot like saying goodbye to my dad. To Bobby.
If I lost Cash that way…no, I can’t think like that. I can’t live in a world without him in it. Even if we’re living it separately. Knowing he’s out there somewhere helps me keep going.
There will always be the what-ifs. I’ll have to live with those. I can live with those. So long as I can’t hurt him anymore.



CHAPTER 24
CASH
“YOU motherfucker!”
“Now, now,” Dale chides, pissing me off further.
I grip the phone prepared to throw it out the window, but it would only make me feel better for a fraction of a second. Punching him in his lying face would feel much better.
“Don’t do that! You should have told me!”
“It wasn’t my place to tell you. That’s why I told you to go visit.”
“A bit late, don’tcha think?”
“Yes.” His agreeance throws me a bit. “She should have told you sooner. We were giving her time, man. It expired.”
“I’m kicking your ass when I see you again.”
Dale laughs. “I’d like to see you try. We’re almost there. I’ll call you later.”
My anger flips the switch to worry. They are entering the unknown. Completely uncharted territory than what we’re used to. I can only hope they give them what they need and are able to leave with no ties.
“Alright, man. You two stay safe.”
“Cash…”
I roll my eyes. “If you tell me patience one more time…”
Dale laughs again, and the phone goes dead.
“Asshole,” I mutter as I end the call.
I get out of my car and walk up to the door. Opening it, I go inside and take a deep breath to calm myself, but I can’t because all I can hear are Hazel’s gasping sobs. 
Every gasp and hiccup tear through my anger and punch me right in the gut. I can’t bear to hear her suffer. It doesn’t matter that she tried to break my heart so I would leave her. That’s how she copes. When the going gets tough, Hazel takes off and hides. She’s a runner. But I run faster, and I’ll cut her off at every turn. 
Right now, what she’s done is inexcusable. She should have told me. I deserved to know. We deserve to have a chance in this life without someone tearing us apart. I’ll do whatever it takes to get her to realize that. And if after I’ve exhausted every imaginable way to do that and she decides against us, then and only then will I leave her.
As I round the counter, I spot Hazel on the floor, leaning against the cabinets and hiding her face. Her arms tightly clutch her chest as she holds herself together. I can feel her pain and seeing her suffer makes it worse.
I drop my overnight bag on the floor, and her head jerks up. Out of all her breakdowns, this is the worst one yet. I’ve never seen her this heartbroken.
“You’re supposed to be gone,” she stammers through her tears and the swipes she makes over her face.
I sit next to her and pull her against me. The scent of her hair smells like home. To finally have her in my arms after months of waiting is heaven. It’s amazing how someone can completely knock you off your axis but keep you blindly spinning. It hurts. It’s exhilarating, but fuck it hurts.
“Not even if hell froze over.” I tilt her face up to mine and examine her tear-soaked cheeks. “I’m exactly where I need to be.”
Hazel lays her head against my shoulder and slowly begins to relax. The only sound in the room is her heavy breathing as she gets herself under control. Something I’ve heard many times and hope from this point on it happens less and less. She will have some fucking normalcy in her life. We both will.
All I’ve dreamt about since we’ve met are happy moments. What else can you dream about when everything around you is bent on chaos and disorder? Those moments of escape gave me something to strive for. I want that with her, and so much more. Now is our chance to create them.
“Cash?” Hazel whispers.
Her swollen lids threaten to spill even more tears, and I know the words we are about to share will cause me to shed a few of my own. Finally, after months of the silent treatment, she’s going to open up to me. I have to hear my own fears spoken aloud and control my reaction.
She opens her mouth and then closes it. Frustrated, she tilts her chin up and sighs. “I can’t find the right words to say it.”
“There are no right words for this situation. Just say it, babe.” 
 Her tongue nervously wets her lips as she thinks about it, but she remains silent.
“Hazel.” She looks at me like a deer in the headlights. “Just say it.”
The words rush out of her mouth on a single breath. “I didn’t tell you because the baby may not be yours.”
The words I feared she would say the second she faced me and revealed her very pregnant stomach.
Conflicted. That’s how I feel. Actually, I don’t know how I should feel, or if I even have a right to feel that way. Angry? Absofuckinglutely. Crushed? My heart has shattered. Excited? To my very core. If anyone could implode, it would be me with this combination swirling inside me.
But that’s not all she needs to say. I know she’s hiding much more. That’s the part that scares me most. She can tell me facts all day. Facts are facts, and I can’t get too upset about it. It’s how those facts make her feel that terrify me. They can make or break us. We’ve been broken enough.
“You thought I wouldn’t stand by you through this.”
Hazel shakes her head confusing me more. “No. I knew you would.”
“What?” My voice raises slightly, and I bite my cheek to keep control. “Then why didn’t you tell me?” 
“I needed to know my decision to keep this baby was my own, and not influenced by you and the chance that it could be yours.” Her voice cracks, and she sucks in a breath. “I didn’t want to watch your heart break if it wasn’t, then be left alone to raise a child I wasn’t emotionally capable of raising.”
“Hazel—”
She puts her finger to my lips. “Let me finish.”
I grab her hand as she pulls away from me and lace our fingers together. “Go ahead.”
“I had to get right here,” she points to her head, “in order to be right here.” Her palm lands on her chest, but then her fingers curl into her shirt, straining the fabric. 
Tears roll down her cheeks as she fights to find the words. I can’t imagine what she’s put herself through all these months as I’ve been selfishly pushing her for what she couldn’t give.
“I had to know that I could love a child born from hate and not end up hating them or myself in the process. I couldn’t live with myself if that happened.”
Her words pierce my heart, and her face blurs. I think of my own mother running off and leaving me behind. Her past left in the past because there was no room for it in her future. I know it’s not the same thing, but that unwanted feeling and abandonment isn’t an emotion any child should feel. Once felt, you never forget it, and it never goes away. 
Every child deserves love.
Hazel’s fingertips slip over my cheek as she swipes at the tears that fall free.
“Tell me something,” I say, almost choking on the words. “Did you put yourself through this with the chance it was my baby? Because as much as I would love to be with you and have a family one day, I would never have asked this of you. That’s fucked up, Hazel.”
Would it kill me a little inside never knowing if the child was mine or not? Hell yes. But there’s no way in hell I would ask her to give birth to a baby while trying to mend from Phil’s fucked up fantasy.
Hazel’s face softens. “No, Cash. I thought about terminating. Even discussed it with Dr. Grayson. She believed it would be in my best interests, and in the beginning, I did too.”
She scoots sideways and pretzels her legs. Her belly barely rests on her thighs as she looks down and rubs it. The gentle way her hand circles around and around says everything. Hazel loves this child.
“What changed your mind?”
“The doctor at the hospital said, ‘Your baby.’ On one of my worst days, when I was about to give up all hope, he said, ‘Your baby.’ It was no longer ‘Phil’s baby’ or ‘Cash’s baby’. It was my baby. This child is a piece of me too.” 
She shakes her head and chuckles lightly. A smile tilts her lips on one side. All the stress lines on her face disappear, and for the first time in a very long time, I get to see a relaxed Hazel.
This is what we’ve needed. Breaking the locks on our secrets and letting them go. Words. Connecting. Working through our shit.
“What’s so funny?”
Her head raises, and her smile lingers. “Ironic really. I thought this would break me. Instead, it ended up saving me.”
“Us. It ended up saving us.” 
Lord knows my heart would be unsalvageable if anything had happened to Hazel. By saving her, this child has saved me, and I will make sure it knows what unconditional love feels like until the day I die.



CHAPTER 25
HAZEL
“US. It ended up saving us.”
My heart pounds as Cash reaches up and cups my face. His thumb lightly strokes my cheek, making my face heat under his touch. I don’t know whether to smile or cry, but I know one thing. I feel alive. I don’t ever want to feel dead inside again.
“Can I kiss you now?” he asks, and the words take my breath away.
Hopeful, he tilts his head toward me, but waits for my response. I lean forward until my lips barely brush his. Butterflies explode in my stomach when his breath rushes out to greet my own. How could I ever think I could let him go? My heart aches when I think of him sharing his kisses with another woman.
His tongue wets my lips, and I can’t hold back any longer. I’ve denied myself of him for too long. Held back from the moment we met. Fear was the driving force my entire life. It will not drive me any longer. I want happiness. He is my happy.
I lean into the kiss, pushing him into the cabinet and trapping him against me. He grabs my face and holds me there as if he’s scared that I’ll pull away. 
Never again, Cash.
“I love you,” he mumbles as he nibbles on my lips.
“I know.”
He pauses for a second, and I open my eyes right when he bites my lip then sucks on it. I groan and break the kiss to get some air before I pass out. Make-up sex cannot happen on my kitchen floor. 
Will he even want to be with me like that?
I pull out of his hold and scoot away. He drops his hands in his lap and appears so confused. I push myself off the hard linoleum floor that’s killing my back and walk to the edge of the kitchen.
“Hazel?”
I look over my shoulder, and he’s already on his feet, ready to chase me down and make me talk. The only talking I want right now is what our hands and mouths and bodies have to say to each other.
“You coming?” I ask, but don’t stick around for an answer.
I push open my bedroom door, and before I can even make it two steps in the room, it’s closing behind me. Guess that’s all the answer I need.
Cash grabs my shoulders and spins me around, pulling me against him. My belly gets in the way a bit, and his gaze travels to it as he gives me a little space.
He runs a hand through his hair as he shifts his weight from foot to foot. How can you know someone so well, yet feel like you’re with them for the first time?
“Is this okay?” he asks.
“Does this,” I motion to my pregnant stomach, “bother you?”
He shakes his head. “Absolutely not. I want to touch you, but I don’t want to push you or make you uncomfortable.”
“Then touch me, Cash. I want you to.”
He grabs my hand and leads me to the bed, pulling me in beside him. I lie on my side, and he rolls up against me. Immediate comfort washes over me, and I melt into him.
Cash’s hand rubs up my hip and over my stomach where it stills. I wish I could peer inside his head, know what he is thinking and feeling. This is a lot to take in. And finding out the way he did…I didn’t want that. I wanted to have the courage to tell him. Running away sounded easier than facing him. But I was wrong.
I rest my hand atop his and whisper, “I’m sorry.”
“Me too,” he whispers back. “Let’s not be sorry anymore.”
I chuckle and lean against him so I can see his face. He smirks at me and lowers his mouth to mine. Just as our lips touch, the baby kicks and punches under the pressure of our hands.
Cash freezes, his eyes widening. “You’ve got a little fighter in there.”
“You have no idea,” I say against his mouth, trying to coax him back.
It doesn’t take much to get his lips on mine and moving with me. After all these months apart, neither of us want to rush our reunion; although, I’m already fantasizing about the moment he slips inside me again. He’s thinking it, too, with the way his hands gently travel over my body like an explorer visiting his favorite place. He admires all of it, but his fingertips tell the truth, sliding gracefully down pathways to the hidden places he treasures and desires. When they dig in here and there, I know he’s wishing he were beneath my skin. If only he knew he already was. He’s easing the ache of his forced absence, tracing the tattoo he once put on my heart and fitting perfectly in the hidden spot carved there.
Cash keeps his word, though, and doesn’t push. For the afternoon, we lay in bed and hold one another, letting our caresses and kisses speak of our longing, happiness, and the dissipating sorrow that will no longer rule our relationship. That part of our lives is over. Finally. It’s time to cremate it and spread the ashes far away. Burying it isn’t an option. I don’t want it dug up to use against us later.
***
I stretch my legs and bump against something. Peering down, I find Cash laying with his head next to my exposed belly. The baby moves around where his warm, slow breaths bathe my skin.
I run my fingers through his dark hair, studying him while he sleeps. He’s cut it since the last time I saw him. I liked it longer, but I’ll get used to it this way. The scars on his face aren’t as noticeable anymore, until you get closer. 
Guilt twists my heart, whispering horrible things I should think and feel for not being there for him during his recovery.
He was there for you. He never left your side. He tried to protect you. You abandoned him. You don’t deserve him.
I refuse to feed those negative thoughts. I did what I had to do. If I would’ve focused on him, I never would’ve healed myself, and we wouldn’t be here today. It would’ve mentally destroyed us. We have the rest of our lives to build each other up and create a future that was once only a dream.
Cash burrows his face between the bed and my stomach then kisses it before propping himself up on an elbow. My skin cools instantly, and for a moment, I regret waking him. Until a growl rumbles in my stomach and reminds me I didn’t eat lunch.
He gently runs his palm over my stomach and laughs. “I think she’s hungry.”
“She? What makes you think that?” I ask as I sit up and pull my shirt into place.
“Every time I talked or touched you while you slept, it was like there was a battle going on in there. Only a girl could wield your fire and attitude.”
“Hey, I don’t have an attitude.”
Cash smirks at me. “Sure, you don’t.”
I playfully slap at his arm. He grabs my hand and kisses the tips of my fingers. 
“Careful, I could get used to that.” I try to pull away as I get off the bed, but he tugs me between his legs and traps me in his arms. 
“I hope so.” Cash rests his chin on my stomach. His eyes are full of a million possibilities. “I’m gonna do it the rest of my life to remind myself you’re not a dream.”
“I’m not.” I chuckle. “I’m a nightmare.”
“No, being without you was a fucking nightmare.” He puts his head down, hiding his face from me, and rubs his cheek against my belly. “I’ve missed you, Hazel, so fucking much.”
The ache in his words pierce me. I put that there. I made him feel that. My attempt to let him go so he could find someone not entirely fucked up and have a normal life scarred him worse than the burns that grace his skin.
I sit on his lap and pull his face level with mine. “I missed you too. I didn’t want to hurt you. I thought I was saving you…from me.”



CHAPTER 26
CASH
HER lip trembles, and she hides her face in the crook of my neck. I weave my fingers into her hair and lift her face back up to mine.
“Move in with me,” I tell her—because if I ask, she’ll say no.
“What?”
There it is, that look. Those walls pull up and harden her. They always give her away. The woman who hides everything hides nothing in her gaze. 
“I love you. You love me.” I rub her belly. “We are having a child together. I want to take care of you. Let me.”
“I can’t just leave, Cash.”
“Yes, you can.”
She grips my shoulders as she pushes herself up. The stress lines reappear on her face as she loses herself in deep thought. She rubs her forehead and begins pacing in short steps. 
Step, step, turn. Step, step, turn.
“I gotta tell Cady, put in a notice, tell my doctors, find new doctors, pack….”
She comes to a stop, and a shocked expression comes over her face like she forgot something.
“What else? You got a boyfriend you’re not telling me about? Because I can help with those other things. Pretty sure I’d kick his ass, though.”
Hazel’s face twists in disgust, and I laugh. Going to her, I cup her face and give her a quick kiss. Now is the time to lay it on her. Let her know I’ll only be accepting yes.
“I’m not budging on this, babe. You asked for time, I gave it. It’s time to stop running.”
I wait for the argument to begin.
“Okay. You’re right.”
My eyes widen and my mouth drops open. “Wait, are you sick?” I place the back of my fingers on her forehead then her cheeks.
She shoves me away. “Fuck off.”
“Oh, I’ll be fucking something, alright.” I pull her to me and raise a brow at her. “But it won’t be off.” 
I press my lips to hers, and she immediately opens for me. I don’t give her what she wants, though, and turn her face to kiss up her neck to her ear.
My phone rings, and I sigh. “Soon. Start getting things lined out.”
I pull my phone from my pocket and answer it.
“Looks like we’ll be here for a couple weeks.”
I glance at Hazel out of the corner of my eye. She’s busy texting, who I assume is Cady.
“That’s longer than we pictured.”
“Yeah. I’m not sold on the time frame.”
The worry in Dale’s voice concerns me, and a bad feeling settles in my gut.
“You think they’ll push for more?”
Dale sighs and lowers his voice. “I do.”
Fuck.
“For both of you?”
“No. Just me.”
Oh shit. They’re going to suck him back into the business. Dale’s a great salesman. He knows how to word things to make others believe it’s their idea, and that they’re golden. It’s a talent few possess.
“Don’t do it.”
Those words catch Hazel’s attention. I smile, but she doesn’t buy the forced sentiment.
“Everything okay?” she whispers.
I mouth yeah and hold up a finger to her.
“I won’t have a choice. I’ll call you when I know more.” Dale quickly hangs up, and I’m left flabbergasted.
This was our chance to get out. We should’ve destroyed all the shit and washed our hands of it. The money’s not worth our peace of mind. It’s not worth risking our lives more than we already have. I can’t get involved anymore and drag Hazel into it. Phil was crazy, but these guys are ruthless. They won’t drag shit out. They’ll just kill us all.
HAZEL
Maggie’s is deader than usual. This is what we wished for during weekend nights when we were understaffed. They were blessed this evening or hiring the extra staff has paid off.
Cash picks a table, and I go back to Roger’s office to have the talk. Memories assault me as I walk through the kitchen. Most of my life has been spent here, but it’s time to put it all behind me.
The office door is open, and I tap on the frame to get Roger’s attention. His head pops up from the daily paperwork, his eyes crinkling at the edges as a smile spreads over his face.
“Hey, Hunny. What are you doing here?” he asks as he motions to the chair in front of his desk.
I sit and prop my hands on my stomach. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”
He squints at me and sighs before returning to his paperwork. “I’m not giving you more shifts, so don’t ask.”
I can’t help the chuckle I let out. I’ve been bugging him for months for more hours, and he has refused every request. 
“No, I’m not here for that.”
“Oh.” He sets his pencil down and laces his fingers together. “You okay?”
“I am.” My throat grows thick, but I refuse to cry. “I’m putting in my notice.”
Roger’s mouth drops open in shock. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that.”
“Yeah, me either.”
“What are you going to do?” he asks with concern.
“I’m moving to Hattiesburg. With Cash.”
He puts his hands behind his head and smiles. “’Bout time.”
His response takes me by surprise. “What?”
“You need out of this town. And that boy loves you. Should’ve happened months ago.”
“I know.” I smile sadly at him. I’ll miss Roger. He’s done so much to help me over the years.
“None of that, sweetie.” Roger comes around the desk and helps me stand, then envelops me in a giant bear hug. “You’ll come to visit. You better. We want to see the baby.” 
I squeeze him, memorizing the faint scent of his cologne. “I’ll finish my shifts this week and—”
“Absolutely not!” Roger states and grips my shoulders pushing me back. “Worry about yourself for once. We’ll be fine here.”
I hug him one more time and he squeezes me lightly. “I’ll miss you,” I whisper.
“I’ll miss you too. Won’t be the same without you.”
Roger goes out to the dining room with me, and when we approach the table, Cash rises and extends his hand.
“Roger,” he says.
“Cash,” he responds, shaking his hand. “Take care of our girl. Keep her safe.”
“Absolutely, sir.”
Roger drapes an arm around my shoulder and tells Angela, “Their meal is on the house.”
He leans his head against mine and when he pulls away his eyes are glassy. He kisses the top of my head before escaping to his office. Roger may pretend to be okay, but he’s going to take this hard. I worry about who’s going to take care of everything and help him run this place when I’m gone.
I glance around the diner as if I’m seeing it for the first time, taking in all the décor, framed pictures of Trinity from long ago, the lacquered table tops, and old-style booths running the length of the wall. This place has been home for so many years. Now I’ll be starting over and creating a new life somewhere else.
Cash grabs my hand and pulls me from my thoughts. “You okay?”
I smile and squeeze his hand. “I am.”
I’ll be even better when I take care of the Jenkins’ before I leave.



CHAPTER 27
CADY
THE weekend was total shit. I was supposed to be off and spending it with Dale, but nope. And to top it off, the dick didn’t even call me. Only sent me a text.
I’d rather be with you. Miss me.
I keep reading the text over and over again. I do miss him. Ugh. I hope he keeps his word to explain everything when he gets back. I can’t play these games with him.
I toss my phone in my bag and walk up to Hazel’s door, checking my surroundings like the boogie man is going to jump out any second. I sigh and grimace. Doesn’t matter how much time passes. I will forever equate this place with evil.
I knock and crack open the door. “Hey, hey!”
“Back here!” Hazel shouts from her room.
I push open the door to find a few boxes stacked up by the couch and garbage bags by the door. Pictures are gone from the walls, and the shelf is barren of knickknacks and books.
My breath catches as I take it all in, leaving behind an empty ache. What is going on? Hazel wouldn’t up and move without talking to me first.
I make my way to her room, weaving around more bags as I go. “Hazel,” I call out. “What are you doing?”
When I get to her room, I peer around the door frame. Hazel is on the bed with a trash bag next to her, holding up a shirt and eyeing it with pursed lips.
“Keep or toss?” she asks, flipping it around for me to see the front.
I don’t think I’ve ever seen her wear that shirt.
“Toss.”
“That’s what I said,” a voice booms from the closet, making me jump.
Creeping further into the room, I discover Cash in the closet holding the black dress Hazel wore the first night they met up against his chest. 
When did he get here? And what the fuck is going on?
“I don’t think that’s your style,” I tell him, and then raise a questioning brow at Hazel.
“Toss,” Hazel says, opening the bag for him to throw it in.
“Uh, no,” he says as he slips it off the hanger. “I wanna see you in this again.”
Hazel’s cheeks take on a nice shade of pink, and she turns her attention to me. 
“Sit.” She pats the bed next to her, and I drop my purse on the floor as I sit.
“I’m gonna get a drink,” Cash says. “You ladies want anything?”
We tell him no, and he disappears out of the room, closing the door behind him.
I lean toward Hazel and tuck my legs beneath me. “Spit it out.”
She drops the shirt in her lap and takes a deep breath. “Cash wants me to move in with him.”
I motion to the mess of bags and boxes surrounding us. “Obviously you said yes. When did you decide this?”
It comes out shittier than intended, but this is unexpected. I feel like she’s already gone, and I never got to say goodbye.
Hazel grabs my hand and squeezes it. “He showed up yesterday afternoon. We talked and worked through some shit.”
“You prepared for this?” I push past the lump in my throat. “It’s a huge change.”
“Yes. If I’m to get my life back, I need to get the hell out of this town.”
As much as I agree with her, I don’t want to be left here alone. I can’t imagine life without my best friend—my sister. There’s nothing left for me in this town if she’s not here. And she’s about to have a baby. How can I be there for her if she’s hours away? I can’t be an amazing godmother and friend if I can’t be with them.
My voice quivers, and I turn my head to swipe at my cheeks. “What am I gonna do without you?” 
Hazel sniffles. “Well, you can move there with me.”
My head whips around, and she smiles hopefully.
“Are you serious?”
“Dead serious. You think I’d leave without you? We’re gonna need you,” she says rubbing her belly. “I’m gonna need you.”
I throw my arms around her neck as the tears fall. “I love you, girl.”
She chuckles and hugs me too. “I love you too.”
“Thelma and Louise for life,” I laugh, and she pulls out of my hold.
“Hell no! That life is not for me.” Her head tilts back as she laughs, and it’s like the old times all over again. “I’ll settle for Lucy and Ethel, or even a Golden Girl.”
My nose wrinkles up when she says Ethel. “Then you can be Ethel, ‘cause I hate that name. Plus, I look more like Lucy.”
Hazel’s chuckle trails off, and her face grows serious. “One more thing.”
“What?”
She glances at the door and lowers her voice. “We leave tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” My voice raises a bit, and Hazel puts a finger to my lips. I push her hand aside and whisper, “Sorry.”
“Yes. There’s that last appointment I need to go to. Can you still take me?”
A smirk spreads over my face. “When do we go?”



CHAPTER 28
HAZEL
SLEEP didn’t come easy last night. After working all evening to bag and box all my belongings and take loads off to the local shelter, I should’ve been wiped out. Physically, I was depleted; mentally, my wheel was spinning faster than it ever has. And in opposite ways, if that is even possible.
The excitement of new possibilities, and the danger of ghosts destroying all I’ve struggled to overcome, battle for control of my thoughts. One second, I’m flying high on the wings of the butterflies in my stomach as I imagine this new life with Cash. The next, I’m plummeting to my demise as the hands of the people who despise me rip those wings off with their threats and promises. 
The only middle ground I have is myself. A tightrope, that although may be thin and appear weak, is stronger than anything else I’ve put trust in, and it has never let me down. I’ve learned that it’s not sink or swim. You can still sink while swimming. I’ve nearly drowned while treading. Inner strength, pure and untainted, is there, hidden in our darkest depths. I just had to have the courage to give up everything I’ve clung to so I could find the one thing that can save me. 
It was me all along.
Each day has brought its own struggles, some easier to overcome more than others. It’s still terrifying to rely on myself, especially when I don’t know if I can mentally stand on my own from day to day. Now that Cash knows about the pregnancy, that’s a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. One that I shouldn’t have borne as long as I did, but I wasn’t prepared for the outcome at the time. The weight of that secret made me stronger, and now that it’s gone, I have the strength to face the last hurdle to get my life back.
“You sure you don’t want me to go to your appointment with you?” Cash asks as he refills his coffee mug.
I laugh. “For the millionth time, no. It’s just my therapist. You won’t be missing much. Plus, Cady and I want a little time together before we leave today.”
“Don’t let her try to change your mind,” he mutters.
I cross my arms over my chest. “Is that why you wanna go? You’re afraid I’ll change my mind if you’re not around?”
“A little, yeah,” he admits. “You can’t really be surprised. It’s taken too long to get here with you. I don’t want someone fucking it up.”
A smile tugs at my lips, and he huffs and rolls his eyes. 
“Go ahead and laugh, it’s not gonna change how I feel.”
A horn blows outside, and Cash peers through the window and waves. “Better go so you’re not late.”
I stretch up on my toes and give him a quick kiss, but he pulls me closer and looks down at me through his lashes. His touch burns through my shirt, heating my skin as he devours me with that lazy, bedroom gaze.
My fingers itch to run through his messy hair, so I let them. He closes his eyes and sighs. “You have nothing to worry about.”
“I have everything to worry about until I get you home.”
“And everything will be fine then?” I smirk.
“Yep. If I can keep you naked and satisfied, you’ll never leave.”
His answer makes me snort. I push away and grab my purse. “I’ll be back soon.”
“You didn’t say I was wrong,” he yells after me.
I pause at the door and call over my shoulder. “’Cause you’re not.”
***
The perfect green blades of grass spread over the slightly inclined yard resembling plastic. I imagine pressing a toe onto them and snapping them off. It offers a brief moment of serenity and satisfaction. Very brief.
“You don’t have to do this,” Cady says, gazing up at the modernized Victorian home with disgust.
“Yeah, I do.”
“You don’t owe them shit,” she spits.
“No,” I agree. “I owe this to myself.”
She shakes her head and motions to the house. “But here?”
I shrug. “Better to meet the devil in his den. Where he’s comfortable he’ll make mistakes.”
Cady chuckles and straightens up tall. “Let’s light this bitch up then.”
She smiles wickedly at me and heads for the door, leaving me to follow in her wake. Before I make it up the stairs, she slams the polished bronzed doorknocker home.
The heavy oak door glides open, revealing a middle-aged woman. I expected the hinges to creek or moan under the weight, but they were silent. My inner voice, however, was telling me to run away. This place is booby trapped and waiting to feast on me.
Stop it. This all ends today.
The woman looks between Cady and I disapprovingly. “Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins are waiting in the parlor for you, Ms. Watson. If you’d follow me, please.”
Cady and I step inside the foyer, and she closes the door behind us. Old money decorates the home, from the lavish antiques to the rugs that grace the freshly waxed hardwoods. It doesn’t even resemble a home; it feels like a museum for their bloodline. I couldn’t imagine a child growing up here. They’d get in trouble for breathing.
The thought makes my nerves grate. They will not win. They cannot have my child.
“If you wouldn’t mind waiting in here.” The woman opens a door off to the side. As we move toward it, she raises a hand to stop us. “Just you,” she says to Cady.
Cady’s stone-cold expression gives away none of the thoughts going through her head, but I know lightning is about to strike, and I do nothing to prevent it. I need her strength to fuel my courage before facing these bastards.
“I don’t think so.” Cady folds her hand around my sweaty one. “Where Hazel goes, I go.”
The maid purses her lips and huffs out her nose. “They will be very displeased.”
My heart pounds out a nervous, angry rhythm. “They will be even more pissed if I leave. Which will happen in the next few minutes if you don’t take us to them.”
She opens her mouth, but Cady holds up a finger and wags it in her face. “Tick, tock, Mary Poppins.”
She stammers, but never gets out what she wants going to say. Instead, she huffs and storms off, her short heels clicking on the floor, and muttering, “I never.”
Cady squeezes my hand and snickers. “Snobby twat.”
I try to keep a straight face but fail miserably. “Please mind your manners,” I whisper.
Cady crosses her arms. “Seriously? She was the rude one.”
I give her the side eye, and she scoffs at me. “Fine. But it’s because I love you.”
“Thank you.” 
We hear her heels echoing through the house before she appears again. “This way.”
We follow her down a long hall until she stops before a large, open room. I peer inside, and my blood turns cold. As warm, lush, and welcoming the room is, the Jenkins’ are the complete opposite. Their cool, beady eyes fix on us like vipers in a pit.
“Bring them in, Marianne,” Mrs. Jenkins snaps.
“Mary,” Cady snorts under her breath. 
I nudge Cady with my elbow and give Marianne a tight-lipped smile as I accept a seat on the velvet chaise lounge. Cady sits next to me and wags her brows as she strokes the cushion.
“Thank you for coming, Hazel.”
I focus my attention across the large coffee table on the Jenkins’ sitting in two highbacked armchairs that match the lounge. They remind me of miniature thrones. Very fitting for their self-proclaimed royalty.
“You didn’t really give me much choice,” I respond.
Mrs. Jenkins scoots forward in her chair, her knees bent at an angle, and her hands folded in her lap. Her posture doesn’t waver. It is like a stick is shoved up her ass to keep her body ramrod straight.
“I think we got off on the wrong foot. You seem to have a few misconceptions of who we are. Please give us a chance to show you we aren’t the monsters this town makes us out to be.”
Mr. Jenkins reaches out and takes his wife’s hand. The way he holds it appears forced and strictly for show. The same way Phil used to treat me on the few dates we went on. His intentions quickly changed and so did his…affections. Makes me wonder how his parents showed him affection when he was younger.
No. You will not make excuses for his behavior.
“First impressions can be misleading,” I say, and they smile and nod. “But I don’t think I confused yours when you called me a whore.”
They sit in shock of my blunt response. Guess they’ve never had anyone talk to them this way. I’ve never had anyone so blatantly hate me for nothing.
“I’m sorry I called you that,” he says shamefully. “Phil…he dropped out of school and talked about nothing but you. We thought you were the instigator. We only wanted what was best for our son. He was throwing away his future.”
I had no idea his obsession had gone that far. Their words still sting, though, and reveal how little they think of me. I wasn’t good enough. I’m not good enough now, even as they attempt to paint themselves in a better light. They can pretend all they want that their perception of me has changed. I can see through their act. It’s all about winning.
But what exactly do they want, and how far will they go to get it?



CHAPTER 29
HAZEL
“YOU didn’t even give me a chance. If you had, you’d have known I had nothing to do with the choices he made.” I clear my throat and reign in my building anger. “I didn’t want to be with him. He pursued me relentlessly. Had he taken no for an answer, we wouldn’t be here today.”
Mrs. Jenkins sniffles, and for the first time, her thick outer shell cracks, revealing honest emotion.
“We are very sorry for what Phil did to you.” She pulls a tissue from a box next to her and dabs the corners of her eyes. “We didn’t raise our son to be that kind of person.”
Mrs. Jenkins stands up and hesitates for a moment before coming and sitting on the coffee table in front of me. She's putting herself completely out of her comfort zone to reach out to me. I don't know if this is a sincere move on her part, or just a move on her chessboard to get me where she wants me. Rarely does a queen do the work of a pawn.
“I'd like to show you something. Will you let me?”
I glance at Cady out of the corner of my eye to see what she thinks. She must think it's okay, because she nods her head.
“All…all right.”
We go to follow her, and Mrs. Jenkins pleads with Cady. “Please, just Hazel.”
“I'll be okay,” I whisper to her, and squeeze her hand.
“I'll be here waiting,” she says as she regards Mrs. Jenkins suspiciously.
As we exit the room Mr. Jenkins asks Cady, “Would you like a drink? Lord knows I need one right now.”
Marianne rushes into the room as Mrs. Jenkins guides me down the hall farther away from Cady. She loops her arm around mine, and for a second, I almost jerk away. But when I see the sadness on her face, I relax into her hold.
“Phil was such a good baby,” she begins as we reach the staircase and start to climb. “He picked up on things quickly and had a thirst to learn everything he could.”
 I hope she doesn’t think she’ll sway my opinions of her son by pulling a sympathy card. I don’t want to hear what kind of child he was; he wasn’t the person who did all those horrendous acts. The monster who he became did.
When we reach the top of the stairs, it’s like entering a whole new world. It’s still beautiful and littered with expensive relics, but it’s more lived in. More…homey. Photos grace the walls along with shadow boxes containing memories of times long past.
Mrs. Jenkins stops in front of a bookshelf, and a sad smile takes over her face. She runs her finger over the glass of a picture frame and sniffles. This woman’s heart is full of memories that are poisoning her.
She pulls a photo album out and lays it on the lip of the shelf, flipping the cover open. A baby’s chubby face fills the first photograph. The ice blue eyes frozen in time send chills down my spine.
Those eyes not only fill my nightmares, they fill every waking moment of my day. It’s hard to hide from your demons when they live in your head—immortalized by the terror they inspire. Some days I’d rather be dead. Then I have to remind myself that’s what he wanted. My death would be his ultimate satisfaction.
Fuck everything he wanted.
“Why are you doing this?” I whisper angrily.
Mrs. Jenkins moves next to me and grips the banister. Tears leave glitter trails on her face as she stares blankly at the paintings across the way.
“You’ll never understand what it means to be a mother until you hold them for the first time. When you birth them into this world, it’s like a rebirth for yourself. A part of you that you never knew existed awakens, and you know then that you will do anything to protect them.”
She turns to me, the tears steadily running down her face. “I can’t say I’m sorry enough in this lifetime for what my son did to you. It kills my soul that he…he could do such monstrous things. I know you hate him, and I don’t blame you.” She whimpers and lets out a sob. “But he is still my son.”
I can feel her heart breaking, and it’s a heavy weight on my own. If only she could feel the heartbreak her son has caused me. Would she still feel the same, or would it crush her soul the way mine was?
There’s nothing I can say to her to make her feel better. If anything, my words will make it worse. The only thing I can do is give her a hug, and I do. I wrap my arms around her, and she sobs for the son who lost his way somewhere down his path and allowed the darkness to invade him instead of fighting his way back. There’s nothing she can do to save him now. That must be a bitter pill to swallow.
She pulls out of my embrace and wipes at her nose with the tissue she’s been clutching. “Thank you.”
It’s weird to say you’re welcome, so I just admire a painting as she gets herself together. Once she composes herself, I ask, “Why am I here?”
 “Come,” she says, dragging me a few doors down.
She pauses with her hand on the knob, takes a deep breath, and then opens the door.
Fearful of what’s waiting in the room, I lean forward and peek my head inside. Cold tendrils start at the crown of my head and leech their way down my body until I’m frozen to the spot. My nails dig into the soft wood of the doorframe to keep me upright, and I refrain from digging deeper so I don’t get splinters imbedded under them.
“He’s here?” I choke on the whispered words. It’s like Phil’s hand is on my throat again, squeezing the life out of all the things he hates about me. I jerk myself out of the room and lean against the wall.
Mrs. Jenkins closes the door and comes face to face with me. Her features contort into something familiar. I press against the wall, praying it puts more space between us.
“I want you to end his life.”
The air lodges in my chest, and everything goes fuzzy. Tunnel vision takes over, and the pounding of my heart fills my ears. She wants me to kill him? I look around, frantically searching for cameras or police hiding in corners, waiting for me to answer so they can pounce.
“Hazel?” She grips my shoulders to keep me from spinning in circles and leads me to a bench across the hall.
I drop like a stone and struggle to catch my breath. “Why?” I stammer. “Why ask this of me?”
She squats down and grabs my hands. “Because I can’t.”
I look at her in shock. The woman who wants to protect her son from everything wants me to play his reaper. Has she lost her mind? 
“And if I don’t…what? You’ll take my baby?”
Cheryl huffs indignantly. “Heavens no!”
She’s clearly as insane as her son. Apparently, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree in this family. He learned the art of mind games from his mother. All those threats just to get me here and offer me the opportunity to murder Phil. Twisted, fucked up family. 
 “Go, tell him how you feel,” she urges. I take in her tear-soaked face and, for a moment, wonder if she truly understands what that would entail. Her lids narrow, and her voice drops ominously, “And give him what he deserves.”



CHAPTER 30
HAZEL
THE knob is warm to the touch as I wrap my sweaty palm around it. It takes all the strength I possess to twist it and crack open the door. The soft sound of a ventilator fills the room. I wished I was hooked up to one with this weight on my chest making it difficult to breathe.
I glance over my shoulder and wait for Mrs. Jenkins to descend the stairs before I enter. No way could I do this if she was hovering over my shoulder. She forces a sad but encouraging smile and disappears from sight.
“Go tell him how you feel.”
Easy for her to say, not so easy for me to do.
I creep into the room and quietly shut the door behind me. My feet are as heavy as concrete blocks, dragging me farther beneath the surface of my anxiety. It’s been a long time since I’ve sunk this fast. I have to fight the urge to claw at my throat and create gills to make it easier to breathe.
The ventilator draws me in like a sea creature to the waves teasing the shore, mesmerized by the whoosh…whoosh…whoosh. Only I’m drawn in by my creator—the monster hooked up to all those tubes and wires lying in the hospital bed.
He faces the far wall, a huge flat screen mounted high to make viewing easier while lying down. The screen is black, only reflecting the sunlight through the slats of the blinds from the window behind us.
The machine next to the bed flashes rhythmically, but it remains silent too. Is it sending an SOS to save it from keeping this bastard alive?
I could avoid looking at him or talking to him. Just reach over and power it down, then walk the fuck out of here and forget any of these crazy fuckers exist in this world.
You’ll never forget. You’ll bear his scars, forever reminding you of him and the days he tried to annihilate your very being so he could have a warm body in his bed that wouldn’t think or feel.
A sharp ache pricks my eyes, and I have to force them open from squeezing them shut so tightly. No, I can’t do that. I want him to see my face. I want him to know, no matter how much his abuse may have stained me, he didn’t break me.
I move to the head of the inclined bed and get comfortable with being this close before edging around to the side and getting my first visual of Phil since he was peering over Cash’s shoulder. A different lifetime that feels like yesterday.
I focus on the machine first then follow the tube until it disappears into Phil’s throat. The tape over his skin is crusty, but I think that’s just the burnt remnants of flesh from the fire. My perusal continues up the red puckered mess of a path until I reach the thin lips that used to berate me while pretending to love me.
Two memories go to war in my mind—one with a sneer stretched across his face goes head to head with the one wearing a soft smile that would whisper beautiful things while he beat me with his love. Lies. They were all lies. But when you’ve been barricaded in your mind by another’s actions, you begin to believe the lies and beg for them, because it’s the only reprieve from the nightmare before your very eyes.
Except this time, his lies won’t win.
Perfect patches of skin mix with different hues of red and brown leathery spots. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a glove with knives coming out of the fingertips and is waiting to sit up and yell, “Surprise, bitch,” before gutting me.
I almost chuckle at the absurdity of it, but quickly sober up when those icy blues meet mine. They are deep and deadly when the surface has been cracked, freezing over quickly after I fall beneath them. They flicker back and forth over my face as if he can’t believe I’m real. 
I can’t believe I’m standing here.
His lip twitches and pulls slightly in one corner before he makes a small gurgling sound I almost miss.
He can’t speak.
A million words dance on the tip of my tongue, but none of them make the leap to fly. Instead, I stare at the man I should be unleashing on, feeling sorry for him. Not sorry that he can’t hurt me or anyone else anymore, but sorry for what he became in this life. Pitiful.
“I’m not here because I want to be,” I admit to him. “I could’ve gone the rest of my life without seeing your face again.”
The fear that used to fill me when I would speak in his presence sweeps through me. I brace myself as I wait for his retaliation, but it doesn’t come. The room remains quiet, save for the ventilator, and my skin doesn’t ache from his brutal touch. His face doesn’t bear the hatefulness I’m used to when I peek at him through my lashes. But those eyes…they tell a different story.
“I came at the…demand of your parents.”
Instinctively, I guard my stomach with my hands. No matter what the Jenkins’ say, they will be a constant worry when it comes to my child. Their intentions may never have been to take it away from me, but now they know my greatest fear and may act on it.
Phil strains so hard to see my stomach, his eyeballs act like they are going to spin around in his skull. Does he even know what’s going on around him?
“Your mother told me to tell you how I feel. After the time I was forced to spend with you, I should have a lot to say. I should shred you mentally, the way you did me. I should hollow you the way you left me. I should physically torture you and end your life like your mother begged me to do before I walked through your door. But….”
I look him up and down, really take in the vegetable lying before me, and shake my head.
“You look pretty hollow to me. A shell of the monster you once were.”
Phil squints and affirms my wonder if he could truly comprehend what I’m saying to him. Oh, he does. If looks could kill, he’d be strangling me to shut my mouth.
Power I’ve never felt before surges through me, destroying any remnants of fear that was lingering. Is this what he felt when he took what he wanted from my body and took over my life?
I lean down and whisper in his ear, “What’s it like to have no modicum of control? Does it eat you up inside now that our roles have reversed?”
I don’t even try to hold in the chuckle as I smirk at him and straighten.
“Know this—I refuse to become like you because of what you did. I will not torture you or condemn you with words. Revenge is not sweet. It only allows you to remain in control of my thoughts and emotions, and I’ve worked too damn hard to break your hold over me. 
“I understand why your mother asked me to kill you now that I see you lying here—probably in pain, unable to voice your wishes or, more than likely, tear the people down that are caring for you. We both know the latter is more your style.” 
I scoot away from the bed, staying in his direct line of sight, so he can get a good view of my pregnant bulge. His icy blues grow as round as my belly. 
“I wouldn’t want my child to suffer either. And I’ll make sure they don’t. But you? Your suffering is punishment for all the horrible deeds you committed. And honestly, I hope you live a long life in that bed, trapped in your head, and driven insane by your demons.”
Phil’s mouth twitches again, only this time he’s able to push out a semblance of a word.
“Peas,” he gurgles, pleading with his eyes.
“Oh, Phil,” I whisper, and run my fingertips over his charred face until I reach the long, jagged scar on his neck where I stabbed him.
His pulse races beneath the soft, bubbled flesh when I touch it, and his gaze locks with mine. I get within an inch of his face, remembering how terrifying it used to be when he did it to me. Does it scare him, even a little?
“Karma’s a bitch, isn’t she?”
I push against the railing of his bed and turn my back on the worst nightmare I’ve ever known. Never again will he have an ounce of control over me. His words may echo in my mind until they fade into nothing, but they will hold no power over me. What I’ll never know is if I was nothing but a toy for his amusement, or if he really believed he was doing no wrong and loving me the only way he knew how. That will take a little longer to stop questioning.
As I open the door, Phil begins making incoherent noises that grow louder and more frantic. That’s what I felt like when he doped me up, unable to form the words needed to communicate he was killing me. Only I’m not killing him; he brought this shit on himself. At least mine was caused from being drugged. It must be pure hell to live that sober.
One he’s deserving of.
The house is quiet as I sneak through it and make my escape. I showed up like they asked me to do. I’m not sorry I couldn’t do what she needed—something she was too much of a coward to do. The sins of her son will not become my own. I’m stained enough already and refuse to add more just so she can live the remainder of her life guilt free.
When I reach the car, I climb inside and recline the seat a bit to hide my whereabouts. Once I’m hidden, I take my first real breath since leaving that room and revel in the fire blazing in my chest. 
I can’t believe this is my fucking life. 
I dig my phone out and shoot Cady a text to make up an excuse and get the hell out here. We’ve spent more than enough time here.
As I wait for her, I glance up at the house. Mrs. Jenkins is poised in Phil’s window. That same dead expression Phil once wore transforms her features as she glares down at me. I no longer wonder about his childhood. I know. He is the way he is because of her. Not that that’s really an excuse for his behavior. I think she molded him to be a monster. Exactly like her.
She pulls the curtains closer to her and breaks eye contact. Her expression changes instantly to one of wonder as she tilts her face up to the sun. Then she closes the curtains the rest of the way and disappears. It sends chills down my spine.
I replay my time with Phil over again in my mind, trying not to think about what’s happening in that room, and I realize something. When you face your fears, you discover that your biggest one was never your opponent, it was the lack of faith in yourself. With Cash, I couldn’t believe he’d love me or that I’d ever measure up to what I imagined he needed. With Phil, I never thought I could face him and cut the binds he placed on me. But I did. And as soon as I relinquished his control, everything changed instantly. Parts of me that were hollow feel alive again, filling with warmth and power and making me stronger by the second.
It’s amazing how quickly you can change when you’re forced to confront the very things that held you down to begin with. They never went anywhere, and I ignored it as much as possible, refusing to see it for what it was. 
Closure. Moving forward. Growth.
Life tore me down, but I’ve proven I’m resilient, and no matter how many times I contemplated giving up, I didn’t. I befriended my demons and learned to dance with them. Those lessons were hard, but if I can bear them, I can take on anything.
I just hope I get a long vacation before the next one.



CHAPTER 31
CASH
IT didn’t take long to take off everything Hazel bagged up to donate, and then fill her SUV with the boxes and bags of things she wanted to keep. Which, honestly, wasn’t much. Her entire life has been here, and she’s pretty much giving it all away. If it weren’t for that, I’d probably still be worried she’d change her mind. No going back now. She has nothing left here.
Her apartment is remarkably different without her messy presence marking the place. I chuckle when I think about the first time I came inside. Good lord, she is not one to organize. Maybe she’ll learn a little something living with me. Or I’ll be the one who does it for us.
I waste the next hour cleaning and making trips out to the dumpster, so all the work is finished when she gets done. I’m ready to put her in the car and take us home. 
Home.
It’s always been home, but it never felt like home. It was a place I went to because I had to. Until Hazel showed up. When she was there, the place came alive and there was nowhere else I ever wanted to be. Now, there will be more than us. I hope our child loves growing up there and we make incredible memories. I look forward to replacing my shitty ones with ones every child should have. Especially ours.
I’m going to be a father.
A huge smile spreads across my face as I imagine cradling them in my arms, playing with them as they grow, and wiping tears from their faces when they are hurt. Things my parents should’ve been there to do for me. Although, my grandparents did the best they could and loved me fiercely, they were a substitute for what I longed for.
The front door shuts as I’m getting out of the shower, and keys jingle as they’re tossed on the bar. My heart jumps with excitement because it’s almost time to go.
I wrap the towel around my waist and open the bathroom door. Hazel pauses when I step into the hallway, and her gaze travels down my body. A hunger I’ve never seen fills her, causing all the blood in my body to shoot below my waist instantaneously.
She places her purse on the table then stalks toward me with more confidence than she’s ever shown. A chill runs down my spine as I anticipate her hands reaching for me, her fingertips touching me, her lips on mine. I’ve been dying for this. But what if she’s not ready?
Hazel doesn’t hesitate. The second she reaches me, she wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me to her, pressing her mouth to mine. Her lips tell me everything, and her hands reinforce their meaning as they roam down my body and undo my towel. As it falls to the floor, my cock rises to meet her.
“Hazel?”
Her response is wrapping her palm around my thickness and shushing me with her lips. As she moves her hand over me, her tongue slips between my lips, teasing the tip of my own. I damn near forgot what her touch was like. Fantasizing is never as good as the real thing, but you forget how good the real thing is when it’s been damn near an eternity. I never want to be without her again.
I get swept up in my urgency to keep her in the moment and in my arms, forgetting about every doubt weighing us down. My hands weave through her hair as I pull her closer and deepen our kiss. She moans into my mouth, and it vibrates through my body, making me harder for her.
“I need you inside me,” she pants between kisses.
Without skipping a beat, I back her into the bedroom and begin tugging at her clothes to get them off, only breaking contact with her lips when I must. I’ve never been in a rush to get anyone naked this fast, and yet perfectly content if I can’t as long as I can keep touching and kissing her.
I push at the waistband of her pants and she wiggles her legs until they slide down to the floor. Her warm skin presses against mine as we wrap our arms around each other and sigh in contentment.
“Climb on the bed,” I murmur against her neck.
She crawls onto the edge of the bed and kneels. Her heavy breasts are firmer and perkier, and her rounded belly sits perfectly above her thighs. Nothing has ever been so beautiful to me. Never thought I’d say that, but pregnancy looks good on Hazel. If it weren’t for the bags under her eyes conveying her sleepless nights, she’d glow all over. Now that a bit of her stress is gone, I hope she can relax and enjoy it more since she’s not trying to hide it from me.
“You are so beautiful.”
I cup her fevered breast and lightly run my thumb over her nipple. Her head leans to the side, and her lids flutter closed as I kneel behind her. Resting between her legs, I pull her against me. Hazel’s bottom rubs my cock, making it throb for the pleasure only she can give. I nip and kiss my way up her shoulder to her ear as my hands roam across her chest and between her thighs. Every time I move, she moves. With every dip between her legs she spreads wider and needier. The wetter she gets, the hungrier I grow to be inside her.
Hazel leans forward and slips her hand between her legs, guiding me inside her with the tips of her fingers. I can’t help the hiss that rushes past my lips when she squeezes around me, and I hold tight to her thinking about anything besides how much I love fucking her. But it doesn’t work. Pregnancy has made her tighter, the lack of sex has made her hornier and wetter, and her pussy is like a silken suction cup on my cock.
“Fuck, you feel so good,” I groan, turn her face as far as it will go, and kiss her. “I’ve missed you so fucking much.”
“Talk later,” she mumbles against my lips. “I really need you to start moving.”
“I’m not gonna last long, babe.” I can already feel the urge to come just from her tilting her hips.
“Just give me one minute,” she groans as she slides up and down me slowly. 
It’s fucking torturous and takes all my willpower not to grab her hips and fuck her like a crazed man.
Hazel licks her fingertips and rubs her clit so slowly I don’t think she’s moving at first. Within a matter of seconds, she locks down on my cock, spasming around it. As soon as one passes, she flicks her finger and the next wave hits us harder than the last. I hold tight to her quivering body, struggling not to come right along with her each time she squirts down my cock. It’s difficult not to when she grows tighter with every single one.
Suddenly, her body twitches violently, and she drops down on her forearms with a hoarse shriek.
“Oh my god,” she croaks after catching her breath. “Don’t stop.”
She doesn’t have to tell me twice. I look down between our bodies, glistening with Hazel’s cum, and know this isn’t going to last but another minute or two. Between her fist tight muscles, the wetness and the sound of it as our bodies collide, and being able to watch myself move in and out of her, I’m a lost cause.
Hazel peers at me over her shoulder. “You’re not gonna hurt me, Cash. Fuck me like you own me. Because you do.”
Those words flip a switch in me, reminding me of the days and nights in our soon-to-be home, where we gave into our darker desires and truly discovered one another. Until the baby is born, I’ll never be comfortable doing all those things. But I can do some of them to give us what we need to take the edge off.
I grab a handful of her hair and jerk her head back, driving her down on my cock. Her body arches, and her tits shove out. I love when she’s in this position. She must love it, too, because I swear she purrs and comes again when I repeatedly drive into her and slap her clit.
Hazel grabs my hand and raises it to her mouth, licking then sucking two of my fingers. I know I’m about done for. This is too much for our first time together in months. As soon as she puts my hand between her legs and uses it to get off again, I go right along with her.
We fall over on the bed, panting and staring at the ceiling in a daze.
“If this is how it’s gonna be when you’re pregnant, I want ten kids.”
Hazel’s eyes get as big as saucers. “You’re crazy.”
I pull her to me and nuzzle her neck. “You make me that way.”
“I missed you too,” she says, beaming from ear to ear. “I’m ready to go home now.”
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THE DRUNK & DISORDERLY: A TRAILER PARK SOAP OPERA
EPISODE ONE: WELCOME TO TRAINWRECK PALMS
Scene One: Bridgett of Twerkdom
The wind blew warm, and the wind chimes played their tune as Bridgett stepped out onto her concrete cinderblock porch. Her knock-off menthol cigarette hung from her lips as she squinted and blocked the sun from her tired brown eyes. The smell of onions burned her nose, and her face scrunched up as she looked for what was causing the putrid odor. After a moment, she side-eyed her glistening armpit and leaned in for sniff, forgetting her cigarette was still between her lips.
“Son of a bitch!” Bridgett cursed as the hot cherry sizzled the sweaty, sensitive skin. She reached up to pull it from her mouth, but it stuck to her lips, and her fingers slid down the length, snuffing the cigarette out in the process. “Fuck!”
She ripped the cigarette from her lips and threw it in anger. Blisters were forming between her fingers, the pain pulsating with her heartrate and seeming to fill them with more fluid every time it beat. Her other hand wrapped around the two fingers, and she blew on them, trying to ease the sensation, but it was no use.
“Whatchu yellin’ about, Idget?” Joel, her two-timing, loser of a baby daddy shouted from inside the trailer.
“Why do you care, you stupid dick?” she yelled through the screen door, biting back the pain.
“Because you made me lose my winning streak on Call of Duty!”
“You don’t get a job soon, your winning streak will be over for good. I’ll sell that damn Xbox.”
Grunts and mumbles met Bridgett’s ears, and she lost her shit. Yanking the door open, she waddled into the cluttered living room littered with trash and dirty dishes and stood in front of Joel. His head moved one way and then the other, trying to see around Bridgett’s giant bulge, but she refused to budge and blocked his every move.
“Sit your fat ass down!” he shouted, standing up and towering over her.
“I’m not fat, I’m pregnant!” she screeched. “You did this to me!”
She looked down her body but didn’t get far before her stomach blocked the rest of her view. Tears form in her eyes as she remembered having the perfect, tight, stripper body that Joel once begged to touch. Now she had to beg him to touch her, and he cringed when she asked. God forbid he had to get close enough to use a dildo on her. Her body wasn’t what it used to be, but she didn’t think it was that bad.
Bridgett gripped her stomach as a tear rolled down her cheek. She thought this baby would bring them together more. She saved as much money from her G-string as she could before she got too big to dance and had to quit the club. Joel swore that he would love her forever, take care of her and the baby, and when her body bounced back, she could go back to work until she earned enough money for a down payment on a house.
She looked around the house as Joel continued to berate her for not moving out of his way, all the junk dancing through the tears in her eyes and beginning to fuel her anger. The last time she really cleaned the house, Joel and his friends destroyed it, and he refused to help her clean it up. That was right after she quit her job. That was also the same time she learned that Joel lost his job—a month before she quit hers—and was pretending to go to work and earn money. Only he wasn’t. He was taking her savings and spending it at the very strip club she earned it at. Not only that, he was spending it on her best friend, Sheri, and that bitch took every fucking dollar until it was gone. The cunt didn’t even by her a baby shower present.
Joel slammed into Bridgett’s shoulder as he moved to get around her, bringing her back to the moment—to the one place she didn’t want to be. Fury burned in her eyes, and her fists tightened as she turned to an aggravated Joel. If he didn’t listen to her before, he sure as fuck was going to listen to her now.
Bridgett reached out and snatched the headset off Joel’s head. His nappy ass hair got caught in the headband, and a section of it ripped from his scalp. Howls tore from his throat as he grabbed at his head and felt the half-dollar-sized bald spot on the side of his head. Silent shock replaced his pained expression.
“Now you listen to me, you sack of shit,” Bridgett began, gripping the headset in her fist and pointing in his face.
Joel’s lips trembled as he stuttered, “Y–y–you scalped me.”
Bridgett stared at him in disbelief. Now, she knew they weren’t the smartest people on the planet, but she prided herself on being the history buff she was and for watching so many documentaries on the History Channel. The clump of matted blond hair dangling from the headphones was far from being scalped from Joel’s lumpy skull. It wouldn’t even had been ripped out if he would wash and comb his damn hair—but nooooooo! For some reason he believed his thin, limp hair would look awesome as dreadlocks. Bridgett knew exactly who gave him the idea. She also knew that the dumb cunt was laughing at him behind his back. As long as he kept sneaking to the club with money, Sheri would continue to lead him on.
“Shut the fuck up!” Bridgett screamed at the top of her lungs. “I have dealt with your shit for months. Not no more.”
Joel’s brow pulled together, and his face contorted to bewildered anger. “What have you dealt with, Idget? If anyone has had to deal, it’s me! You turned into fat Hitler.”
“Take that back!”
“I will not! You take up the whole bed, you fucking snore like a chainsaw, and you can’t keep this place clean. You’re like a fucking hog in its own sty. And you smell like one too!”
Bridgett’s stomach twisted with every comment that came out of Joel’s mouth. Every one of those things were his fault. She refused to allow him to make her feel bad any longer. White hot anger like she had never felt before coursed through her body, causing her vision to blur and get spotty. Decision making just now took a backseat ride to instant gratification.
“Joel, you pussy! Madman224 is totally teabaggin’ your ass right now!” His friend yelled through the speakers of the TV. “Shoot his ass! We need that kill to win the match!”
“Move!” Joel shouted, shoving Bridgett out of the way and going to the television. His thumbs went crazy over the controller as he cursed at the screen. A smile spread over his lips as got his enemy right where he wanted him. Then—the screen went black.
Joel’s mouth dropped open in horror, and he lunged at the TV grabbing it with one hand and banging the side of it, almost shaking the flat screen off the microwave stand it sat on.
Bridgett stood off to the side, one hand on her cocked hip, holding the cord to the Xbox up in her other hand. It waved back and forth teasingly as Joel’s head slowly turned toward her.
In a pissed off rage, Joel threw the controller at Bridgett’s head, barely missing her, and it shattered into pieces as it slammed into the wall. Her mouth formed a perfect oh, but nothing came out. She just stood there frozen as Joel’s chest rose and fell with angry breaths.
“You stupid whore. You’re gonna pay for that.”
His comment snapped her out of her shocked stance, and she narrowed her eyes at him yet again. “Oh yeah? What the fuck are you gonna do about it?”
Before Bridgett could blink an eye, Joel advanced on her, gripping her arms and shaking her. “I hate you! You’ve destroyed my life. I’m stuck here and can’t even enjoy a damn video game without you turning into mega bitch. Just fucking leave!”
“I’m not going anywhere. This is my trailer, dumbass!”
“You can’t even afford to pay for it!” Joel spit back.
“Well, I would’ve if you hadn’t spent all of MY money on Sheri!” Joel’s eyes got big as saucers, and his grip on her arms loosened. “Don’t think I didn’t know about you going to the club after I quit. You haven’t been working. You haven’t even been job hunting. Do you think she’s gonna take care of your lazy ass?” Bridgett laughed hysterically. “She just wanted the money. Do you even know how many married men she’s sleeping with?”
Joel shook his head in disbelief, backing away from Bridgett, but she didn’t let him get far. Every step he took, she also took one, staying right in his face. He spun to try to get away, but Bridgett shoved him down on the couch and towered over him.
“I knew it! I knew you were fucking that nasty whore!” She threw her hands up in the air wildly and screamed out her frustration before grabbing the hair at the sides of her and tugging on it like a woman gone mad.
“She’s not nasty,” Joel retorted. “At least her pussy doesn’t smell like rotting fish.”
Bridget gasped, her face turned red in embarrassment, and her stomach twisted as his words sunk in. “But you always said you loved the way I smelled.” Her chin trembled as she watched for his reaction.
“I lied,” he spat, standing up and towering over her. He leaned down in her face and watched as the tears spilled over her lids. “I swallowed down puke every time I went down on you.”
Joel’s cellphone rang, and he walked past a whimpering Bridgett to get it off the charger. “What’s up?” he answered, leaving Bridgett crushed and staring at the wall. “Don’t even start ... Yeah, she’s screaming again.” Joel started laughing. “I’ll get that fucker back. It’ll be an epic teabag.”
Bridgett couldn’t believe what was happening. He just walked away from her like she was nothing. And she knew his words were lies. He used to eat her pussy like a starving man several times a day. He couldn’t get enough of it and would smear his face all in it. If a man thought a woman’s pussy stunk, he wouldn’t lick it. At least not like that.
As she listened to him degrade her over the phone and talk about the game as if it were more important, that heartache began to ebb, and she hit her breaking point. She was done. No longer would she tolerate his ass or listen to the horrible things he had to say about her. No. She was ready to tell him all the things she felt about him.
With the look of a charging bull, Bridgett stormed toward Joel. He didn’t notice her at first, but his eyes grew large and his mouth dropped open as she walked the last few feet to him. She slapped the phone out of his hand and shoved him so hard, his skinny ass hit the floor.
“You want to see an epic teabag?” she asked as she squatted over his face, kneeling on his arms so he couldn’t move them.
“No! No!” he yelled, quickly shaking his head back and forth.
The fear and disgust on his face only pushed Bridgett’s button more. She dropped herself right on his face, muffling his screams, and rubbing her bottom all over it. Raising up only to reseat herself, she felt a pop and then a gush of fluid flow from between her legs.
Right onto Joel’s face, and in his mouth.
The scream that he let out would forever be known as “The Scream heard ‘round the Palms.”
You can find more of this politically incorrect, white-trash comedy for free on Wattpad.
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