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DEAR CELIA,

Your family are a bunch of...

Wait. No. It isn’t your fault. 

None of this is your fault. 

I’m sorry. I wish you knew how sorry I was. 

~*~*~*~
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DEAR ANDREA, 

Your family and you are a bunch of...

Nope. 

Still not it.

It’s not you I hate. 

~*~*~*~
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DEAR TANNER, 

You’re a monster. 

A cold, broken monster. 

I think they have a name for you, oh right, a sociopath. 

A gorgeous, strong, incredible sociopath. 

How could you do this to me?

So easily?

So effortlessly?

How?

Please, for the love of god, tell me how?

I trusted you. But you knew that, didn’t you? 

It’s exactly what you wanted.

Where will it end?

Will it end?

I don’t want to have to hate you, can’t you see that?

I don’t want to have to seek my own revenge...

But you’ve left me no choice. 

~*~*~*~
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DEAR ETHAN,

Screw you. 

You were my best friend. 

How could you?

I have nothing else to say to you. 

Nothing. 

~*~*~*~
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DEAR FATE, 

Well done. You won. 

You won. 
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“CALLIE?”

I can’t move. 

I can’t breathe. 

My chest is tight. To the point my heart feels like it’s going to erupt if any more pressure is applied. My whole body hurts. I can’t get any part of it to work. Not even my fingers will move. 

“Callie, are you okay?”

Agony clutches my body, twisting it slowly as it penetrates deeper and deeper. Right into my very soul it goes, crushing it little by little.

“Callie, you’re scaring me. Please say something.”

Lies. 

Betrayal. 

Revenge. 

“Seriously, please look at me!”

Joanne’s voice is frantic; her hand is on my shoulder, gripping tightly, shaking me. 

My mind spins. 

My breathing is labored. My lungs refuse to work. 

“Honey, I’m so scared. Please say something. What happened in there? Talk to me. Say anything, anything at all.”

I turn my head slowly until I’m facing her. I can feel the burning tears pressing behind my eyelids as I relive the memory of seeing those photos over and over until it burns a place in my mind, forever scarring me. 

“It’s all a lie.”

My voice comes out scratchy and broken. It doesn’t betray me—it tells the truth, the entire truth. Every single thing I’m feeling in this moment is presented in my voice. Jo’s face twists into a look of confusion, and she reaches for my hand which I quickly pull away. That confusion is replaced with hurt. 

How do I know she’s not in on this too?

How do I know anything anymore?

Is there a single person in this world that I can trust?

“Callie,” she says, her voice pained. 

“Did you know?” I ask her. “Did you know?”

“Know what? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please tell me what happened inside that house.”

“Did you know, Jo?’ I say again, my voice taking on a tone of anger. “Are you part of it?”

“Part of what? What’s going on?”

I turn to stare out the car windshield again. My hands are trembling; I didn’t even notice until now. I feel like my whole world is coming down around me. Like no matter what I do from this point forward, I’ll be forever tarnished by Celia Yates and her family. 

Her family. 

The people I trusted most in this world. 

All of them using me. 

All of them seeking revenge. 

“Tanner and Andrea are Celia’s siblings.”

I don’t recognize my own voice when I say the words. 

It sounds ... dead. Empty. Broken. 

“What?” Jo whispers, and I know the moment she says it and the tone her voice takes that she’s not in on this. There is an edge to her words that holds the same level of shock I felt when I saw those photos. “Callie, please tell me what happened in there.”

“I saw photos,” I say, rubbing my hands together to try and stop them from shaking. “Tanner and Andrea, with Celia. Family photos.”

“This can’t be happening.” Jo gasps, shaking her head. “There must be some mistake. There’s no way they knew ... No way they ...”

“They could have purposefully put themselves into my life to seek revenge?” I finish her sentence for her in a bitter tone. 

“Callie ...”

“It gets better,” I mutter. “Ethan is part of it.”

Dead silence. 

“No,” Jo rasps. “No, no way.”

“Yes,” I say, my heart twisting the most over that revelation. 

Ethan Corel. The one person in this world outside of Joanne that I would have sworn on my life that I could trust. My one friend. My hero. 

All along he’s been feeding me lies. 

All along he’s had me right where he wanted me. 

They all have. 

Every single one of them. 

All along they’ve been playing out the perfect revenge story. 

I thought hitting Celia Yates with my car was going to haunt me forever, that nothing in this world could ever hurt more than that. 

I was wrong. 

The world is far more cruel than to give you just one horrible thing in your life. 

Celia Yates has found a way to come into my life and destroy it once again. 

Only this time, I’m not sure if I can get past it. 

This time she’s hit me right where it hurts. 

My heart. 

~*~*~*~
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“HERE,” JO SAYS, HANDING me a cup of tea. 

I take it, feeling the warmth penetrate my skin and bring heat to my cold hands right away. I exhale and lean down, breathing in the sweet scent and closing my eyes. My heart is still pounding—it feels like it’ll never stop. It all feels like it’ll never end. I can claw my way out, but someone is always going to throw a new layer of dirt over my grave, making sure I’m forever stuck in hell. 

“Do you want to talk about it?” Jo asks, sitting down across from me, her own face pale, her voice shaky. 

“What is there to say? It’s all pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

“Not to me,” she says. “Ethan protected you, Callie. He made sure you were always safe inside. I can’t see him doing that if he wanted to harm you.”

I look up at her. Jo has an innocent way of thinking. It could be because she’s spent no time seeing what I’ve seen, or it could be that she wants to see the best in people. Either way, sometimes it clouds what’s right in front of her. The truth. The cold, hard truth. 

“Ethan was making sure I got out of prison safely so they could act out their little revenge plan. Ethan was making sure I trusted him. Ethan played his part perfectly.”

My heart, the pure raw pain that flashes through it when I say those words has me fighting back the tears again. 

“I’m so sorry, honey.”

“I understand what they’re doing,” I whisper, “I just don’t understand what they were hoping to gain out of it. Were they hoping to send me over the edge until I killed myself? Were they hoping I’d confess everything to them and change my story about Celia stepping in front of my car, or were they pushing me toward something even more dangerous? Were they going to hurt me? I have so many questions, but there are no answers to any of them.”

“The only people that could tell you that are Tanner and Ethan.”

I look to her and say in a low tone, “Tanner and Ethan won’t be finding out that I know.”

Jo shakes her head in confusion. “Callie, you could be in danger. You need to go to the police, or at least tell them you know so they no longer have the upper hand. They quite literally created a whole world of lies and dropped you right into it to seek out their revenge. Nobody goes to that much effort if they’re not planning something bad. I’d like to believe the best, too, but I don’t know anything anymore. You might not be safe.”

“I’m not going to the police,” I say, sipping my tea. “I’m not going to tell them I know. You’re right, Jo, they did go to an extreme effort to put themselves into my life. Everything from my friends to my job was orchestrated by them. They’ve had the upper hand. Tanner has been made to look like the hero, always being there to help me when I’m in danger. Ethan has been made to look like my one loyal friend, always there when I’ve needed him. Andrea has been made to look like she’s giving me a chance, like she’s a fun-loving woman I can rely on. None of it is true. They had an end game. I want to know what that end game is.”

“Callie ...”

“I want to know what they had planned for me. I want to know everything that I’ve missed. I’m not going to just tell them I know, or go to the police who won’t believe a damned word I say because I have no actual proof they did anything to me. No, I’m going to play their little game. Only I’m going to play it harder, smarter, better.”

Jo shakes her head. “You can’t be serious. That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

Frustration bubbles in my chest. She doesn’t understand, nobody does. How could they? It almost seem so unbelievable that it’s hard to wrap your mind around. “This is my life they’re playing with, Jo. They’ve twisted me in a way nobody can understand. They’ve made sure I’ve suffered at their hand. I’m not going down without a fight. I will find out what they were planning for me. I will uncover their secrets. I will find out what happened to Celia Yates. I’ll crush each and every one of them.”

Jo stands, looking down at me. “You’re hurting. I know you are. What you found out tonight must be harder than anything I could possibly imagine. Because of that, I’m going to hope you’re just angry and reacting out of rage. Go get some sleep, and we’ll talk in the morning. I don’t know if I can let you put yourself at risk, Callie. I don’t know if I can watch you go through hell and back again. Because this time, there simply might be no way out. You may get stuck in there. I don’t know if I can live with that.”

I stand too, now. I reach out and take her shoulders. “I know you’re afraid for me, Jo, but I’m as clear as I’ve ever been. I’m going to twist their little game until they no longer know who’s playing. I’m going to make them realize that I’m strong, so much stronger than they could have ever anticipated.”

“You could be in danger ...”

“Yes, I could be, but if I go and tell them all I know what they’ve done, do you think that means they’ll just stop? They’ve gone to this much trouble already, do you honestly believe that they’ll give it up?”

Jo looks hesitant, because I know she knows I’m right. 

“I don’t like this; I don’t like any of this. Sleep on this, Callie. I beg of you.”

I nod. “I will.”

I turn and walk off toward my bedroom. 

“Callie?” Jo calls. 

I glance back at her. 

“I love you, for whatever it’s worth. That isn’t a lie.”

I force a smile, but it feels as though I’ve been punched in the stomach. 

This morning I woke up thinking I had more love than I ever thought I deserved. 

Tomorrow I’ll wake up realizing that all that love was a lie. 

Everything in my world is a lie. 

Everything except Jo.

“I love you, too,” I whisper back. 

Then I disappear before she can see the tears that roll down my cheeks. 

The broken tears. 

The tears of betrayal. 

My life will never be the same again. 

From this moment forward, I trust no one. 

Not a single soul in this world. 

Trust is the biggest lie of all. 
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I RUB AT MY EYES, TRYING to clear the blurred vision as I slowly wake up, and the world around me becomes clearer with every passing second. I blink a few times and turn my head, glancing at the time. It’s five in the morning. Early. It feels like I’ve barely slept at all. Last night was the worst sleep I’ve had since the night after Celia’s life was taken. I tossed and turned and tried to find every way under the sun to ease my aching heart. 

Nothing worked. 

I couldn’t switch my mind off. Over and over I relived every second with Tanner, with Ethan, with Andrea, with their friends. I relive the looks that were given when they bought me around their friends, the looks that suddenly make sense to me now. I relived every word, every conversation, every moment. It almost seems obvious, now that I look back on it, and yet I didn’t suspect them. 

Not even once. 

Mostly, I relived my time in prison. I relived my time with Ethan and the hours of conversation we had, talking about our lives and books and music. Talking about what I’d do when I got out. Talking about Celia. When all along he knew everything about Celia. All along he knew exactly who and what I was. That hurts the most. That long friendship that saved me on my darkest days being a lie. 

It feels like a knife plunging deep into my heart. 

I don’t know where to go from here, my mind is a chaotic mess. I don’t know how to play out the plan I have when my heart is so incredibly broken. Can I honestly look them all in the eye and act like I don’t know? To let Tanner’s lips touch mine? To laugh with Andrea? To hang out with Ethan? I don’t know. All I know is that today everything is different. 

Today, I am different. 

I push out of bed, glancing down at my phone. Three missed calls from Ethan. None from Tanner. I don’t even know if Tanner will talk to me—let’s be honest, he heard my story and hasn’t spoken to me since. Of course he hasn’t, he knows who I am, hearing what I had to say probably made him angrier. Maybe I won’t even have to worry about him, maybe he’ll take himself out of my life. 

Why does that hurt?

Why does the thought of never seeing Tanner again bother me so? When he is the monster in my world. A liar and a cheat. Tanner and I have nothing real, nothing at all, and yet my heart still aches for him. My body still hurts when I think about what he’s done. I was falling for Tanner, and now I have to tell everything inside me that it was a big lie and wait for it all to switch off. My heart isn’t as quick to catch on as my brain, so the pain isn’t going anywhere for now. 

I stare at Ethan’s missed calls. He warned me, he told me not to go into that house. It suddenly makes sense to me why. Not to mention the apology he gave me before I walked out. He was saying sorry in advance for what I was going to find out. Does that mean he cares? Does Ethan actually like me, or was he simply saying sorry out of respect, because he felt he owed me at least that much?

I switch my phone off and stand, stretching my aching limbs. I’m not ready to face them. Not ready to pretend. Right now, the only thing I can focus on is finding out as much as I possibly can before I make my next move. Today, I’m sick as far as the rest of the world knows. I need time to feel this range of emotions currently crushing my soul, then I’ll pull my big girl panties on and show them just exactly who they’re messing with. 

“Knock, knock.”

I look up to see Jo standing in my doorway, hair messy from sleep, eyes as dark as mine. I’m guessing she didn’t get much rest, either. 

“Hi,” I say. “How did you know I was awake?”

“I was awake, I heard you shuffling around. Thought I’d check. How are you feeling?”

I shrug, sitting down and crossing my legs. Jo comes over to the bed and joins me. “I’m okay,” I tell her, then I shake my head. “Gosh, that’s probably the worst lie I’ve ever told. I’m not okay, I feel heartbroken and confused, a little scared. I didn’t get any rest. Everything feels ...”

“Chaotic?” she finishes for me. 

I nod. “I can’t get my mind to slow down.”

“It’ll take a while. I know how you feel, I thought about it all night, too. From the moment you met Tanner to all the times they did those nice things for you ...”

“Yeah,” I whisper, “I know. I’ve been over it a million times in my own head. From the very first second I met Tanner, and he was in the right place at the right time. All along it was staged, everything was staged. The thing that hurts the most is that he was so kind to me. So nice. So damned genuine. How can someone fake so well? It scares me.”

Jo nods. “I can imagine. Then there’s Ethan ...”

“Ethan confuses me,” I admit.

“How so?”

“Well, he warned me to stay away from Tanner. He told me not to go into the house that night, and then he said sorry, as if he knew what I’d find. He’s been calling. I have to wonder if something happened and he’s not working with them, but then I think I’m being naïve and I’ll only get hurt trusting him ...”

Jo’s eyes meet mine, and she nods, understanding. “I think you’re right. I had the same thought. Ethan may very well not be a part of it.”

“Even if he isn’t, he had to know what they were doing. He could have told me. Warned me. Something.”

“He may have had good reason not to. We don’t know the story which makes it very hard to know why they’re doing what they’re doing.”

She’s right, I know she’s right. We don’t know the story. All the same, it’s never okay to torment another human. Never. 

“Either way, what they did to me—”

“Is horrible,” Jo finishes. “I know. I think you should talk to Ethan, tell him you know, maybe he will have the answers you’re looking for.”

I shake my head immediately. “No. Until I know for sure that Ethan isn’t helping them, I can’t trust him. For all I know, he could be playing this part to make it look like he’s not with them, but he is. Then I go to him and fall right into their little trap.”

“Honey—” she begins, but I put a hand up. 

“I know I sound crazy, Jo. I know that. This whole thing is crazy, though. If I told anyone, they’d probably laugh in my face it’s so outrageous. So, while it might seem far-fetched for me to think the absolute worst, I have to let my mind expand to the craziest things because, so far, it has been the craziest damn thing I’ve ever heard.”

“You’re right.” Jo sighs. “We don’t know how far this goes. I still think you should go to the police, or do something for your own safety, but I also know you’re not going to. I thought about your plan, and I don’t think you should seek your own revenge, or play into their little game, but I do think you’re right, you shouldn’t tell them you know and you should look further into what they were planning for you. At the very least, you might get something you can actually use to charge them for this.”

Yeah, maybe. 

“Thanks,” I say to her, my mind turning with the possibilities. “I’ve got Celia’s laptop; I’m going to try and crack it today.”

“I’ve got a really good friend in IT. If you can’t get into it, I’m sure he can. Let me know if you need him.”

“Thanks, Jo. I really appreciate your support.”

She reaches over and squeezes my knee. “We’re in this together. We have been from the start. We will be until the end.”

Thank god I have her. 

Because without her, I’d have absolutely nothing. 

That thought is utterly terrifying. 

~*~*~*~
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“I’VE TRIED,” I SAY, slamming the laptop closed and looking to Jo. “It’s password protected and fingerprint protected. I can’t get into it. I’ve tried all the combinations I can and only managed to lock myself out for twenty-four hours. It’s so damned frustrating!”

“Okay,” Jo says, grabbing the laptop. “You’re going to leave this until tomorrow. I’ll get Caleb over to see if he can get into it for you. Until then, we’re going to drink and eat pizza and try to forget this nightmare that we’re currently living in.”

I stare at her, my body exhausted. I’ve been hiding at home for two days, trying to do as much research as I can. Trying to unlock the laptop, searching for Tanner and Andrea on Facebook now that I know their last names. It’s been chaos. I’ve managed to find information, though, pictures and status updates. I feel like I’ve swept into their lives and they don’t even know it. I went right back to the day Celia died, read their posts on Facebook, the love they seemed to share for their sister. It was heartbreaking. 

It made me feel so bad for them, and I wondered if maybe, just maybe, they are acting out of pure pain and aren’t thinking clearly. 

Then I tormented myself for having that thought because, dammit, they’re hurting me, and I’m still looking for a good enough reason as to why. 

Something to justify it. 

To make me feel like I deserve it. 

I don’t, though. I don’t deserve it. I know what happened to Celia Yates was partially my fault, but I also know there is a secret out there that even they don’t know. That will unravel this whole thing. That will make them see that I’m not the monster here. I’ll find that secret, or at the very least prove to them and the rest of the world that I’m not the monster they think I am. 

A knock sounds at the door and we both immediately turn to look at each other. Jo shakes her head and says, “If we’re quiet they’ll think we’re not home.”

“What if it’s Pat?” I ask. 

She shakes her head. “He’s working.”

“Then who—”

“Callie?” Ethan calls through the door. “I know you’re in there. I’ve been calling for days. You need to talk to me.”

Oh, god. 

Hearing his voice makes this all so real, it makes everything hit me right in the gut. The truth, the cold hard truth. I look helplessly at Jo. “The door is locked,” she tells me. “He’ll go away.”

“I’m not leaving,” he yells. “I know you’re home. Both your cars are there. You’re ignoring me, and I want to talk about it.”

Talk about the fact that he thinks I’ve found out the truth. Talk about the fact that he’s been in on this the whole time. Talk about the fact that he’s a god damned liar. Yeah, I’m sure he has plenty to talk about. 

“He’s not going to leave,” I tell Jo. “I can’t face him, I’m not ready to lie. Not ready to put on a brave face. He’ll see right through me.”

“Honey, you might not get a choice. He knows we’re in here, he may very well stay there until we have to come out, and considering I’ve ordered pizza to arrive soon, we’re not going to be able to hide forever.”

My heart pounds against my ribcage, and I run my hands down my face, desperate to have an answer about what I should be doing right now jump out and become clear to me. Sadly, nothing is happening, and Ethan keeps pounding on my door. 

“I can’t face him, Jo,” I whisper, dropping my hands to my side. “I can’t. I can’t do this.”

Jo steps forward, grabbing my shoulders. “Callie, you’re the strongest person I know. You’ve endured things that most people couldn’t even imagine in their worst nightmares. You’re tough and you’re resilient. You can face him, because you’re a god damned warrior, do you understand me?”

I swallow and take a deep, shaky breath. Then I nod. 

“All you have to do is tell him you didn’t go into the house and that you’ve been sick,” she tells me. “That’s it.”

“He’ll see right through me; he’ll know I’m acting different.”

“Then you make something up,” she goes on. “You tell him you know he’s hiding something, you tell him you’re pissed because you’re confused, you tell him you’re sick of being tormented for Celia, you tell him anything you would have told him before, because it’s all true. You wouldn’t have thought twice about it, don’t now.”

She’s right. I have always been incredibly open and honest about my feelings with Ethan, which means anything less and he’ll know something is wrong. I take a deep, shaky breath, push all my emotions down, and walk over to the door, opening it. Ethan is just raising his hand to knock again but slowly lowers it when he sees me. His eyes narrow immediately and take me in, slowly dragging over my body. He’s wearing his work uniform, which tells me he’s obviously just finished. He crosses his arms and tips his head to the side. 

“I knew you were here.”

“What do you need, Ethan?” I ask, my voice hard even though inside I’m screaming. 

I’m angry. 

Damned angry. 

I want to tell him everything I think of him. I want to scream and yell and punch him. When I look into his eyes, I feel like I’ve been sucker punched in the belly. The friend who got me through the worst times of my life has been lying to me all along. He was meant to be there. He was meant to care. He let me down in the most horrendous way. 

I’ll never recover from that. 

“You’ve been avoiding me,” he says, his eyes scanning my face. 

Ethan Corel knows how to read me—he spent six years learning how my features change. He knows when I’m lying, he knows when I’m covering something, he knows when I’m happy and when I’m sad. Right now, he knows something is wrong, and unless I give him a good story, he won’t let it go. I need him to let it go. Because I need him to leave my house before I break. 

I’m barely hanging on. 

“I’ve been sick,” I tell him, “really sick. I haven’t been speaking to anyone.”

“Bullshit,” he says immediately, his voice accusing. “You went into that house, didn’t you?”

I exhale, and here begins the lies. “No, actually. I didn’t. I got some other information on Chase, so I decided to follow that up. I don’t want to risk going back to prison, so for now, I’m going to see what I can find without breaking and entering.”

My voice is steady, calm, and I’ve thrown Chase in beautifully, cleverly, because it makes sense. It works. 

Ethan studies me for a few moments, really taking me in, then murmurs, “I’m glad you changed your mind; it was a huge risk.”

Yeah, a huge risk for him. 

“Yeah, I know. Anyway, I actually have been sick. I’ve not been able to go to work for a few days, I’ve been sleeping.”

“Sorry to hear that,” he says. “Anything I can do?”

What would I usually say to that? What would my normal response be?

“Yeah, you could get me some chocolate.”

His face lightens, just a touch. He knows how much I love chocolate, and he knows it makes everything better. He used to make sure I got some when I was in prison. It’s my weakness. 

“Chocolate isn’t going to make you feel better.”

I shrug. “It might. It has to be better than the chicken soup Jo has been forcing down my throat.”

There. 

That’s me. 

That’s Callie. 

Maybe I can do this. 

Maybe everything will be okay after all. 

Right?
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“I CAN GET INTO ANYTHING,” Caleb says, his fingers flicking over the keys and doing god knows what to get Celia’s laptop open. 

“Do you think someone has already gotten into this?” I ask the young whizz, trying not to lean over his shoulder too much, but I’m rather fascinated by what he’s doing right now. 

“Doubtful, it hasn’t been unlocked by the looks. I’m guessing someone tried and couldn’t, so they let it be. Most people don’t push too hard unless they have reason to.”

I mean, that makes sense really. If Celia’s parents had no reason to suspect something was wrong, why would they go into her laptop? They probably tried and realized it was locked so they decided to just let it be. They had far bigger things to worry about, of course. Losing their daughter being quite enough. 

My phone buzzes on the table beside us, and I look down to see it ringing. Tanner’s name flashes across the screen. I haven’t seen or heard from Tanner Yates since I told him my version of the story. A story I thought he was hearing for the first time, only to find out he knew all along who I was and what I had done. 

My heart dips, and my stomach twists at the sight of his name. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Jo and I got really really drunk last night after Ethan left. I cried, I screamed, I yelled, and I swore that today when I woke up, Callie would be back in full force. I would not mope any further, I would seek the justice I deserved and, to do that, I had to leave my pain where it cannot affect me. 

I didn’t think seeing Tanner’s name would bring such pain to my heart, but it is, and it’s confusing as hell. 

But, I have to answer it. 

I would have answered it before I knew. I know that. He knows that. 

So, I have no choice but to follow through on that. 

“Tanner,” I say when I bring the phone up to my ear after flicking the green button upward. 

I walk out of the room as Caleb keeps working on Celia’s laptop. 

“Callie, how are you?”

His voice is husky, and gorgeous, and it makes me weak at the knees. That’s quickly replaced by a cruel reminder of what he’s done, and it takes a few seconds for me to push the anger from my voice when I say, “I’m fine, how are you?”

“Good,” he murmurs. “I know I haven’t called after what you told me. Could say I was ... confused. Can we meet up? Talk?”

Is there some small chance that my story made Tanner see things differently?

Maybe he’s understanding that I’m not a monster?

I shake my head. Doubtful. He knows I’ve maintained Celia stepped in front of me that night since the court case, there is no way hearing it from me would have changed his mind. I’m being too soft. I have to stop. I’ll get hurt again, only this time so much worse. 

“Yeah,” I say, my voice scratchy as I fight down the emotions trying to claw their way up. “When?”

“Tonight? My place. I want to talk.”

“Okay, I’ll see you then.”

I hang up the phone before he can say any more. A range of feelings are at war in my chest. Part of me wants to tell him I know everything, scream at him, abuse him, and then get over it. The bigger part wants to know what they had planned for me, it wants to throw their plans right in their face. I’m smart, I’ve had a long time to myself, a long time to trust my instincts. I could play this game harder than they ever imagined. 

Am I that person, though?

Is that who I am? 

Who I want to be?

“I’m in!” Caleb shouts, and I turn, rushing out of the living room and back into the dining room where he’s spinning around in the chair with a huge grin on his face. “It took a lot because it was fingerprint and password protected, but I’m in.”

“Oh, my gosh!” I say, rushing over and staring at the screen where a picture of Celia and who I can assume is Chase is filling the space. They look happy, she’s utterly beautiful. My heart aches when I look at her, laughing, smiling, and the doubts begin to creep in. “Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome,” Caleb says, standing. “I enjoy a challenge. Tell Jo she owes me! Change the password and take the lock off so you can get back in.”

“Thanks, Caleb! I will.” I smile, waving at him as he leaves. 

When he’s gone, I sit down at the desk with a racing heart. My skin prickles. My hands are sweating. I’m terrified and nervous and so damned scared about what I’m going to find on here. Worse, if I find nothing and I’m back to square one. I stretch my hand out to the mousepad and start scrolling. 

I look through her files first. There are a ton of photos, of family, of Tanner, of Andrea and her parents. Some of Ethan and Chase. I still don’t know how Ethan fits in, and because I can’t ask, I’m going to have to figure it out on my own. I flick through each photo, looking at them, feeling my heart sink with every click. 

This is killing me. 

It’s ripping my insides apart. 

When I’ve gone through the photos, I click on the internet and connect. Then I go into her browser history. I type in Facebook, but nothing comes up, her account has been deleted but it was worth a shot. I try Instagram and SnapChat, but nothing there, either. I search Google history, and my fingers pause over the recent searches. 

‘Healing from HIV.’

‘Is there a cure for HIV?’

‘Living with HIV.’

‘Reporting a crime to the police.’

‘Plan-B pill locations.’

I shake my head and click onto some of the searches. HIV? Did Celia have HIV? If so, how and where did she get it? Was it from Chase? Did he have it and not tell her? Is that why he’s gone? Or did someone else give it to her? A crime? Did someone hurt her? My mind spins with a thousand questions. There is no other history, and I click out of the internet and go into her emails. They pop up, and my heart aches when I see the last date of the last one sent was two days before she died. 

I click into them, there are only two and they’re from Chase. Any others have been deleted. These ones haven’t been read. She hasn’t seen them, which makes me wonder what happened between the two of them? Did she block him and he had to resort to emails? Was he bothering her?

I click on the first one. 

Celia, 

Please talk to me. I’m worried about you. I know you have no reason to ever speak to me again after what I let happen to you. But I can’t go on. I can’t live with myself. Please, let me help you through this. Unblock me so we can speak. 

Chase

I blink and shake my head, confused. What did he let happen to her? My stomach doesn’t feel right, like a weight is lying on top of it. I have so many questions, and none of them have good answers. Something really bad happened to Celia, something Chase knows about, but worse, something he allowed to happen. 

Celia, 

Tanner came by today. I thought for a second he was there for me, and I freaked out. I know you said you’d never tell anyone, but I thought maybe you hated me enough to change your mind. I’m worried. I wish you’d talk to me, so I can help you through this. You can’t do this alone. Things are bad right now, Celia. I’m not doing so well. I might not be around, soon. I wish you would let me in.

I’m scared, Celia. 

Please talk to me. 

Chase x

Why would he be afraid of Tanner’s wrath?

Why would Tanner be visiting him? That makes little to no sense. I’m sure Tanner wasn’t friends with Celia’s boyfriend. 

I click on Chase’s email address and read his full name. Chase Redford. 

Redford. 

Where have I seen that name before?

I rack my brain, but I can’t figure out where I’ve seen or heard that. I know I have, though. I know that name, I just don’t know from where. Is Chase somehow closer to Celia’s family than I first thought? Do they all know each other? I don’t understand, the questions are killing me, but at least now I have something to work with. 

I know something for sure. 

I have to find Chase. 

He is the only one with the answers I seek. 

The only one. 

~*~*~*~
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I RAISE MY HAND, IT trembles. I shake my head and lower it, taking a deep and steady breath, and then I raise it again. I’m nervous, I don’t know what’s going to happen when I come face to face with him. With the man that has lied to me from day one, not only that, but he’s been playing me like a masterpiece in his revenge game. I’ve thought so many times about how he must have something wrong with him to have been able to pull it off the way he did. 

Maybe he’s a sociopath? 

It’s questionable. Especially considering he did it all so easily, so effortlessly. 

My chest clenches, and I fight down the anger. It’s becoming stronger than the hurt in the last few days. It’s become so powerful I want to stab them all with a damned knife until they plead for mercy. Okay, that’s a slight exaggeration, but the fire brewing inside me is deadly, and it’s going to explode sometime soon. 

I don’t know how facing Tanner is going to feel. 

I don’t know if I can keep my anger in check. 

I don’t know anything. 

All I know is I have to go in there. I have to figure this out. I have to get my answers. 

I bang on the door. 

It takes a moment but, eventually, it opens, and Tatum appears. He looks down at me, and for the first time, I see something different in his eyes. Of course it has been there all along, I just didn’t notice it before. This time, it’s there, loud and clear. So damned obvious I feel like a fool for not having noticed it before. 

It’s the look of secrets and lies. It’s a look that says he knows me. He knows what I’ve done. He knows who I am. He knows what’s happening to me. He knows everything. 

There’s something else there, too. 

I’d almost say guilt, but it flashes past so quickly it’s hard to pick out. 

What would Tatum have to be guilty about?

“Callie, how are you?” he asks, putting on a smile that I know now is so damned fake. 

I want to wipe it off his face. Instead, I force a smile of my own, and say, “I’m well, Tatum, and you?”

He nods. “Good good. How’s Jo?”

Jo. 

He won’t be getting anywhere near my Jo. 

“She’s good.”

He pushes the door open and says, “Tanner is in his room. Go in, he’s expecting you.”

I smile and walk into the house, I can hear chatter and laughter coming from out back and I’m guessing all the other guys are here, too. Do they all know about Celia? About me? Or is it just Tatum and Tanner? Am I being made to look like a fool in front of all of them? 

My anger bubbles again, but I shove it down as I walk to Tanner’s room. 

I can’t let him see it. 

I have too much to find out first. 

When I reach his room, I push open the door and find him on the ground doing push ups. He’s shirtless and his hard body ripples as he lifts himself up and down with ease. He’s covered in a fine layer of sweat and he looks like a god. That makes me hate him even more because my damned body hasn’t caught up on the fact that we don’t like him yet. 

Damn you, body. 

He’s horrible. 

Turn yourself off. Immediately. 

I stare for a few moments before clearing my throat to let him know I’m here. He turns, and his eyes lock onto mine. My heart does a funny little flip, and I hate it, I hate that I still feel that when I look at him. 

“Hi,” I say, raising a hand in a lame wave. 

He pushes up from the floor and stands, panting, huge chest rising and falling. It takes every ounce of willpower I have in my body to not look, to keep my eyes focused on his and nothing more. 

“Callie,” he murmurs, “didn’t realize the time, sorry.”

He’s talking to me all professional, and correct, which tells me whatever news he’s about to deliver to me isn’t good. It’s better that way anyway. I want him to tell me he can’t be with me, I want him to leave, then I don’t have to worry about the pain that comes along with seeing him, with standing here in front of him feeling like my heart is going to explode. 

It would be for the best. 

“That’s okay,” I say. “I don’t have long so ...”

That’s a lie, I could be here all night if I wanted. 

I just don’t.

“Sit.”

He points to the sofa in his room and I walk over, tossing a few of his shirts off and sitting, watching as he uses a towel to dry himself off and then he sits across from me. For a moment, we just stare at each other. I have no doubt he’s trying to figure out how to say whatever it is he has to say, and I’m thinking that I’m staring at a man who has known all along who I am. 

I’m staring at a monster. 

A cold monster. 

My heart hardens, just a little, and I’m grateful for it. 

It’s so much easier that way. 

“I know I haven’t called you, or text. I apologize for that. What you told me, it threw me, in more ways than you can possibly realize. I don’t know what to make of the information you shared with me.”

I can’t believe he’s sitting in front of me actually acting like what I told him shocked him. 

He knows. 

He knows better than anyone. 

What I said was not a shock. 

“I told you the truth,” I say, my voice monotone and flat. “I told you my truth. I don’t care if you believe it or not, I simply needed to be honest with you.”

He studies me. “Yeah.”

He doesn’t believe me. 

There is still that flicker of doubt in his eyes, like he thinks I’m the crazy one, like he believes I’m the one still trying to make my story real. He doesn’t believe me. I know he doesn’t believe me. I’ve known that from the moment I found out what him and his little twisted family have been doing. They think I’m still sticking with the story I maintained right from the start, and I’d bet they’re hoping to change my mind and have me confess to what they think really happened. 

It’ll never happen. 

Because their story isn’t the truth. 

“I didn’t come here to plead my case,” I say, standing. “If you’re not interested in speaking with me further, that’s fine. I don’t have to give you an explanation.”

He stands, too. He studies me, those eyes penetrating deep. For a moment, I’m sure I see a flicker of doubt in his eyes. Did my story get to him? Did he stop and think, even for a second, that maybe I am right? That maybe Celia did have reason to end her life? That maybe he and his family have had it wrong all this time?

“I’m confused, as you can imagine,” he murmurs. “We all saw the news. We all know what happened to that girl. You went to prison, Callie. You were convicted for her crime. You can understand why I find it hard to believe your version of events.”

He’s speaking to me in a manner that a lawyer would speak to their client. All emotion blocked off. He’s saying only what he has to say and nothing more. It makes me feel ... pathetic. Like I’m facing it all over again, like I’m having to explain myself, even when nobody believes me. 

“I don’t care what you believe, I don’t care what the rest of the world believes. I was there that night. I drove that car. I relive that moment every single day before I close my eyes. I remember the way it felt, the sounds, hell, even the smells. I know I was in the wrong, because I wasn’t watching the road, but she was not crossing. She was not already in front of my car when I looked up. She stepped out.”

I take my purse and turn, walking toward the door. 

“What do you suppose her family thinks of your story?”

His voice is rough, rugged, and it shocks me. 

I turn and face him, my eyes welling with tears. “I think they believe what they want to believe, because they’re too damned afraid to dig further. If they did, maybe they’d find the real story instead of the story they find easier to believe.”

Tanner’s face registers a mix of shock and confusion.

Before he can say another word. I leave. 

It’s time for me to finish this. 
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“CALLIE!”

I stop, my hand on the doorknob, my fingers trembling, my eyes burning with unshed tears. 

I turn slowly to see Andrea waving to me from the kitchen. 

I didn’t look. I didn’t stop. I didn’t want to see anyone when I left Tanner’s room. 

I just want to get out of this house. 

Out of these lies. 

Out of this trap I walked myself into. 

I meet Andrea’s eyes, and I try to keep it together. I take a deep shaky breath and force the fakest smile I’ve ever had to present. “Andrea, hey, I didn’t know you were here.”

“I didn’t know you were here, either. How are you? Are you feeling any better?”

It’s safe to say, I haven’t been to work. I had been planning on going back this week, but I’m still finding it incredibly hard to deal with everything happening. Keeping a straight face, holding myself together—it’s proving to be harder and harder with every passing day. 

“I am, actually. I’ll be back at work tomorrow.”

The words come out before I can stop them. 

I inwardly kick myself.

Andrea nods, and then smiles. “That’s great, but no rush. As long as you’re feeling better.”

She’s so nice to me. 

So damned nice. 

I would have never picked the monster that hid deep within her depths. 

I would have never picked any of them for being anything but good people. 

My heart aches and I nod, telling her, “I have to get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I hear Tanner’s door close, and I disappear before he sees that I’m still here. It’s bad enough getting questioned by him, let alone risking getting questioned by all of them. 

I reach my car but pause when I go to unlock it. They’re all in that house. No doubt talking about me. I could go back, listen, find out what it is they’re planning on doing. I don’t know why I didn’t think of spying on them a whole lot earlier. Probably because I’m still in shock. I turn and glance back at the house. It’s a risk, no doubt. They could hear me, and I’d have to explain. 

Still, it’s a risk I’m willing to take. 

It’s not often they’d all be in the same house, at the same time, talking about me. 

I walk back toward the house and duck to the left, using a row of trees to shelter myself. I move toward the living room window, which I’m praying is open. I’m also praying I can hear them through it because the kitchen window is around the back and I can’t go around there with the other guys sitting out there. 

I walk carefully, placing my feet down slowly so I don’t make any sounds. I reach the living room window and carefully peer through it. It’s open, only a little, and the curtain is mostly across so I can’t see anything, but I can hear them. Rather clearly, in fact. I tip my head to the side and lean in, listening. 

“We don’t have time to be questioning this, Andrea,” Tanner growls. “We don’t have time for doubts.”

“You’re right, we don’t, but what if she’s telling the truth? What if that poor girl is innocent and we’re tormenting her?”

Andrea is defending me. 

My heart softens toward her just a little bit. 

“We went through everything,” Tanner says. “We looked at everything, we talked to everyone, Celia wasn’t depressed. She wasn’t. I knew my sister, dammit, and she wasn’t fuckin’ depressed. That girl is lying, and she’s a believable liar. I’ve had my own moments of hesitation, but I can’t go softening now. Celia is gone. She’s fuckin’ dead.”

My heart pounds against my ribcage, hurt gripping my belly. It hurts to hear the pain in Tanner’s voice. I clench my eyes shut and take a deep, ragged breath. 

“It’s all good, bro,” Tatum’s voice enters the equation. “We’re on your side here. We’re with you. We’ll get her to admit what she did. She will pay for what she did to Celia.”

Pay?

Like I haven’t paid enough already?

“Don’t you think she’s already suffered enough? She went to prison for six years! She didn’t have an easy time in there, you all know that. Ethan kept you updated on her progress,” Andrea says. 

Ethan. 

God damn him. 

My heart breaks, and the tears threaten to burst forth again. 

“Don’t fuckin’ mention Ethan’s name here,” Tanner barks. “He softened toward that girl. He let me down. He doesn’t get a fuckin’ mention.”

Wait? What? Ethan isn’t in on this anymore?

I don’t understand. 

I’m so fucking confused. 

“As for her paying for what she did,” Tanner goes on, “she didn’t pay for it. Her choices killed our sister in the most fuckin’ horrific way.”

“She was young,” Andrea exhales. “She made a mistake. Even if her story isn’t true, she still didn’t mean to harm Celia.”

“If she wasn’t out there, drinkin’ in that car that she stole, not payin’ attention to the road, our sister would be alive. She would be fuckin’ alive, and I wouldn’t have to be livin’ through this.”

“I know you and Celia were close, Tanner, but your guilt is clouding your judgement. You’re letting your hurt rule.”

“I’m not fuckin’ guilty for anything,” Tanner barks. “You fuckin’ know nothin’, Andrea. You didn’t even know Celia the way I did.”

Dead silence for a moment, then Andrea’s voice comes through as an angry hiss.

“Tell yourself whatever you want, Tanner. You can deny it, but you have doubt. You want so badly for her story to be false, because if it’s true, it means you didn’t know Celia as well as you thought. It means your little bond wasn’t as strong as you thought. It means you let her down, because you didn’t help her when she needed it. It’s easier to blame Callie than it is to accept you were in a shitty place at the time and you let your sister down.”

Oh.

God. 

“Get the fuck out!” Tanner barks. “Get the fuck out of my house!”

I turn and run before Andrea walks out of the house. I stumble over a few bushes, cursing under my breath. I reach my car, open it and get in. I start it and drive off, still pulling my seatbelt on as I go. I don’t know if anyone saw me, but I couldn’t risk being out there when Andrea stormed out of that house. 

My mind spins as I navigate the streets to our apartment. 

The first thing that’s getting to me is Andrea. 

She’s not one-hundred-percent on board. Neither is Ethan. Which tells me they’ve gotten to know me and maybe considered that I’m not the monster they’ve painted in their heads. That gives me hope, a glimmer of light during a dark time. Maybe I can change their minds, maybe, just maybe, I can make this better. 

Then, I think of Tanner. 

His bond with Celia is one I don’t understand. I didn’t realize the two were so close. They had quite an age gap, and it makes me wonder what happened in their lives for him to feel so protective of her. He speaks as if he’s her father, as if he had some sort of responsibility for her. 

Oh, Celia. 

I’d do anything to talk to you. 

Anything in this world to get the answers I seek so desperately. 

You hold the key to everything. 

~*~*~*~
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“SO, SOMETHING WAS GOING on between Celia and Chase?” Jo asks as we walk toward the café the next morning. 

She’s coming in to have coffee with me, but mostly I think she’s making sure nothing happens to me on my first day back at work. She’s worried, and I understand why. It’s confusing, it’s messy, and neither of us has any idea what exactly it is they’re planning to do or not do. Everything is up in the air, and it isn’t a nice feeling. 

“Yeah,” I answer her question as we cross the road. The sun shines down on my skin, warming me, reminding me of how much I adore its presence. Cars whizz by, everyone in a rush to go to work. I don’t think I’ll ever get over the sound of being in the hustle and bustle of a city. It’s the little things you miss when you don’t see them every day. “I found some emails on her laptop from Chase. Something about a HIV test. He kept saying how sorry he was, and how he wanted to help her. I couldn’t find anything else, though. She had deleted everything except those.”

“Do you think he sent them after the accident?” Jo asks, stopping and turning to me when we reach the sidewalk.

“No, I don’t think so. Nothing is making sense to me right now. Amber said that Celia was frantic because Chase disappeared a few days before she died. Nobody knew where he was. In the emails, though, he was frantic because she wasn’t talking to him. I’m missing something, but I don’t know exactly what it is I’m missing. I feel like I’ve reached a dead end again.”

“Maybe Amber didn’t have her story correct?” Jo suggests. 

“I thought that, too, but she was adamant that Celia was upset about Chase not being around, and nobody could find him.”

“He could have sent the emails and freaked out when Celia didn’t reply. Maybe he was scared of something or someone and disappeared, then Celia got wind that he had left and freaked out? It’s possible. Whatever went down between the two of them, it was intense, and it was horrible. I wish we had more information to follow. I almost need answers now as much as you do,” Jo mutters. 

“I do have something interesting, but it isn’t enough to give me a clear answer on things. His yearbook and everything else we found had Chase Wick, but the emails he sent to Celia had Chase Redford. I’m not sure which is his real last name, but that name did seem familiar somehow ...”

Jo tilts her head to the side, and then murmurs, “Tatum Redford.”

I blink. “Tatum, as in Tanner’s best friend Tatum?”

“Yeah, that’s his last name.”

I shake my head. “Wait, Tatum is Chase’s older brother?”

Jo shrugs. “I mean, it’s possible, right? Do you think Tatum knows where Chase is?”

I rub my face. “This just got complicated. What if Tatum knows what Chase did, and he has been hiding it from Tanner this whole time? What if he is pushing Tanner to keep at me because he doesn’t want him finding out that my story is in fact true?”

“Wait, Tatum is pushing Tanner?”

“Last night, when I was listening, he was pushing Tanner a little, yeah. Like he didn’t want him to back off just because Andrea was having doubts. He wanted him to keep doing whatever it is they have planned.”

Jo frowns. “Tatum seems like such a good guy. Do you honestly think he would keep something like that from Tanner?”

“If it meant protecting his family, yeah. I mean, if Chase is his brother, it would make sense. Maybe he helped him disappear and cover things up. Maybe he knows and has known all along.”

Jo shakes her head. “You’re right, this is getting too complicated. We need to find out what Tatum knows.”

“How the hell are we going to do that?” I ask her. “We can hardly tell him what we know and then just expect him to tell us everything. He’s likely protecting something that would blow up his and Tanner’s friendship forever, possibly worse. If he’s hidden it, he’s hidden it well.”

“Lucky for him, I’m quite the detective. I’ll find out what I can,” Jo says. “Leave Tatum to me.”

I raise my brows. “I’m sure you’ll hate questioning the very gorgeous Tatum.”

She blushes. “Tatum is an asshole; he’s helping Tanner upset my best friend. I don’t like him.”

I grin. “Maybe, but he is pretty hot and you’re pretty horny ...”

She bursts out laughing and shakes her head. “You’re disgusting. Horny is such a vile word. Besides, I’m married, remember. That isn’t changing anytime soon, so my Tatum fantasies have to come to a screeching halt.”

“So, there are fantasies?” I tease, nudging her with my shoulder. 

It feels nice to laugh, to joke, and forget the horror that has been unfolding in both our lives in the last few days. 

“There were a few, now I just want to gouge his eyeballs out. Especially if he helped Chase get away after doing something to Celia.”

I lose my smile. “Yeah, that’s a scary thought. Still, you’re right, Tatum doesn’t seem like a bad guy. Which makes me think there is a lot more to this story than we can even begin to understand at this point.”

“Which is exactly why we’re going to get to the bottom of it. I’ll find out what I can from Tatum, you keep searching for information about Chase. Amber said his family lived around here still. It might be time to pay them a visit?”

I think she’s right. 

It might just be time to pay them a visit. 

I want my answers. 

But first, I have something else I need to do. 
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MY FINGERS SHAKE AS I pick the lock, trying to be as careful and quiet as I can. I glance around behind me, but the night is still and as far as I know, I’m going to be alone for some time. I shouldn’t be doing this, I know that, but I need answers. If Tatum knows anything, then I need to find out what. I got answers breaking into Celia’s house, I’m hoping to get the same answers breaking into Tatum’s. 

It’s not the smartest idea I’ve had, but I know the two men are at work tonight, and I’m hoping they keep it that way for at least an hour more so I can look through the house and find out what I need. I focus back on the lock and keep picking it until I finally hear a click. Heart racing, I push the door open and carefully close it behind me, locking it again. I use the flashlight on my phone to light up my way, and step into the big house. 

The good thing is, I know the place well enough to know where I’m going.

That bad thing is, I’m breaking and entering and I hate that I’ve had to resort to that again. 

Jo would probably kill me, but I have to do this. 

I carefully tiptoe through the dark house, trying not to disrupt anything, even something as simple as causing a shift in an item. I don’t want anyone to know I was in here. I can hear my panting breaths in the dead silence as I move towards the stairs, slowly climbing them and cringing with every creak. I know nobody is here, but it freaks me out all the same. 

I reach the top and walk past Tanner’s room and go straight to Tatum’s. I curl my gloved fingers around the handle and open it, stepping inside. I can’t turn the light on, that would be risking too much, so I have to rely on my flashlight to see. I walk over to the desk in the corner first, and start shuffling through the papers there. It’s doubtful he would keep anything worth my while out in the open, so I have to look deeper. 

I look around the desk for a compartment, or something that would be ideal for hiding information. I can’t find anything on the desk, but I quickly flick through the drawers anyway. Then, without finding anything interesting, I move to the cupboard and start opening boxes and looking. Inside one box, I find a picture of Tatum and Chase. I tuck the picture into my jeans and keep looking. 

I find a stack of papers in a box hidden right at the back of the cupboard that have a few printed emails in them. I pull them out, trying to read them with the light. There is information on one of them about a fake I.D. I narrow my eyes, reading further, trying to get as much information as I can in a short time, when I hear a door slam downstairs. My head whips around, and I hear low male voices. They’re home. I frantically use my phone to take pictures of the papers I’m holding, and then I shove them back into the box. 

Someone is coming up the stairs. 

Heart racing, I put the box back where I found it and get into the cupboard, closing the door just in time for someone to open the door. The light flicks on and I clench my eyes shut, terrified. I’m well hidden in the cupboard, but if Tatum comes in searching for clothes, there is a solid chance he’ll find me. How would I ever explain that? 

Blood rushes through my body at a frantic rate and my heart is pounding against my ribcage. My palms begin to sweat and I’m suddenly very aware of my surroundings. If I make one noise, they’ll know I’m in here and it’s all over for me. I hear Tatum shuffling around, some clothes drop to the ground, but he doesn’t come into the closet. After a few minutes, he disappears out of the room and closes the door. 

I exhale. Thanking everything he didn’t find me.

That still leaves me with the issue of getting out of this house. 

Without being seen. 

I tiptoe out of the closet, legs trembling as I walk towards the door. 

I open it softly and peer out. I can hear their voices downstairs. 

I take a shaky breath and tiptoe towards the staircase, peering down. If they see me, everything I’m working for will unravel. I’ll have to explain why I’m in their house, explain what I know. I can’t do that. Not now. It would all be for nothing. I slowly make my way down the stairs, and when I reach the bottom, I peer around to see them standing in the kitchen. They’re going to see me moving if I try to make a run for it. 

“You still feelin’ off about everything?” Tatum asks. 

“It’s all a fuckin’ mess. Be much easier if I just knew the truth.”

“You do know the truth, Tanner. You know that Celia wasn’t depressed. Don’t let a good story throw you off the trail. I get it, I do. I like Callie, too. She’s believable, but you know in your heart what the truth is. You know that she’s lyin’.”

Fucking Tatum. 

Damn him. 

“Know that, but also gotta question if maybe I missed somethin’. Would be incredibly unfair if all this time we were pushin’ her for nothin’.”

“I’ll prove it to you. Callie will break eventually. It’ll get to her enough that she will just lose it and admit what she’s done. When she does, everything will be clear.”

“Then what?” Tanner mutters. 

“Then we have our closure, we have our fuckin’ answers. Her actions cause Celia’s death, don’t forget that. Don’t forget why we decided on this to begin with.”

I shake my head, horrified. Answers? Closure? That’s what they’re doing this for? Because they want closure? What a fucking joke. Anger bubbles in my chest, and I clench my fists, wanting to out there and give them a piece of my mind, but knowing damn well I can’t. 

“We’re targeting her car again tonight, goin’ to make it a good one this time. She will fuckin’ crack, she will own up to what she did,” Tatum says, his voice hard. “Don’t let your thoughts get sidetracked.”

Fuck you, Tatum. 

They’re going to target my car again?

“How do you know she won’t be home?”

“Her and Jo are going out to dinner in about an hour, we’ll be fine,” Tatum adds. 

He’s right, we are planning on going out. How he knew that, I don’t know? I guess he spoke to Jo. 

I need to get out of here. 

I need to get there before they do. 

I’ll throw a damned wrench in their plans tonight. 

Fucking assholes. 

They disappear out the back, and I make a run for it, charging towards the front door. I have my black hoodie pulled over my head, and I’m panting with nervous energy. I rush out the front door, and to my horror, it slams behind me. 

Shit. 

“Who’s there?” Tanner yells from inside the house. 

Oh god. 

Oh shit. 

I start running. I parked my car about five blocks down, not wanting to be seen anywhere near the house. I duck my head and I charge down the street. Everything in my body is on high alert, adrenalin is rushing through my body, making me run faster. Maybe Ethan was right about running, one day I did need it. That day being right now. Without it, I’d probably be panting on the side of the road with Tanner tackling me to the ground right about now.

“Stop!”

Oh no. 

Fuck. 

Tanner’s voice echoes through the night. My heart races and my whole body moves faster as I realize he’s actually chasing me. He’s following me. I run as hard as I possibly can, ducking across the road frantically to throw him off. His footsteps are behind me, and he’s roaring at me to stop. If he catches me, it’s over. 

Everything is over. 

I run with all my might, but I’m only small and he’s a big man. He could very easily catch me if I slow even a touch. I run towards a park, full of thick trees. I can hide in there. When I reach it, I launch over a small seat and keep running, hearing Tanner do the same. He’s getting closer. 

“Fuckin’ stop!”

Over my dead body. 

I run into the trees and dodge through a few, then, I find one deep enough in that I’m covered and press my back against it, panting. There are some small bushes next to it, and I duck down behind them, shuffling in as far as I can. Then, I cover my mouth so he doesn’t hear my panting. I hear his boots crunching through the leaves as he walks around, slowing down near me. 

“I know you’re in here!”

I hold my breath, keeping my head down. Being dark, it works, because I’m wearing all black. I don’t move. I don’t breathe. I don’t even think. I just keep my eyes clenched shut and pray he doesn’t find me. He walks around for a few minutes, and then an angry growl leaves his throat followed by a curse before he turns around and leaves. 

I sit for another half an hour, too scared to move. 

Scared he’s waiting outside for me. 

That was too close. 

Far too close. 

When I’m sure it’s safe, I pull out my phone and I call the police. 

Nobody will be targeting me tonight. 

Nobody. 

~*~*~*~
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I SIT DOWN THE STREET and watch as everything unfolds exactly how I want it to. My car is parked just off to the side, where it’s dark enough for them to target it without being seen. I did that on purpose, I wanted it to seem easy for them. We live on a quiet enough street that they can get away with it. I watched them come in, well, one of them. I’m guessing Tatum. I don’t know if I’m relieved that Tanner isn’t there, or if I’m even more pissed. 

He, whoever he is, moves closer to my car. He has something in his hands, I can’t see what from here. He’s just about to do something when the cops roll in, their sirens only flickering on as they come to a stop, completely stunning him. He runs immediately, disappearing around the block. I watch as the cops launch out of their car and go after him. It seems like it takes forever for them to return, as I sit there with my heart racing. Ten or so minutes later, they come back with him in handcuffs. The hoodie is off now, and I see it’s Tatum. 

My anger grows deeper. 

I have so much I want to say to him. So many things I wish I could do right now, like rush over there and give him a piece of my mind. I can’t do any of those things, so instead I sit and watch in satisfaction as he’s shoved into the back of the police car.

That’ll damn teach them for playing with me. 

When they’re gone, I go back to my apartment and head inside, locking the door. Then I call Jo. 

“What happened?” she asks, her voice frantic. She’s at work, but I told her what I was going to do. She didn’t really agree with it, but she also didn’t try to stop me. 

She knows better than that now. 

“It was Tatum,” I tell her. 

“It was?” she gasps. “Oh.”

I know she’s still disappointed about Tatum’s involvement in this. I know they talk more than I know. I know she’s confused and things are complicated. I feel for her, I really do. It sucks when someone you thought was good, lets you down.

“I don’t know what he was going to do, but he didn’t manage to get away. The cops took him. He won’t end up in serious trouble, but I just want them to know their little plan has a fucking big hole in it. Me being that big hole. They’re not going to torment me anymore.”

“Callie...”

“He deserved that, Jo. I don’t deserve them to hurt me any further.”

She exhales. “No, you don’t. What do you think they were going to do?”

“I don’t know, I’m not even sure I want to know. Probably another picture, or some horrible word, something to shake me up.”

Jo exhales. “I have to go, honey, they need me here. I’ll talk with you further when I get home.”

I hang up with her and am about to put my phone down when I see Tanner’s name flash across the screen. Well, isn’t that good timing?

“Hello,” I say, answering it, trying to keep my voice casual.

“Hey,” he murmurs, his voice husky. “How are you?”

You mean, has anything horrible happened to me yet? Have I found out someone tagged my car? He’s ringing to check on me, or check if I’m home yet, one or the other. I decide to play dumb. Really fucking dumb. 

“I’m okay, a bit shaken up actually.”

“Why is that?” he asks, his voice suddenly curious. 

“Well, I came home from my dinner out with Jo early because I was feeling unwell and the next thing I knew the cops were outside. Someone was trying to do something to my car, but they got whoever it was. It was scary. I didn’t even know anyone was around. Whoever has a problem with me is clearly not going to give up anytime soon.”

Tanner goes silent for a moment. “See who they got?”

“No,” I answer, “But it was scary, Tanner.”

More silence. 

“You okay?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

He clears his throat. “Do you want me to come over? Check the place out? Make sure you’re safe.”

Over my dead body. 

You liar. 

“I’m certain we’re past that, don’t you? Considering our differences in opinion?”

He exhales. “Callie, listen...shit, I have to go.”

Of course he does. 

I would bet Tatum is calling right now from the police station. 

“Oh, okay,” I say, my voice sounding disappointed. 

“We’ll talk, okay? We will. Bye.”

He hangs up, and I put the phone down, exhaling loudly. 

So it begins. 

It’s time to really start digging now. 

It’s time to bring this little plan to a huge crashing halt. 
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“HI,” I SAY, STARING at the woman who is standing in the open doorway, staring at me.

She looks tired, her black locks tied up messily on her head, her grey eyes dull and exhausted. She’s wearing gardening clothes, and I’m guessing I caught her right before she was about to go and shower, judging by the towel hanging over her arm and the dirt coating her clothes. Does she know about any of this? Does she know who I am?

I can only hope the blonde wig I just paid way too much money for, and the floral sundress I would never ever wear, will throw her off in the small chance that she may have seen me before. I need to talk to Chase’s family, and I’ll do just about anything to get my answers, even if it means she recognizes me. She could have an essential clue that could push me in the right direction. 

“Hi there,” she says, her voice scratchy. “Can I help you?”

“Oh, I hope so. I’m an old friend of Chase’s. We used to go to school together. I’ve only just come back to town and a friend of mine told me he still lived here. I couldn’t believe it! I thought for sure he would have moved on by now. Is he home?”

The woman’s face falls, it just drops. Like the very name makes her heart break just a little bit more. That upsets me. One thing I don’t like doing is upsetting people, especially people who have never done anything to me. “I’m afraid Chase doesn’t live here anymore. I haven’t seen him for six years.”

I blink. 

Oh, this poor woman. She has no idea where her son is. 

Which means she doesn’t know what happened, either. 

I feel a little deflated, but I decide to keep asking questions anyway.

“Oh,” I say, my voice getting softer. “Did he move away?”

She smiles, a little broken. “After Celia died, he couldn’t handle living here. We had an argument and ... he moved away. He calls every now and then, but I don’t see him. I don’t ...”

Her voice hitches, and my heart breaks for her. The poor woman, she thinks her son doesn’t care for her anymore, she thinks that it’s her fault he’s not here. Whatever they argued about is enough for her to believe his little lie about not coming home. If only she knew the truth, and that is that he no longer even carries his old name. 

Still, one thing stands out. He calls her occasionally. 

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize. I didn’t mean to cause any upset.”

“That’s okay.” She waves a hand. “It isn’t your fault.”

“He no longer has a Facebook account, or a phone number, so I didn’t know what I’d find when I came here, I was just hoping he still lived around this area like I’d heard. That’s no problem at all. I really am sorry to have bothered you, ma’am.”

She studies me, and then waves a hand, “Did you know Celia well?”

My heart twists, and I nod, smiling. One person I hate lying about, is Celia Yates. “I did, actually.”

She nods, sadly, “It was such a hard time for everyone.”

I agree, smiling. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to go through so much.”

She smiles back, broken, but a smile. “I’m sorry, I missed your name?”

“My name is April.”

She steps aside and says, “Would you like to come in? I have just brewed some coffee. I was on my way to shower.”

“Of course, thank you.”

“You’re most welcome. I don’t hear from Chase’s friends. I miss the hectic lifestyle that used to fill my house daily. It’s so empty without him here.”

“You still have Tatum, that’s got to mean something.”

I am risking everything throwing Tatum in the mix, but the fact is, I need answers and the only way I’ll get those is to take risks. It’s obvious Tatum has something to do with this, and I want to know how close he is to his family. He was obviously close enough to his brother to help him out. 

I didn’t get much information from the emails I found at his house, except Tatum going back and forth with someone about getting a new I.D. He didn’t say for who, and he didn’t say what for, but it was around the time Celia died. About a week before, actually, which makes me think he got his brother out and that’s when he disappeared and Celia freaked out. Slowly, it’s all piecing together. 

The woman nods. “Yes, my oldest son has been my rock. Do you know him, too?”

“I do, yes.”

She smiles, and we both walk into the large home. She points to the dining table and tells me to take a seat while she goes and takes a shower. I do so, watching her disappear down the hall. When she’s gone, I stand quickly and rush over to the kitchen counter. I frantically look through pieces of paper, trying to find something to give me an idea of where Chase is. There’s nothing there. 

I hurry into the living area and glance at all the photos above the television. Chase was a good-looking man, but that’s not surprising considering how Tatum looks. Chase is very similar looking to his older brother, only his hair is a little lighter, more a medium brown, and he’s clean shaven. He has the same light-blue eyes and the same mischievous smile. He’s gorgeous. 

I turn and walk back into the dining room, unable to snoop any further without risking getting caught. I notice a phone on the counter, just up the other end near the coffee machine. It would be locked, right? I mean, everyone locks their phones these days. Still, I can’t not go over and pick it up. I rush over, glancing down the hall to make sure I’m still alone. I pick up the phone and bring it to life with a swipe of my finger. 

It’s unlocked. 

My heart pounds and my fingers tremble as I frantically go into the contacts and search for Chase. I find him, and with a ferocity I never thought possible, pull out my phone and quickly enter his number. Then, with my hands still shaking, I lock the phone and place it down where I found it. My whole body is on high alert when I sit down at the dining table, shaking from head to toe. 

I feel like a damned criminal. 

I feel like I’m invading her privacy. 

But I had no other option. 

She returns a few minutes later, clean and wearing a long, flowing, black sun dress. Her hair is wet and falling over her shoulder in one big, thick bunch. She smiles when she sees me, and says, “I didn’t introduce myself; my name is Freya.”

I smile, and say, “You have a lovely home, Freya.”

“Thank you, dear. How do you have your coffee?”

“Just black, please.”

She walks over, and my heart races as I watch her, terrified she will notice her phone. She doesn’t even glance at it as she prepares the coffee. 

“What do you do, April?” she asks me. 

“Currently, I’m working at a café, but I plan on doing something more productive with myself soon. Maybe go back to school?” I tell her. 

“That’s a wonderful idea. I’d love to go back to school. Chase always wanted to be a doctor. Did he ever tell you that?”

“I think Celia mentioned it once or twice,” I say, my voice hitching. I have to breathe through it—she will know I’m lying if I don’t get it together fast. 

“Celia was such a lovely girl. I don’t think anyone will ever recover after that accident. That poor thing, just walking down a road. It broke her family. Just tore them right apart. Her parents have never been the same. I think they blame themselves.”

“It wasn’t their fault,” I say, trying desperately to ignore the pain slamming against my chest as my heart ferociously pounds. “They couldn’t have done anything to stop what happened that night.”

“No, you’re right, but they were going through so much they didn’t even know Celia was dating Chase for months. I overheard her telling Chase once that she felt ignored, that they didn’t even know she existed. After Mark cheated on Adriana, things just went south for that poor family. Tanner had to hold everything up. Do you know Tanner?”

So much information. 

My mind is spinning. 

This woman clearly hasn’t had anyone to talk to for a while, she’s spilling things like we’re best friends. 

“I do know Tanner, yes. He’s a good guy. You’re right, Celia was having a hard time. It was hard after what Mark did. It really hit home for her.”

I have no idea what I’m talking about. 

I feel sick. 

“I can imagine, the poor girl. For them to keep going on like nothing happened. I can’t believe they’re still together, to be honest. Word is he has another woman again.”

God. 

She really needs to get out. 

“That’s so sad. I imagine all of this would have been hard on Chase, too?”

Freya nods. “It was hard on him. The two of them started fighting and then she broke it off with him. That was hard enough, but then when she died ... He just couldn’t be here anymore.”

“I didn’t realize he left,” I tell her. 

“He was only going to go for a while, but he decided he couldn’t come back. He still won’t tell us where he is, it’s like he’s pushed us all away and started anew. I rarely hear from him. The town lost Celia Yates, but I lost my son, too. It was the worst night of my life.”

I won’t cry. 

Dammit, I won’t. 

“I’m so sorry. I hope Chase comes home soon.”

She smiles, but it trembles. “I don’t think he will. I don’t think he will ever face up to what happened here. He’ll never be able to live through the pain.”

I’m taking another huge risk asking this, but I have to know. “I heard that the girl who hit Celia said that she had stepped out in front of the car, did you hear that, too?”

Freya nods. “I did hear that.”

“Do you think it’s true? Do you think Celia was unhappy enough to do something like that?”

Freya hesitates, and then says low, as if we’re being listened to, “I never said anything to anyone, but before she died, Celia was in a bad place. I overheard Chase telling his brother that something happened, and she was struggling. That’s when Chase started running off the rails. He couldn’t get ahold of her. It was bad. But after she passed, Mark and Adriana claimed she was happy, that there is no way she would have done anything like that. They even went through her things, nothing indicated she would hurt herself. No one in her family believed it. Celia put on a brave face, she always did, but I saw a different face. I saw the face she wore when she wasn’t with her family.”

“She was hurting,” I say, my voice low, soft. 

“She was hurting,” Freya confirms. “I did try to mention it to Adriana once, but she maintained her daughter was happy. That the morning she died, the two of them had been dancing and laughing in the kitchen. I don’t know if it was denial, or if Celia really didn’t want her family to suffer so she put on a happy face to keep things flowing. Either way, I do feel for the poor girl that hit her, because maybe, just maybe, she did take her own life.”

Finally. 

There is someone out there with doubt. 

Someone that doesn’t believe I’m the monster in all of this. 

I’m one step closer to getting where I need to be. 

Only one step. 

But it’s something. 

~*~*~*~
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“SERIOUSLY?” JO ASKS as we walk toward a local Italian restaurant where we’ll be having dinner and a few drinks. “You have Chase’s number?”

“Yes,” I say, “I just haven’t decided how I’m going to approach it yet. This is my one chance not to screw this up. If I do, he’ll run, and I’ll never find him.”

I haven’t told her that I broke into Tatum and Tanner’s house, I just told her I overheard them saying they were going to tag my car. I don’t want to put anything else on her, she’s already going through enough standing beside me like she is. I can’t expect her to involve herself anymore than she already has. 

“Technically he’s already run, but I get what you’re saying. All the effort to change his name and disappear but he still calls his mom?”

“If he didn’t, she would have probably called the police,” I point out. “I mean, think about it, she would worry he was dead, or hurt, and would have sent them after him, which would have looked suspicious for him. Instead, he has packed up and left, saying he couldn’t deal with living here anymore, and has decided not to tell anyone where he lives. He calls her every now and then, that keeps her from coming after him.”

“That poor woman.” Jo sighs. “It’s so sad that she has to go through something like that. She must be heartbroken.”

I nod. “She’s hurt alright, no doubt about it. She’s worried for her son, she misses him like crazy, but she’s so down and out that she lets him have it his way. He’s getting away with starting his life over again.”

“Not for long,” Jo mutters. “He needs to face up to whatever he did to Celia, and he needs to own it. He has no right to hide and let you take all the pain from it. We’re going to find him, and we’re going to make him admit to everyone what happened to her.”

“What do you think happened?” I ask, as we round the corner and the restaurant comes into view. 

“I don’t know,” Jo says, her voice low. “I’ve thought about it a lot, but the things I come up with that would be bad enough for her to take her own life make me feel sick. Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been good, because nobody does what Celia Yates did unless they feel like they honestly can’t go on.”

I nod, and my heart aches for the girl I’ll never know. For her pain. For her burden. “I wish I could talk to her. If I could have one thing in this world, it wouldn’t be to change that night, it would be to have the chance to sit with Celia for a day and just talk to her, about everything, about anything, and get to know her, secrets and all.”

Jo reaches over and squeezes my arm. “If there was anything in the world I could give you, honey, it would be that.”

I smile at her. “Anyway, that’s enough talk of this. Let’s go drink and eat and for a moment forget this hellish nightmare we currently live in.”

“Sounds good to me.”

We make our way to the restaurant and, when we’re shown our table, we order some garlic bread, pasta, and some wine. Then we drink and talk and laugh. It feels good, to not be constantly living in the web of lies that has somehow managed to weave its way all around us, locking us in. 

“How are things with Pat?” I ask Jo when our pasta arrives. “We’ve been so tangled up in this mess, I haven’t asked you about it.”

Jo shrugs. “It’s the same as it always is, Pat is Pat. He is constantly on my case about moving home and getting things back to the way they were, but that’s what he’s not understanding. I don’t want things back the way they were. I want my husband to be a husband. I don’t want to go on expensive dates, I just want to spend a night alone with him, without his phone or his job, or someone interrupting. He can’t let go of those things.”

“I’m sorry things aren’t working out. Are you any close to deciding what you’re going to do?”

She shakes her head and shoves a piece of pasta into her mouth, chewing and swallowing before answering, “I feel like I’m trapped still. I mentioned the other night that maybe we just needed to call it quits, and he lost it. Going on about how he’ll lose everything, and how his business will have to be sold ...”

“Does he think you’d take everything?” I ask, frowning. 

“I mean, I’d be entitled to a lot of it. I wouldn’t take what wasn’t owed to me, but I’d have to start again, too. He couldn’t expect I’d leave with nothing. It’s expensive to live out in this world now, and I contributed a lot, too.”

“No, you’re right, that wouldn’t be fair.”

“So, he’s making it hard. He wants me to sign all this stuff, which I refuse. Then we went to a family dinner and everyone was putting pressure on me, saying how stressed he is, and how I’m causing so many problems with my up and down. How bad it would be if he lost everything. I feel like I’m trapped. I really do. I wish I could just wipe the slate clean, you know? Just start over again.”

“I can imagine,” I say, giving her a sympathetic smile. “I’m sure it’ll work out. You can’t stay just because of the drama that would follow if you left.”

She sighs. “Did you see that magazine report a few days ago?” 

I did see it. 

An article of her and some caption about the town’s local millionaire’s wife not living in the same house, and is their marriage over? I didn’t read it. I didn’t need to. It’s trash. Still, people love that kind of gossip. Pat is young, he’s good looking, and he’s rich. It’s not going to be easy for Jo to walk away without anyone bothering her. Not to mention all the media shit that will come with it. 

I feel for her, I really do. 

“I did see it,” I answer her question. “Just tell Pat that if he causes any problems when you leave, you’ll tell the media about his bed farts.”

Jo giggles. “God, can you imagine?”

We both laugh. Making light of a troubling subject. 

“So, I think we should go outside and you should call Chase,” Jo says, after eating in silence for a few minutes. “I think it’s time to find out what he knows.”

“What do I say to him?” I ask, pursing my lips. “If I stuff it up, he’ll know I don’t know anything and can just as easily block me.”

“I think you just tell him you know what he did to Celia, and you know that she ended he life because of him, and if he doesn’t come forward, you’ll tell the media.”

I raise my brows. “That’s brutal, Jo.”

She shrugs, her face hard. “Him letting you get locked up was brutal, Callie. This is justice.”

Ouch. 

But she’s right. 

I exhale. “It’s a risk.”

“Everything is.”

She’s right about that. Everything is. 

“Okay, let’s do this.”

We finish our dinner and our wine, and then we pay and head outside. We walk down the street a little, and I’m feeling more than a bit tipsy. We find a quiet area of the street and I pull out my phone, dialing Chase’s number. Then I glance at Jo as I put the phone on speaker phone. Here goes nothing. 

It rings a few times, and part of me, a tiny little part, hopes he won’t answer. 

Facing this, uncovering this hell, it’s going to bring forward a lot of pain, for everyone. 

It has to be done, but that doesn’t make it easy. 

“Hello?”

A croaky, sleepy, male voice comes across the other line and, for a few moments, my heart races so hard I can’t find my voice. 

I take a deep, shaky breath and say, “Chase?”

Dead silence. 

I look to Jo, and she nods for me to keep going. 

“I know it’s Chase.”

“Who is this?” he asks, his voice a little more awake now. 

“It doesn’t matter who it is. We need to talk. We can make this easy, or hard, but if you hang up, it’ll be hard.”

“What do you want?” he demands, angry now. 

“I want the truth,” I say, my voice a little more confident now. “I know what you did to Celia Yates. I know what happened.”

He goes silent again. 

“How did you get this number?”

“That’s irrelevant. What matters is what you’re going to do with this information. I want you to come forward, I want you to tell your family and her family what you have done. If you do, I won’t go to the police ...”

It’s a risk, throwing the police in, because I don’t actually know what he did, but either way, I’m playing this card, because it’s the only one I have. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, low. 

“But you do, Chase. I have proof, if you’d like to see it. I have Celia’s test results. I have emails and I have text messages. I know what you did.”

I hold my breath. 

I hold it so tightly I feel like I’m going to pass out. 

He’s either going to call me out, or I might just get away with this. 

“I never meant to hurt her,” he says, his voice pained. That hurts, I won’t lie. I don’t think Chase ever meant any harm, but regardless, he is the reason she is gone. At least, I think he is. “I didn’t mean to get in so deep. I wanted to give her nice things. I was making money from the drugs, and I screwed up. I owed them and ... I didn’t think they’d take it out on her. I didn’t think they’d hurt her. I couldn’t stop them, the drugged me and made me watch. I couldn’t. It wasn’t my fault.”

Couldn’t stop them?

Who is them?

What did they do to her?

“She got HIV from it!” I accuse. “She took her own life because she couldn’t go on! It is your fault, Chase. It is!”

That’s the only tiny piece of information I have, but I’m going to use it. 

“I never meant for it to happen!” he yells. “I never meant for her to get hurt. I tried to stop them. I tried.”

“Not hard enough.”

“Who are you?” he yells. “Who the hell are you? Why are you doing this?”

“I’m the girl you let go to prison for her death.”

He goes silent. 

Then the phone line goes dead. 

“Chase?” I scream. 

I pull the phone away from my ear and dial the number again. It rings a few times then hangs up. When I try again, it’s blocked. 

“No,” I yell, throwing my phone to the ground. “No, dammit. No!”

God dammit. 

No.
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“IT’S OKAY,” JO SAYS as we stand on the street after having tried to call Chase back a million times even though I know he blocked me. She even tried on her phone, but he blocked that, too. 

My only lead. Gone. He’s not going to answer any calls now, no matter who they’re from. The only person who would get through is Tatum, and getting his phone would be like pulling teeth out of an angry lion. 

We’re screwed. 

“We’ll find him,” she continues. 

I look to her, my head spinning. Being tipsy isn’t helping, my thoughts are running wild. “I have to pop into the café, I left my house key in there. I’m going to go and get it, then come home, okay?” I tell Jo. 

“Isn’t the café close?” she asks me, looking concerned. 

“I’m opening tomorrow, I have the key.”

She raises her brows. “Andrea gave you the key?”

“Well, she gives it to all the staff, so if she doesn’t give it to me, it’s going to look suspicious, isn’t it?”

Jo nods. “Are you sure you’re okay? I have our apartment key. You don’t need yours. We can go home and talk ...”

I shake my head. “I just need to clear my head. It’s okay. I’ll be fine. I’ll see you at home.”

“Are you sure, honey ...”

I smile and step forward, hugging her. When I let go, I say, “I’m sure. I need to take a walk.”

She exhales. “We’ll find Chase, I promise you we’ll find him.”

I nod and then turn and walk off, the weight in my chest making me feel like I’m dragging my body. It hurts. Everything hurts. I want to scream, and yell, and punch something. I’m so angry, so hurt, and so sick of lies. I want to grab Tanner and scream into his face, I want to slap Ethan over and over again, and, at the same time, I want to curl into a ball and just cry because it all makes me feel so damned helpless. 

I walk a few blocks, to clear my head a little, the cool night air helping me think more clearly. Then I flag down a cab and give them directions to the café. When I arrive, I pay the cab driver and step out, feeling a little tipsy still as my heels hit the sidewalk. My head is swarmy, not drunk but definitely not as clear as it should be. 

I walk toward the café, digging around in my purse for the keys. When I curl my fingers around them, I look up and see the lights on inside. I stop, squinting, and I see Ethan and Andrea talking. I blink a few times, and then step a little closer. They’re standing at the counter, clearly arguing about something. Oh, god. Ethan is here. With Andrea. 

I step back into the shadows of the trees lining the sidewalk and then move down closer to the café before ducking around the back. There’s a good chance I’ll get busted for what I’m about to do, but I want to hear what they’re saying, and the only way I can do that is to go through the back door, through the kitchen, and listen. 

I carefully unlock the back door, step inside, and, very slowly, walk through the kitchen and try not to make a sound. I reach the door and press my ear against it. I can hear them, being that the counter is so close to the kitchen. 

“It has to stop, Andrea,” Ethan growls. “If it doesn’t, someone is going to get hurt.”

“You think I don’t know that, Ethan?” Andrea snaps. “But Tanner is determined, and he’s not ready to back down anytime soon. Maybe he just needs to do this, to get it out of his system ...”

“To do what? Torment Callie for something he can’t let go of? Where will it end? How far will it go? She could get hurt. I’m not going to sit back and watch that happen.”

“What other option is there? You were in on this, too. Now you’ve gone soft and want to call it quits, but you know it’s not that easy. You can’t just change your mind because you have fallen in love with her.”

“I’m not in love with her,” Ethan rasps, low, “but she matters to me.”

“She didn’t matter to you when you were setting those girls in the prison onto her, Ethan. How do you think she would feel if she found that out?”

My heart explodes. 

Pain, so much pain. 

I make a wounded sound deep in my throat and grasp at my chest, which feels like it’s going to bring me to my knees. 

Ethan was behind Trisha?

No. 

It’s not possible. 

It isn’t. 

No.

“Don’t,” Ethan warns. “Do not. I know what I’ve done, but I refuse to be part of this any further. You need to stop. I believe her, Andrea. I also think there is more to this than even we know. She’s going to find that out, and when she does, she’s going to bring all of you down.”

Andrea goes silent for a minute, then exhales. “Yes, so do I, but we all made this choice, we can’t just back away from it now. Tanner will lose his mind, and that is when something bad will happen.”

“I’m not going to let him keep doing this.”

“You haven’t got much choice. You try to stop him, or you go to the police, we all go down. Is that what you really want? To lose everything?”

Ethan curses under his breath. “I’m leaving. I can’t deal with this much more. Tell Tanner to back off, or I will do something about it. No matter the risk.”

I hear Ethan’s footsteps go toward the front door, and I turn, rushing out. I’m so angry I can’t think. So hurt, I can’t breathe. I lock the door when I leave, and then I rush around to the front of the café, still out of sight. I see Ethan walking off down the street toward his car. I go after him. Risking it all and not caring. 

I can’t. 

I just can’t do this anymore. 

Hearing my footsteps approaching, Ethan turns. 

When his eyes fall on me, his mouth opens, and he begins to say my name, “Call—”

I reach him and slap him. I slap him so hard his head swings to the side and the sound echoes through the still night. Then I slap him again, harder this time, so angry my whole body is thrown into the movement. 

“How could you?” I scream, shoving his chest, over and over. “How could you do this to me? How could you pretend to be my friend all this time when all along I was just part of some sick, twisted game you were all playing with me?”

“Callie,” Ethan tries, but tears are rolling down my cheeks, and I’m not done. 

“Don’t!” I cry, throwing a hand up. “You let Trisha hurt me. You let her attack me and make my life hell.”

“I let her get to you once,” he defends himself. “Once, and then I couldn’t do it. I did protect you, that wasn’t a lie.”

“Everything is a lie!” I scream. “Everything about you is a lie!”

“Callie, please ...”

“I trusted you, Ethan,” I whisper, my voice trembling. “I trusted you more than anyone else in my world. You were my best friend. You kept me sane. How could you?”

I turn on shaky legs and start walking away, my body heaving with sobs as I cross the road. I hear him call my name, but I don’t stop. 

I just keep walking until I can’t see him anymore. 

Until I can’t feel the pain in my chest anymore. 

Until I can’t do anything but numbly put one foot in front of the other. 

How much more can I possibly take?

~*~*~*~
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SOMEONE BANGS ON MY door. 

I press pause on the Hot Pocket in the microwave and listen for a moment. My stomach grumbles and my heart aches, a combination that calls for serious overeating. The knock sounds again. 

Great. 

It’s likely Ethan, considering I just abused him, slapped him, confessed that I know, and ran. 

I probably screwed up telling him, but I don’t care. 

I couldn’t hold it in any longer. 

I proceeded to come home, drink more, and now I’m eating to make things all that much worse. I know I shouldn’t, that I should probably do something productive, like write in a journal or something. Eating seems like a better idea right now, though. 

Exhaling, I ignore the knock, knowing it’s not Jo because she’s in bed asleep, and anyone else isn’t worth seeing. There isn’t one other person right now that I’d actually want to see outside of these walls. Not my family, not Tanner’s family, no one. I have all I need right here, which is incredibly sad, if you ask me.

“Callie, I know you’re home.”

Tanner’s thick, husky voice radiates through the door, touching my skin and making it prickle. Damn him for still having that effect on me. Sometimes, when it hurts really bad, all I want is to curl up in his arms and feel the way his strong body encloses mine. Then I remember he’s the reason for my pain, and it just makes it hurt even more. 

“Not leavin’ until you open the door.”

Fuck. 

I walk over, alcohol giving me far more courage than I actually have. Maybe Ethan told him I know. Maybe he’s here to confront me. 

Bring it on, I say. 

Bring it the fuck on. 

I swing the front door open and am faced with a very rugged, very drunk, very gorgeous Tanner Yates. 

He stares at me, his eyes glassy, his hand resting on the door to help support that big body. 

Why is he here?

“What do you want, Tanner?”

My voice is snippy and short. Do I care? Absolutely not. 

He tips his head to the side. “How can you be so beautiful?” he murmurs. “I hate that you are so fuckin’ beautiful.”

God. 

Why does he have to go ahead and say things like that? Things that make my heart ache. Things that confuse me even more than I already am. Things that make me wish, for a single second, that things were different.

“You’re drunk.”

“Tipsy,” he corrects, with a wave of his finger. 

I roll my eyes. “Drunk. Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

A not so subtle snort leaves my lip. “I’m not entirely sure why.”

Considering you’re a sociopath currently trying to ruin my life. 

“Me either,” he says, his voice low. “I shouldn’t be here, but there is something about you ...”

“Go home, Tanner,” I say, my voice tired, my body sore, my heart broken. “Please.”

I go to close the door, but he stops it with his hand. “Tell me something about you, Callie. Tell me something nobody else knows.”

I lean in close, smelling the beer on his breath, loving the way it tickles my face. Then hating myself for loving it. A range of emotions in a matter of seconds. “I’m not a liar,” I whisper. 

His eyes flash with a strange emotion, and then he says, “So you say. Tell me something else.”

“You are.”

I push the door, but he stops it again, narrowing his eyes. “What did you say?”

“Go home, Tanner.”

“I’m not goin’ home.”

“You are.”

“I’m not.”

I exhale and rub my hands over my face. “I have enough going on without you being here. Please, leave.”

“I shouldn’t be here,” he says, leaning his big body against the door. “So, tell me why the fuck I can’t stay away?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I lie. 

He steps closer. I don’t move back, even though I know I should. I know I should move and shut the door and never look at Tanner Yates again unless I have to, and yet I can’t seem to get my legs to agree on that. I stand firmly in the spot I’m in. 

“It’s complicated,” he tells me, his voice slightly slurred. “It’s so fuckin’ complicated. Wish I could make sense of the fuckin’ mess in my head.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tanner,” I say again. “You need to go.”

“What if I don’t want to go?” he asks, holding my eyes, making my tummy do a silly little flip flop. “What if I just want to stay here and forget everything else in the world? What if that’s all I fuckin’ want? What if you’re all I fuckin’ want?”

“You can’t have everything you want,” I whisper. 

He steps closer, reaching up and curling his hand behind my neck. “You think I haven’t learned that by now, Callie? You think I don’t know that life is a big fuckin’ mess and never works out how you want it?”

“I don’t know what you’ve learned, I don’t know a single thing about you, Tanner. You’re a mystery. You’re a lie.”

He tips his head to the side. “Aren’t we all?”

“Please,” I beg, my voice shaky. “Please leave.”

“It’s so fuckin’ hard to stay away from you. I try, I fuckin’ try, but there is somethin’ about you ...”

He’s killing me. 

Because I’m so conflicted. 

A huge part of me hates him and, yet, when he’s here, touching me, saying things like that, another part of me becomes confused and I don’t know how to react. I don’t know how to think or how to feel. I hate it. I hate that he somehow has this effect on me, when all I want is for him to just leave, to forget about me, to stop tormenting me with these little mind games. 

“Don’t,” I plead when he leans in closer, his lips so close to mine I can feel his warm breath puffing against my face. “Don’t kiss me.”

“I shouldn’t,” he growls. “I shouldn’t for so many reasons ...”

“Tanner ...”

“Fuck, Callie ...”

He kisses me. 

Everything in my body jerks to life, and I melt against him, my lips part, and I let him in. For a small second, I forget everything else, and I let him kiss me. I let myself feel the way his hands tangle in my hair. I let myself love the way his mouth feels against mine. Then I’m reminded of who he is, and what he is, and how damned manipulative he has been. He’s here because he’s drunk, but he has made so many choices to hurt me. 

I can’t let that continue. 

“No,” I say, pulling away. Tears burn under my eyelids, and I hate that I’m crying so much lately. I hate that my emotions are becoming stronger than me. I’ve been through more than most people will ever go through in their lives, I’m stronger than this. “I can’t. I just can’t. Leave me alone, Tanner.”

I turn and rush inside, slamming the door. 

Then I press my back to it, slide down to the floor, and cry. 

Will this ever get easier?
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“I OVERHEARD THEM TALKING this morning when I went to visit Tatum,” Jo tells me, sipping her coffee and leaning over the café table a little farther so nobody hears us. “I dropped by. It wasn’t easy, considering I had to play along with his texts and chatting in the last few days, but I had to let him think we’re friends, because I needed to get some answers. So, when he invited me over for a coffee before work, I accepted.”

“Wait, you and Tatum caught up?” I ask, scrunching up my nose. 

“I told you I was going to find out as much as I could about Chase. Tatum likes me, it made sense.”

I narrow my eyes. “Are you sure it’s not more than that? You and Tatum, you have this weird connection ...”

“I’m married, Callie,” she mutters. 

She might be married, but she’s also incredibly unhappy. She’s confused and she’s lost. A man like Tatum could very easily make her think she has found her way, only to send it all crashing back down around her when she realizes it’s all a lie. I don’t want her to get hurt. I don’t want her to get too close to a man like that. Tatum is just as wrong in all of this as Tanner, I just haven’t figured out exactly how yet. 

“Just be careful, honey. He likes you, that much is clear, I don’t want to see you get hurt. I don’t think Tatum is entirely a bad guy, but I do know you’re going through some really hard things with Pat and it can be tempting when you’re getting attention from someone as gorgeous as Tatum.”

“I’m not a cheater,” Jo scolds. “I’m sad you think that of me.”

I exhale. “No, no, you’re reading me wrong. I just mean when you’re in that situation, your judgement can become clouded and you can think someone is something they’re not because you’re looking for the light at the end of the tunnel. You’re smart, Jo. I trust you. I’m just saying be careful.”

She nods, and I feel bad, hoping I haven’t upset her. “I’ll be careful,” she says. “Anyway, do you want to know what I overheard?”

I nod, sipping my coffee.

“Well, I left my coat there, on purpose, of course. I wanted to see if I could catch any conversations by turning around and going back in after they thought I left. Tanner was there, as well as Andrea and Luka. I said my goodbyes and left, but then turned around ten minutes later and went back claiming to have forgotten my jacket. I walked inside, only they didn’t hear me come in. . .”

I swallow, remembering Tanner’s visit, remembering the things he said to me, the way he kissed me, and wondering what the hell is wrong with him if he’s still planning on doing something horrible to me. Is he planning on doing something horrible? It breaks my heart to even consider it. 

I’m so stupid. 

I should have never kissed him. 

“They were arguing again over the issue with Celia. Of course, Tatum was all for calling you out, which made me angry, if I’m honest. I mean, I know it’s because he knows Chase did wrong and he’s trying to keep it hidden, but how dare he try and keep the focus on you. Anyway, Tanner was hesitant, Andrea was, too. They’re confused, I could tell by their conversation. Anyway, Tanner suggested getting proof. Maybe if they had something, to prove that Celia didn’t commit suicide, then they’d feel better about what they were doing.”

“What sort of proof could they possibly get?” I mutter. “They already believe she didn’t do it, what else do they think they could find?”

“That’s where it got interesting. If you’re lying, which part of them still believes you are, then they figure you’d have something to prove that. Maybe you’ve talked to someone, maybe you’ve got something that shows you are lying, I guess they’re looking for justification for what they’re doing.”

My heart feels like it’s going to fall out of my chest. 

My hands shake, and I place them on my lap so Jo doesn’t see. 

“Tanner suggested breaking into our place and seeing if they can find answers. Andrea agreed and said she could get us out of the house so they could make it happen.”

My head is spinning. 

I feel sick. 

They’re going to break in? Go through my things? 

I can’t judge, of course, I’ve done the same to them. I just still can’t believe they actually believe the stories they’ve made up in their heads. The lies they’ve forced themselves to believe. Now they’re going to try and find proof, just to make themselves feel better about what they’re doing?

It’s so wrong.

“What?” I rasp. 

“Yeah, which is why I needed to tell you as soon as possible. Tatum even went for it, which made me a little suspicious, because if they don’t find anything, they’re back to believing maybe you’re telling the truth and he doesn’t want to risk that.”

He’s going to plant something. 

It makes perfect sense. If he puts something in my place, to look like I’m lying, then everyone will go back to believing it and continue on keeping the heat off him. 

It’s genius, really. 

Well done, Tatum. 

You lying asshole.

“He’s going to plant something at our place,” I state. 

Jo’s eyes widen. “Oh, god, I didn’t even think of that.”

“This is bad, Jo. This is so fucking bad. Tatum is going to make me look guilty, and they’re going to believe it, and they’re never going to stop. I’m never going to get away from this. I can’t take it anymore.”

I grip my chest as panic takes over, and Jo quickly reacts, standing and grabbing my arm. “We need to walk, honey. Come on.”

We hurry out of the café and walk down the sidewalk, me still on the verge of a panic attack, Jo still telling me over and over that it’ll be okay. 

I don’t know how it’ll be okay. 

These people, they’re so determined to make me suffer for Celia’s death. So determined to make sure I live the rest of my days remembering what I’ve done. 

I can’t take it anymore. 

I can’t. 

I make a pained sound in my throat and stop, leaning forward and clenching my eyes shut. 

“Callie, look at me!” Jo orders, forcing me up and turning me to face her, placing her hands on my shoulders. “You’re strong. You’re the strongest damned woman I know. I’ve given you this speech before, and I’m giving it again because it’s true. You can’t give up, do you hear me? You do not deserve this, and I’m not going to lie down any further and let you suffer. Because of that, I have a plan.”

“A plan?” I croak, taking a deep, shaky breath. 

“Yes,” she confirms, “a plan. This has gone on long enough. We’re not going to keep playing their little game. We have enough, enough to call them out, enough to bring them to their knees with the truth. We’re going to use it.”

“We don’t have enough,” I say, my voice frustrated. “We have a few emails and Chase’s number, that’s it. We still don’t know exactly what happened to Celia, and we still can’t prove she took her own life.”

“They don’t know that, though,” Jo goes on. “All they need to know is that we know, they don’t need to hear any more than that. Chase fell for it, we can make them, too. We print the emails, we share the story, we tell them we’ve located Chase and we tell them what we know. It’ll be enough. If we’re smart, it’ll be enough.”

“How the hell are we going to do this? Just waltz over and throw down?”

Jo grins. “No, ma’am. We’re going to catch them in the act, and then we’re going to make them wish they never messed with you.”

I swallow and tip my head to the side, narrowing my eyes. “Go on.”

“We’re going to be there when they break in.”

Oh, god. 

This does sound dangerous. 

But I like it. 

~*~*~*~
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“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS a good idea?” I ask Jo as we sip cocktails at the local bar the next night. “I mean, so many things could go wrong.”

I glance at my phone where yet another phone call from Ethan is flashing through. I press the decline button. I have nothing else to say to Ethan, nor do I want to hear anything he has to tell me. He made his choice, and nothing he can do now will change how much that choice hurt me. 

“You’re right, it could go wrong, but are you willing to keep dealing with what you’ve been dealing with? They’ve kept low for a few weeks, but that won’t last forever. If they decide to go with the fact that they think you’re still guilty, then they’re going to keep tormenting you until they feel like you’ve suffered enough. I’m not going to let that happen, so we’re going into that damn house and we’re going to turn this around so hard on them, they’re not going to be able to deny it.”

She’s right. I know she’s right. I can’t deal with this any longer. The fact is, they’re not going to let this go, they’ll get answers, or they won’t, either way they’re too scarred and they’re too broken and they’re not going to rest easy until they make me suffer for those wounds. I’ve suffered enough. I don’t need to suffer anymore. 

“I’m still not one-hundred-percent sure this is the right path. I wish I had a little more information to throw down, in case they call our bluff.”

I’m hesitant to go with Jo’s plan, even though I agree that we need to do something. I’m not sure people as smart as them will believe that I have the answers. I only hope that we can make them believe we actually know what happened to Celia, even though we technically don’t. All we know is that Chase caused something to happen to her, something bad, and she got HIV from it. Then he changed his name and ran. I’m guessing Tatum helped him do that. 

It’s not really anything solid. 

“I don’t think they will. All we have to do is make them doubt Tatum for just a second and they’ll ask him and he’ll have no choice but to come clean.”

“If he doesn’t, if he says we’re lying ...”

“Then we ask him where Chase is, and if he’s not lying, to bring him home. He’ll falter. I know he will.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask her, because, deep down, I know she likes Tatum. She’s disappointed in him, sure, but Jo sees beyond the bad in people, and I know she sees beyond the bad in Tatum. There is some sort of connection there.

I feel like there is a lot more to it than even I know, and I wonder how much they’ve actually spoken that she hasn’t told me. 

It worries me, for her sake. 

I know how easily it is to fall when you’re already down. 

“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I? Don’t say Tatum, because I barely know him.”

“I know, but you two have become friends ...”

She shrugs. “I’d do anything for you, Callie. Anything.”

I love that about her, I truly do. 

I also don’t want that to come at the expense of her happiness. 

“I know you would,” I tell her with a grateful smile. “That’s why I love you, but I can handle this on my own if I have to, I’m strong enough.”

“You think I don’t know that?” She raises her brows. “But the fact is, I’m not letting you do it on your own, so you can count that out.”

I laugh softly and stand. “I’ll get us some more drinks.”

She nods. “Make them doubles.” 

I grin and walk up to the bar, squeezing between a few people and waving a hand. A young bartender walks over and takes my order, as I wait, I turn and face the crowd, glancing at the people dancing and drinking and playing pool. I missed all of this. I missed dancing drunk in bars when I was eighteen, or going on crazy road trips, or camping with my friends. 

Now that I’m out, I’m still not living the way I should be because of Tanner and his horrible little revenge plan. 

I’m more than ready to start living my life again. 

“Aren’t you the girl who killed that other girl?”

I blink and turn at the sound of a male voice. There is a man standing next to me, he’s probably around Tanner’s age judging by his staunchy build, dark hair, and slightly aged face. He’s not in his twenties anyway, that’s for certain. His hazel eyes scan over me and he says, “Yeah, I’ve seen a picture of you somewhere.”

“I’m sorry, do I know you?” I ask. 

“No, but I know who you are. You hit-and-run that poor girl years ago. What was her name again? Celia?”

Oh. God. 

How does this man even know me?

“I don’t know you,” I mutter. “Don’t pretend to know me. I also didn’t run anywhere. Get your facts straight.”

Two other people have turned around to listen to the conversation, and my cheeks burn an angry red as I realize that I’m being centered and questioned like I’m in a damn court room. My ears start ringing and it feels like the room begins to echo around me, the noise drowning into a fuzzy mess. 

“I thought you would have been locked away for longer, considering you killed her. Imagine how that must have felt for her poor family.”

My stomach clenches, and I shake my head. “Please leave me alone.”

“Hey, Joe,” the man says, calling a friend over, his voice loud over the music. “This is that girl that killed that young teen on Jones road all those years ago.”

“No kidding. I can’t believe she’s walking free. Should kick her out. Murderer.”

My heart does a flip flop and my head starts to spin as people begin to look at me, their eyes judgmental, their expressions filled with hatred and rage. I want to run, to scream, to get away but I can’t. I’m stuck facing all their looks, the expressions of hate and disappointment, even a few of pity. They want to get their pitchforks out and make it known that they’ve found their monster, but I’ve done nothing to any of them. 

I’m not here to be attacked, I’m here to forget. 

For five seconds, I just want to forget. 

“You should be ashamed of yourself, coming in here like you belong,” the man growls at me when he turns back around. “You’re a killer. You should have rotted in that prison.”

“I’m leaving,” I say, turning without the drinks and trying to push my way through the crowd. My knees tremble and my body shakes as I try to shove past people, who are less than willing to move for me. Some even try to trip me up as I got past. 

“Leave, killer!” he yells after me. “You don’t deserve to be alive!”

My chest clenches and pain shoots through my body as shame takes over. People are staring at me, muttering under their breath. I reach Jo, who is already on her feet, halfway to me. She grabs my arm and pulls me to her side, saying, “Let’s get you out of here,” then she turns to the crowd and screams, “You should all be ashamed of yourselves!”

We hurry out of the bar, with people shoving into me as I pass, muttering killer and bitch under their breaths. When we hit the sidewalk, I stop, leaning over and putting my hands on my knees, then I gasp, trying to catch my breath, pain radiating through my body. To my very core. It hurts, it hurts so damned bad. My throat burns as vomit threatens to come up. 

“It’s okay, honey. Breathe.”

Through my panting, I whisper, “How did they know who I am?”

“You know exactly how.”

I look up at her, a lone tear rolls down my cheek. “Tanner,” I whisper. 

She nods. 

How could he? How could he do something like that to me? Did he set those people up to say those things? Did he pay them? Does he know them? Did he follow me? I look around, frantically, my eyes scanning all the people lining the streets and even the ones sitting in their cars. I can’t see him, but somehow I know Jo is right. They did this to me. 

They tormented me once again. 

I can’t deal with it anymore. 

I’m not going to live my life like this forever. 

I turn to Jo and, in a staggered breath, I whisper, “Let’s do this. Let’s take them down.”

She smiles. “Finally.”

Yeah, finally. 
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“I CAN TURN AROUND,” Jo says as we both stare out the car window at Ethan who is waiting on my sidewalk, his eyes on us. “You do not have to see him after the night you’ve had. Hell, he was probably behind it.”

“I don’t think he was,” I tell her, and it’s the truth. It doesn’t mean I’m on his side, I just don’t think he’s part of it now. “And I can deal with Ethan.”

She nods, and we get out of the car. We walk up toward the front of the apartment, and as she reaches Ethan, Jo says to him, “You should be ashamed of yourself, Ethan. You’re the worst kind of man there is. If you hurt her again, you’ll have me to deal with.”

Then she walks past, shoving her shoulder into his as she does.

I love my best friend. I love her more than life. 

She disappears inside, and I look to Ethan, saying, “I’m not in the mood for you tonight, Ethan. I’m really not.”

His face twists, like my words pain him, and he says, “Let me talk to you. Five minutes, it’s all I’m asking.”

I stare at him. “Do you know what happened to me tonight?”

He studies me, really taking me in, and his face hardens. “What did they do?”

“They sent people into the bar I was in to call me killer and other horrible names and torment me about Celia in front of everyone. That’s what they did. They’re not going to stop until I crumble. But you already know that, don’t you?”

His fists clench with anger. “I had nothing to do with that, or anything they’ve done to you since you left that prison.”

“You expect me to believe that?” I snap. 

“If you let me speak with you, I can explain it ...”

“You mean explain how you used me to help out with their sick little plan. How you pretended to be my friend so they could torment me?”

“I am your friend, Callie,” he argues. 

I lean in close to him. “Don’t you fucking ever use that word to me again. You don’t know the meaning of the word friend.”

He looks like I’ve slapped him, but I don’t care. 

I don’t care because that’s how I feel every second of every day. 

“Give me five minutes, and then, if you never want to speak to me again, I’ll leave you alone.”

I stare at him, rage coursing through my body like a god damned hurricane just building, waiting to explode and destroy everything in its path. 

“Five minutes,” I mutter. “Not a second longer.”

He nods. 

I don’t move to sit or go inside. I stay standing right where I am and wait. I don’t know if I’m ready to hear what he’s going to say to me, but at the same time, part of me has been desperate to know this story from the moment I found out who they were. I want to know all of it, even if it hurts. 

“I grew up with Tanner, Andrea, and Celia,” Ethan tells me. “I lived just down the road, and Tanner was my best friend in school. Celia, she was like the little sister I never had. I had a hard upbringing, things weren’t always easy for me, but that family made me feel like I had a home, always. They kept me afloat during times when I had nothing, when I thought I was going to sink.”

I swallow but say nothing, just hold his eyes. Emotionless. 

“When Celia died, it was hard. It was hard on everyone. Tanner was away serving, and the two of us hadn’t spoken for a few months because I didn’t go with him. Their parents were going through a really hard time. Then they lost Celia. In the most tragic way. When Tanner came home and found out what happened, he went into a rage. He wanted revenge. He wanted you to suffer. You took away the only thing in this world Tanner Yates has ever truly cared about.”

“Why?” I ask, my voice husky. “Why did he care about her so much?”

“Because he had to protect her. Because she looked up to him. Because without her, he wasn’t complete. They had an incredible bond, if someone picked on Celia, Tanner would bring them down in any way he could. If Celia was unhappy, Tanner would go to great lengths to make her happy. She brought this light into his life. She had this spirit that was so ... pure. The two of them were close, but only he could tell you more in-depth why that was.”

I nod, crossing my arms, trying to keep a barrier up between us, even though my chest is aching and my stomach is doing flip flops. 

“When Celia died, he lost it. He just ... lost it. As I said, he wanted you to suffer. He wanted you to pay for taking her away. When we found out where you were getting locked up, he saw it as a chance for me to get in and create the ultimate revenge plan. I could be your guard. I could make sure you didn’t have it easy. When you got out, he would make sure you never lived a happy moment in your life again, so you knew what it would feel like for him, what it feels like for him every day.”

I swallow what feels like a hard lump stuck in my throat. I close my eyes and take a deep shaky breath, emotions that I can’t quite process radiating through my body. 

“It was an accident,” I whisper. 

“I know,” Ethan tells me. “Within a few weeks of getting to know you, I could see that the person you had been painted as, was not correct. I believed your story. I saw the truth in your eyes. I knew that you weren’t bad, and that you weren’t at fault. I told them that I wasn’t going to keep helping them, and I pulled away. I swear to you, I stopped. I made sure you were protected. Tanner disowned me, and we stopped speaking.”

I rub my hands down my face and murmur, “You could have told me, Ethan. All those times I told you things were happening to me, you could have told me. You chose to let them keep doing those things.”

Ethan nods, his face solemn. “Yeah, I know. Because they’re my family, because I know how broken Tanner is, because I thought maybe I could change it. I didn’t want them to get into trouble for it. I didn’t want them to hurt you. It was messed up.”

“I had a right to be warned. I had a right to know that the man I thought I was dating was only doing it to hurt me.”

“I tried to tell you to stay away from him.”

I shake my head, laughing bitterly. “You could have tried a little harder. You could have just told me what they were doing. You owed me that.”

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Yeah, I did owe you that. Look, I never meant to let you get hurt. I never meant to lie to you. Those people, they walked me through the worst times in my life, I felt like I owed them. I felt like I had betrayed them as it was, and let my family down, but then at the same time I really cared about you and ... it was fucked, Callie. If you have any idea what it was like for me ...”

“What it was like for you?” I whisper, my voice cracking. “What about what it was like for me? I trusted you. I thought you were the one true friend I had outside of Jo. I thought that I was going to come out into this life again and find my way. Instead, I’ve been tormented and attacked, and you knew all along and didn’t tell me. You stood back and watched it happen. If you wanted to, you could have found a way.”

Ethan exhales and closes his eyes. “You’re right, I could have. I’m sorry. I need you to know I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, you are my friend, and I care a great deal about you.”

“Not enough to be on my side,” I say, feeling my eyes burning with unshed tears. “Your five minutes is up.”

“Callie ...” he calls when I turn and walk toward the apartment. 

I stop, but I don’t look back at him. 

“I don’t want to not have you in my life,” he tells me, and my heart twists. 

I look at him over my shoulder. “You should have thought of that before you did what you did. Goodbye, Ethan.”

I walk up to the front steps, and a tear rolls down my cheek. 

A tear for the lies. 

A tear for the betrayal. 

A tear for the best friend I just lost. 

~*~*~*~
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“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT this?” Jo asks me, as I take a sheet of paper from the printer with the emails from Chase to Celia before she died. 

“Yes,” I say, taking out three copies and standing. “It’s time.”

“Are you sure tonight is the night?”

“Yep,” I tell her. “Andrea asked me to go out with the girls, and Tanner has been trying to call, which he doesn’t do anymore. I know it’s because he’s trying to get an idea of where I’ll be and when. I also know that Tanner and Tatum are both free tonight, and Andrea has confirmed I’m coming three times, so I’m not silly, they have it planned for this evening.”

“How are we going to get back here again? Go over the plan so I’m clear.”

I nod. “We’re going to go out, all dressed up, because I have no doubt they’ll be watching us as we leave. We’re going to drive around the block, wait half an hour, text Andrea that we’re just stuck in traffic and that we’re nearly there. We’re also going to send her a selfie from the cab, big smiles, so she believes we’re on our way. Then we’re going to circle back around and see if they’re in the apartment. If they aren’t, we’re going to go inside, sit in the dark, and wait. If they are, we’re going to walk in, flick on the lights, and blow their damn minds.”

“Are you sure this is going to work?” Jo asks, looking a little concerned. 

“This was your idea, honey,” I point out.

“Yes, I know, but the plan has so many holes ...”

“It does, but it’s the only one we have right now. It may not work, and if it doesn’t, we’ll find another way. I want them to be shocked. I want them to see that we’ve been one step ahead of them. I want them to truly know who they’re messing with.”

Jo nods, and then exhales. “Well then, let’s get ready to go out.”

I put the emails down on the table, and then Jo and I go inside and get ready for our night out with Andrea. We dress up, do our makeup, and I text Andrea a few times telling her we’re getting ready and how excited we are. She seems pumped and overly nice, so I’m plenty certain tonight is definitely the night they have planned to come into our apartment and find whatever it is they need to justify their horrible actions. 

When we’re done, I put the emails in a folder and put them somewhere I can easily access them, and then I turn to Jo and put my hands on her shoulders. “Are you ready?”

She nods, exhaling loudly. “Yep, I’m ready. Let’s kick some ass.”

I smile at her, pushing down my nerves, and we head out. I lock the door as usual, and we make sure we laugh and make quite the spectacle as we wait for our cab. If someone is watching, I want them to see that we’re happy and we’re not suspicious, and we’re heading out for a night with the girls, none the wiser. 

When our cab arrives, we climb in, and the nerves hit in full force. I have to push them down, though. I can’t show any emotion. When I do what I’m about to do, I have to bring out the Callie that I’ve tried very hard to push down. The cold one, the one who has seen pain and lived through hell. The one who doesn’t take any crap from anybody. I have to bring her out. I have to be strong, and I have to be determined. 

“Time for a selfie?” I ask Jo. 

She nods, and we snap a happy selfie, and then after about ten minutes text it to Andrea saying we’re in the cab and on our way. She sends back an excited text, and I lean forward to the cab drivee and say to him, “Here is fine.”

He pulls over and we pay him, getting out in a random location. Then, we wait another twenty minutes. I text Andrea telling her we’re stuck in traffic but we’re nearly there. She doesn’t seem suspicious judging by her quirky reply. Jo and I catch another cab back to my place, and when we arrive, the sun has just set, making the streets darker than usual, with only the streetlights giving a dull glow. 

“Do you think they’re in there?” Jo asks after we’ve paid the cab a few houses down.

We slowly walk toward our apartment. 

When we arrive at the front, nothing seems amiss. It appears to be dark inside, nothing suspicious happening at all. 

Then I see a small flash of light coming from my bedroom window. It flickers past, so quickly I nearly miss it.

If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m looking for it, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it. 

“Did you see that?” I whisper to Jo.

“Yes,” she says, her voice shaky. “They’re in there.”

“Are you ready?”

She nods. 

“Let’s show them who they’re messing with.”

We make our way to the front door of the apartment and Jo very quietly unlocks it. I take a deep staggering breath, knowing that I have to be the strongest I’ve had to be in a long time when I walk through this door. 

They can’t see weakness. 

They can never see what they’ve done to me, because then they’ll know they’ve won. 

They can never win. 

We push the door open quietly, and I see the flash of light in the kitchen. Whoever is in there, shines the flashlight in our direction, having heard the door. It’s now or never. 

I reach my hand to the side and I flick on the light. 

I’m presented with exactly what I thought I’d be presented with. 

Tanner, Tatum, and Garrett. All of them dressed in dark colors, holding flashlights. Garrett has clearly just come out of the hall, so I’m guessing it was him who was in my room. Tanner has my folder in his hands, the folder containing the emails. I don’t know if he’s opened it or not. Tatum is in the kitchen, I have no idea what he thought he’d find in there, but I’m guessing he was rummaging through the drawers. 

For a moment, just a moment, the room is dead silent. 

It’s my turn. 

It’s finally my turn. 

To speak. To have control. 

I’m in charge now. 

“Well,” I say, my voice husky and low, “would you look at what we have here?”

Nobody says anything. 

I take a step into the room. 

I’ve played over this scene in my head a million times, what I was going to say, how proud I was going to be to see the looks on their faces, knowing it was me who caught them in their little game. Now I’m here, though, the words aren’t coming. They’re not coming how I thought they would. So, I just say whatever comes to my mind first. I just say it how it is, in this very moment. 

Right now. 

“You didn’t honestly think I was so stupid that I wouldn’t catch onto your little plan, did you, Tanner?”

The look on his face as realization that I know what he’s doing washes over makes me feel powerful. It’s a shocked expression, slightly guilty, a little pissed, but mostly confused. He’s no doubt wondering how the hell I figured it out. He’s about to get his answers. 

“Callie ...” he begins, but I raise a hand. 

“Here’s what’s going to happen right now,” I say, my voice hard. “If you don’t want me to call the police and have you charged for breaking and entering, not to mention all the torment you’ve laid on me in the last month, then you’ll sit your fucking asses down, and you’ll hear what I have to say.”

Tatum glances at Tanner, but until that moment, his eyes have been on Jo. An unspoken conversation going on between them. I know her expression will be that of disappointment, and I know, deep down, that bothers him. Garrett doesn’t say a word, he just stands, watching it all unfold. Watching the truth slowly unravel. 

“It wasn’t an option,” Jo mutters, her voice full of anger and disappointment. “Sit the hell down, or we call the cops.”

Tanner’s eyes lock onto mine and, for a moment, it feels like we’re the only two people in the room. So much passes between us. So much pain and anguish and heartache, but mostly betrayal. Brutal betrayal. He now knows that I know, and he can now see the true pain in my eyes as he realizes just how much he’s hurt me. 

“There is nothing you can say that we haven’t already heard,” Tatum growls, crossing his arms. “You’re a killer. You know it. We know it. Everyone knows it.”

I look to him, and my voice is a low hiss when I say, “Are you sure about that, Tatum? Are you willing to bet that I don’t have anything to say that Tanner here might not have heard?”

Tatum’s face will live on in my memory. His expression changes, just for a second, to one of uncertainty. I know he’s wondering, deep down, if I do know something. He’s currently going over every single move he made when he had his brother’s name changed, when he helped him disappear, when he lied to his best friend. He’s making sure he had all his tracks covered. I know exactly what is swirling through his mind right now. 

“Tatum is right,” Tanner finally speaks, his voice so thick with emotion, it is almost unrecognizable. What does he have to be emotional about? He’s a god damned monster. 

“Tatum is a liar, and I’m not going to give you another chance. Sit down and hear what I have to say, or I call the police. What’s it going to be, Tanner?”

His jaw ticks, but he moves toward the table and sits. Tatum slowly moves over, too, and takes a seat. 

When they’re down, I walk toward Tanner and take a seat so I’m facing both of them. Jo stands behind me. Garrett crosses his arms, but he doesn’t say a word. 

“I see you’ve found my folder,” I say to Tanner. “Good, because it has what you need to know inside.”

Tanner glances at Tatum again, and then opens the folder and looks down at the emails I’ve printed out. He reads them over, and it takes more than a few minutes for him to figure out what’s going on in them. Shaking his head in confusion, he looks up. “Where did you get these?”

“Allow me to explain,” I say, putting my elbows on the table and leaning forward. “You see, I know what happened the night I hit Celia Yates with my car. I know it, yet nobody believed me. Nobody except Jo, of course. When I got out of prison, I made it my mission to prove to the world that Celia killed herself. So, I broke into her house. You can only imagine, Tanner, what I found there.”

Tanner’s face changes, and his eyes flick left, then right, as he processes what I’m telling him. 

“That’s right, Tanner Yates, I’ve known who you are for a few weeks now. I’ve known what you’ve been doing to me. I could have told you, but then I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy this moment where I throw the truth in your lying, backstabbing face.”

He opens his mouth to say something, but I put my hand up, my voice a whip. “Do not fucking open your mouth.”

His eyes flash, but I keep going. 

“I decided I was going to prove that I wasn’t lying, so I looked further. I dug deeper. I found those emails on Celia’s laptop. I started piecing things together. First of all, Chase’s last name in the emails was different to the name he used at school, and I pieced together that Chase is Tatum’s brother, but you already know that. Celia and Chase were together, but something happened, something really bad, something that made Celia take her own life.”

Tanner glances at Tatum, who looks so damned guilty I know now my plan will work. Tatum thinks I have the whole story, I can tell by his expression, and that’s all I need. Is for him to think I know the entire truth. 

“Don’t listen to this shit,” Tatum growls, shoving his chair back and standing. “She’s lost her fuckin’ marbles, she could have made those emails up. Let’s get out of here.”

“Sit down, Tatum,” Tanner says through gritted teeth. “Now.”

Tatum glances at Tanner, but he sits down, his big fists clenched. He knows he’s done for, but it’s about time he owned up to what he’s done. 

“Finish your fuckin’ story,” Tanner says to me. 

“Gladly.” I smile bitterly. “So, after reading those emails, I was even more determined to find out what happened to Celia. Because, regardless of what you think, I have thought about her every single day since that horrible night. I’ve wanted her justice more than you can possibly imagine. Without anyone on my side, that was damned hard, but finally I had a lead. I paid your dear mother a visit,” I say to Tatum. 

He grits his teeth. “You fuckin’ ...”

“What?” I throw at him. “What could you possibly call me that wouldn’t be exactly what you are, too? A liar? A cheat? Manipulative? Sneaky? What, Tatum?”

He exhales angrily, panting with rage. 

“Your mom,” I go on, my voice like a whip, “told me that Chase disappeared after Celia died, she had a great story as to why he doesn’t come and see her, but she did say that she still calls him. I stole his number from her phone. When you changed his name for him, Tatum, you should have probably thought that one through.”

“What the fuck are you talkin’ about?” Tanner growls. 

“Your friend here helped Chase disappear. Why, you’re wondering? Well, it’s simple. He knows what his little brother did to your sister, and he knew you’d have his head for it, so he made him disappear and he let me take the blame. Haven’t you ever stopped to wonder why Chase hasn’t ever come back? Why he isn’t on Facebook? Why any trace of him has disappeared?”

Tanner’s eyes narrow as he takes it in, his mind clearly spinning a hundred miles an hour. He’s no doubt going over the last six years in his head, reliving all the moments where Chase hasn’t been around, and all the lies he’s been fed, all the stories as to why he hasn’t come home. 

“I called Chase,” I go on. “I told him I knew what he did to Celia, and he confessed everything. But, when I told him he needed to go the police and tell the truth and he found out who I was, he hung up on me. He claimed he didn’t mean it to happen, and that it wasn’t his fault.”

Tanner looks confused, and he shakes his head a little, before looking to Tatum. “Is this true?”

My heart is racing. I’m so scared, so scared Tatum will call me out and ask what exactly it is Chase told me, and I’ll not have an answer for that, he’ll realize I only know half of it, and turn it around on me. It’s a likely scenario, I can only hope I’ve been convincing enough for him to confess. 

I stare, my whole body on high alert, as Tatum looks at his best friend, and the two of them lock gazes, so much passing between them. Years of lies slowly unravelling before Tanner’s very eyes.

“Is it fuckin’ true, Tatum?” Tanner roars, slamming his fist down on the table so hard I jerk, skittering backward. Jo jumps behind me. Tatum flinches, and his eyes swing to me, feral and angry. 

“Don’t you look at me like that,” I say, my voice low and angry. “You had no problem dragging me through hell to cover your tracks. You have no right to be angry at me for turning the tables back on you. No right at all. Revenge is sweet, isn’t it, Tatum?”

His jaw ticks, and he looks back to Tanner. “She doesn’t know the whole story and—”

“What happened to my sister?” Tanner whisper hisses, so low and angry even I scoot back a little. 

“Tanner, let me explain and—”

“What the fuck happened to Celia?” Tanner bellows, launching over the table so quickly I can do nothing but shove my chair backward so hard I slam into Jo. 

Tanner grabs Tatum and the two of them fall onto the floor, knocking chairs over, causing things to fly off the table and smash on the ground. Fists start flying and I don’t know what to do. I stare at the two of them, rolling around on the ground, punching each other so hard they’re going to leave marks. Garrett rushes over and tries to pull Tanner off, but his attempts are futile, he’s too angry. 

“Stop!” Jo screams, but I grab her shoulder and pull her back when she goes to take a step forward. 

“No,” I say, my voice scarily calm. “No, leave them be.”

The two of them fight until they’re panting, until blood is dripping, until the rage is only slightly satiated. Only then does Tanner get to his feet, staring down at his best friend with a look of betrayal. I won’t lie, my heart, deep down inside, feels a little achy watching the hurt in his eyes. I shake my head and shake the feelings away with it. Tanner Yates deserves this. So does Tatum. 

They all do. 

“I will ask you again, what happened to Celia?” Tanner pants, his fists clenched. 

Tatum looks up at him, blood running down his cheek from a split under his eye. 

“I don’t know the full story,” he rasps, his voice husky and low. “All I know is that Chase got himself into some trouble, some big trouble. Drugs. I tried to help him out of it, but he had already sunk himself too deep. Wasn’t takin’ them, but he was sellin’ them. He owed a lot of money. People wanted to make him suffer. They took him and Celia, wanted to teach him a lesson. They drugged him, and ...”

“And what?” Tanner growls, his voice low and throaty. 

“They raped her. Eight of them. One after another. In front of Chase. He didn’t do anything, he couldn’t, he was drugged. Couldn’t move. He loved her, Tanner ...”

I feel sick. 

My whole body feels like it’s going to crash onto the ground. 

So many thoughts swirl through my mind. 

My skin prickles. 

My stomach turns. 

But my heart, oh, god, my heart, it breaks. It shatters into a thousand tiny pieces. 

Eight of them. 

Eight. 

I make a pained sound and grip my chest; it feels like my whole world is crashing down around me at the news. The horror that poor girl lived through makes me sick to my stomach. It makes me want to scream, just to stop the feelings tormenting me right now. How she even breathed a day after that, is beyond me. That poor girl, living through that with nobody on her side, nobody to protect her. 

I see her face in my mind again, the broken eyes, the sympathetic smile she gave me. She didn’t want to die. She had no other choice. She would have sat alone, scared and sick, wondering how the hell she was ever going to get out of the nightmare she was reliving over and over. She would have thought that no matter what she did, she would never be happy again. She thought it was the end of her road. 

The end of her story.

Tanner doesn’t move. 

He doesn’t speak. 

He just stands there, his hands by his sides, no doubt feeling the exact same things I’m feeling right now. 

“She got HIV,” I whisper to myself, loud enough for Tatum’s eyes to swing to me. “She got HIV from them, not only did she go through the worst hell imaginable, she was going to have to live with it for the rest of her life. Her short life. Oh, Celia ...”

Tanner turns and looks at me, really looks at me. His eyes scan over me, and he murmurs, his voice low, “She stepped out in front of your car.”

It’s not a question. 

More like he’s finally realizing that he was wrong. All this time. 

He was wrong. 

So fucking wrong. 

“Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, she did.”

His eyes scan over my face, and then he murmurs low, “Are you happy now?”

His question stuns me. 

Shocks me. 

Am I happy now?

I thought I would be. I thought bringing the truth to light would make me feel so much better. 

But I don’t feel better. 

I feel so much worse. 

The truth is a dagger that’s just twisting our pain deeper. 

“No,” I whisper. 

“You went on about the kind of monster I am, for doing what I did. Guess what, Callie? You just became the same kind of monster.”

His words are like a knife to the heart. 

A horrible truth I can’t bear to face. 

My hands go over my chest, and clutch tightly, as if hanging on will keep my heart from leaping out and shattering.

He turns, walking past me and past Jo, straight out the front door. Everything in my body screams at me to go after him, to help him, to make it better, but I can’t. I can’t move. I can’t think. Tatum calls out after him, but Garrett steps in, glaring down at the man on the floor. “Leave him,” he growls, low. “Leave him be.”

Tatum stands, his face bloodied, his body trembling from rage, and shock and probably guilt and pain at what he’s just put his best friend through. Then his eyes swing to Jo. She’s looking at him, like she’s utterly heartbroken, like she truly didn’t see him for what he was until now. 

“He’s my brother, Jo,” he whispers, his voice broken. “I had to help him.”

“You didn’t have to lie,” she says, her voice trembling. “You didn’t have to let my best friend go down for it. You didn’t have to encourage Tanner to torment her. You didn’t have to do anything you did, Tatum. You chose to. Now get out of my house. Get out. Please, get the hell out.”

“Jo ...”

“Get out!” she screams. 

Tatum looks to me, and for the first time, I see true regret in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Callie.”

Then the two of them leave. 

I turn to Jo, and a tear rolls down her cheek. 

I rush over, pulling her into my arms. 

“Celia,” she whispers. 

I clench my eyes shut, fighting back the pain that bursts forth. 

“Poor Celia,” she sobs. 

Yeah. 

Poor Celia. 

She didn’t deserve any of this. 
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“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS a good idea?” Jo whispers as I pull on my coat. 

“I have to go, Jo. I can’t...I just can’t not.”

“He’s angry right now. He’s broken. He’s damaged.”

I nod, zipping up my coat and grabbing my phone and purse. “I know he is, but I want to talk to him now it’s all out in the open. He called me a monster, and...I didn’t like it. Maybe he’s right. What I just did to him was brutal, and made me no better than him and his little plan. I never thought of that, and now it’s all I can think about.”

Jo shakes her head. “I think you’re playing with fire, honey. If you go to him, he’s going to say and do a lot of things you’re not willing to hear right now.”

“I’m going,” I say, reaching over and grabbing her shoulders, squeezing. “I’ll call you later.”

She exhales as I disappear out the front door, walking to my car. What happened tonight, it was brutal. In a way that I didn’t expect. I thought of a million different reasons why Celia stepped in front of my car, but none of them compared to the truth. I’ve been thinking about her ever since, feeling a sick emptiness in my chest as I try to imagine what it was she was going through. 

Going through alone. 

Then my mind goes to Tanner, and the blow he got dealt tonight. It was hard, and it was cruel. He just learned that everything he believed in, is an utter lie. That the story he’s hung onto for so long, isn’t real. That his best friend, in the whole wide world, who he has trusted with his life, betrayed him. 

I know how that feels, and it’s not good. 

I also keep thinking about what he said to me, about me being happy now. Over the last few weeks, I have thought about this moment, and thought it would be exhilarating and fulfilling to finally uncover the truth. It turns out, the truth most certainly does not always set you free. If anything, it made me feel worse, it widened my wounds until they were gaping. It did little to make me feel better, to make me feel like my life was coming together again. 

It made me feel even worse to realize that I am indeed as big a monster as Tanner. 

I drive to Tanner’s house, getting out of my car and walking to the front door. I bang on it, breathing through some serious nervous energy. A moment later, Andrea answers. For a few seconds, we just stare at each other. I’m guessing she now knows what went down. Her eyes lock onto mine, and she says in a tired, broken voice, “What are you doing here?”

“I guess you heard what happened?” I say, my voice taking on the same tone. 

“Yeah,” she murmurs, “I heard.”

Silence falls between us for a few moments. I don’t know if I should speak first, or if I should let her. There is so much to say, so many things to get out. I’m let down by the lie she created for me, and yet I don’t feel much anger towards her. Maybe it’s because I know she was doubting what was going on, or maybe because regardless of it all, she was really kind to me. Either way, she got dealt some pretty bad news tonight, too.

I’m not cold enough to just overlook that. 

“Listen, I’m sorry. For what you found out tonight about Celia. For whatever it’s worth, my heart is breaking for you and your family at such horrible news. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not ever.”

Her face scrunches in pain, and she whispers, “I didn’t know she was in pain. How could I not notice?”

“You’re only human, Andrea. Sometimes we don’t always see what’s right in front of us, believe me, I should know.” 

“You would know,” she says, her voice filling with regret. “I know what we did was wrong. I’m sorry, for whatever it’s worth. It means nothing, but I do mean it. I really do. You’re a good person, Callie. I know that. You’re a good worker and a kind friend. I’m sorry.”

It’s worth little at this point, but I appreciate it all the same. I nod, letting her know I’ve heard her, and then I get right to the point.

“I need to speak with Tanner.”

“He’s not here,” she says, “I’ve tried calling him, but he won’t answer.”

I didn’t figure he’d be here, but it was worth a shot. 

“Do you have any idea where he might be?” I ask, crossing my arms. 

“I can give you a name of a few local bars, where you might be able to find him. I can’t be sure, though. He’s in a bad way.”

I nod, “That would be great.”

She tells me a few places, and I thank her. We stand in some more dragged out silence, our eyes locked. I’m not sure what I’m going to do now. If I have a job. If I even want a job. If I’ll ever speak to Andrea again. All I know is it’s going to take me some time to get over this pain. Maybe it’s best if I don’t go near her for a while. 

“I should probably find another job,” I say, my voice low. 

She closes her eyes, exhaling. “You don’t have to do that, but I understand why you’d want to. However, the job is still yours if you need.”

I appreciate that, too. 

“Thanks. I should go.”

I turn and walk away.

“Callie?” Andrea calls, when I’m half way down the front path. 

I turn and glance at her. 

“He’s not a bad person. He’s a broken person, in a lot of pain, but he’s not bad. Go easy on him, please.”

I hold her eyes, and then turn without another word. 

I can’t promise something like that. 

I just can’t. 

I get in my car and drive to the first on the list of bars she gave me. He’s not at the first or the second, but finally, I find him at the third. He’s sitting at the end of the bar, in the shadows, head down, drink in front of him. He’s staring into the amber liquid, his shoulders slumped. I’m not a monster, seeing him like this bothers me. It hurts me. 

I never realized just how much more pain I was going to cause tonight. 

I feel horrible that I didn’t consider what hearing the news would do to him. I was so wrapped up in my own story, wanting to call them out for what they’d done, that I didn’t consider that my actions have consequences. That’s why I’m here, because he owes me to apologize at the very least for the bomb I dropped on him. Hearing what happened to Celia would have crushed him. Nobody deserves that.

I walk over and sit beside him. It takes him a few moments to look up at me, but when he does, his eyes harden. His jaw tightens and he glares at me like I’m the last person he’d ever want to see. “What the fuck are you doin’ here?”

I take in a deep breath through my nose, and say, “I’m here to talk to you.”

“Does it look like I want to talk to anyone?”

“Look, Tanner,” I begin, my voice monotone and emotionless, “I understand tonight was probably really hard for you and-”

He stands, his barstool skidding back so hard it slams into a table behind him. People stop and watch, their eyes wide. “You know what’s fuckin’ hard for me?” he roars, slamming his fist down on the bar, “Is knowin’ my sister got fuckin’ raped by eight men. That’s hard for me. Do not come in here and try to fuckin’ make this better. I fucked you over, or have you forgotten that already?”

“No, I haven’t.” I try, but he turns and starts walking out. “That’s not why I’m here, though.”

“Are you stupid?” he barks, panting with rage. “Why would you come after me? Why would you apologize for what I found out? Isn’t this what you wanted, Callie? To make me suffer for what I did to you? Isn’t this exactly how you wanted this to go?”

“No, Tanner, it isn’t. I didn’t think of what this would do to you, and I’m sorry for that. For the rest of it, well, I’m not okay...but...”

He laughs bitterly. “Stick with your plan. You went through with it, now you live with it. You made a choice. We’ve all made choices. I’m living with mine. Start fuckin’ living with yours.”

He turns and starts shoving past people to get out of the bar as quickly as he can. 

“Tanner!” I yell. 

He looks back at me. “Go fuck yourself, Callie.”

Then he disappears out the front door. 

Well.

This is going well. 

~*~*~*~
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“TANNER WAIT!” I CALL, rushing out the front door after him. 

He turns and walks down an alley, completely ignoring me. I run as fast as I can to catch up, ducking into the darkness after him. I finally catch up to him mid-way down, and I grab his shoulder, stopping him. He spins around, panting with rage, and barks, “Give up. You’ve done what you came here to do. What more could you possibly fuckin’ want from me?”

“I want to tell you I’m sorry,” I pant. “Not about what happened, but about Celia. Nobody should ever have to find out someone they love so dearly has gone through something like that. I never meant to cause you any pain uncovering the truth about her. I didn’t know that...”

His eyes narrow and he crosses his big arms. “Didn’t know what?”

“I didn’t know that’s what happened to her,” I confess, my voice dropping low. “I knew she had gotten hurt, I knew Chase was involved, I knew Tatum helped him but I didn’t know exactly what it was that happened to her. I knew Tatum would admit it if I was clever, and he did.”

He gives me a feral smile, one made up of anger and rage. “Excellent little plan, Callie. It worked out well for you then, didn’t it? You got exactly what you wanted. You got your revenge on all of us. Fuck, you really are clever, aren’t you? Does it feel good? I know it made me feel good, for a time.”

“I never...”

“Don’t,” he growls. “Don’t you stand there and tell me you never meant for me to get hurt, because you damn well did. I know what I did to you, you know what I did to you. This is what you wanted. You wanted me to fuckin’ suffer.”

God, he’s not listening. 

He’s just not listening. 

It’s not even entirely about him. At least I’m here saying sorry for what I did. He hasn’t given me that pleasure yet. He is far too angry at me, to see that he started this damn war. Now he can’t handle how it has ended. 

“Why is this all about you?” I cry. “I’m the one who killed your sister. I’m the one who went away for it. I’m the one who got tormented for months because of it. Don’t you dare fucking turn it all around on me. You’re right, I am a monster, but I learned from the very best.”

He bares his teeth, and leans in close, “Be very fuckin’ careful what your next words are.”

“Or what?” I say, stepping up to his face. “What are you going to do that you already haven’t done? You’ve made my life a living hell, you’ve hurt me in ways you couldn’t imagine, and all along I thought you were a good man. The best type. The kind I could trust.”

“Well, how fuckin’ wrong you were.”

“Yeah,” I say, my words coming out like acid. “How fuckin’ wrong I was.”

“You’ve had your fun, Callie. Go home.”

“I’m not done, Tanner. I want Chase. I want my name cleared. I’ve lived through enough, I don’t deserve to keep living through it. I’m going to find him. I won’t stop until I do.”

He just stares at me, his eyes blank. “Go home.”

“No,” I challenge. “No, I won’t.”

With a feral growl, he moves quickly, putting his hands on my shoulders and slamming my body up against the wall. He leans in close, hands moving to press against the cold brick either side of my head. “Do you want me to lose it, Callie? Is that what you want? You want me to fuckin’ break?”

“No,” I say, my breaths coming out in short, hard pants.

“What do you want then?”

“I want to be happy, that’s what I want. I want to live without Celia’s shadow being cast over me everywhere I go.”

“Then you shouldn’t have stolen that car and gone for a fuckin’ joyride that night.”

I slap him, hard. My hand stings mere seconds after contact, and his head whips to the side before coming back to face me. His eyes are full of fire as he growls, “Fuckin’ slap me again and-”

I raise a hand to slap him again, but he grabs it with his, slamming it down by my side. Then, in all the emotional glory, his lips smash against mine. His kiss is angry, and full of pain and hatred, but I’m hungry for it. So damned hungry for it. I kiss him back, shoving my body against his, wanting to make it hurt and yet not being able to get enough of him. He growls angrily against my mouth, his hand sliding down to grab my ass, hauling me up against him. 

We shouldn’t be kissing. 

We shouldn’t even be talking. 

Yet here we are. 

I want him, yet I hate him so heavily my whole body thrums with the vibrations it brings. 

My hate. 

My love. 

My confusion. 

My passion. 

His lips tear away from mine and he growls, “Is this what you came for? You want me to fuck you against this wall? To make you hate me even fuckin’ more?”

“Yes,” I spit, my voice bitter. 

His fingers curl into my ass, squeezing until I hiss in pain. Then slowly his hands move around to the front, rubbing up and down my pussy through my pants. He does this until I’m whimpering, until I’m desperate, until I’m arching into him, desperate for more. Then and only then does he let me go and step back. 

I stare at him, panting, my cheeks flushed and my skin prickling. 

He stares at me, panting too, and then slowly, he bows. His big body curls over as he goes down, his hand swinging out to the side. Then comes back up again, a bitter look in his eyes. “Congratulations, Callie, on a game well played.”

With that, he turns and walks off, disappearing into the darkness. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 
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“CALLIE,” JO SAYS, SHAKING me awake from my sleep. 

I blink a few times, trying to clear my vision. What time is it? Why is Jo waking me? I didn’t end up going to sleep until probably three in the morning, and now she’s waking me up. Something must be wrong. I rub my eyes and, slowly, she comes into focus. The events of the night before wash back over me, the memories flooding my mind. Tanner finding out, me trying to chase after him. 

I feel like I’ve been hit with a damned truck. 

“What is it?” I ask croakily. 

“You need to come out here.”

I shake my head, confused. “What?”

“Just come.”

I get up and she walks out of the room. I rub my eyes a few times, straighten my clothes, and sleepily walk out into the living area. I stop dead when I see that my living room is full of not one, not two, but three men. I stop in my tracks, my eyes falling on Tanner, who looks exhausted but determined. His jaw is tight, his arms are crossed, and he looks like he’s about to bust somebody. 

“What ...” I begin, but he cuts me off. 

“Get dressed.”

“Excuse me?” 

He uncrosses his arms and looks right into my eyes. “Get dressed. You’re coming with us.”

“First of all, I’m not going with you anywhere, you made it very clear last night how you feel about me, and second—”

“Get. Dressed.”

I blink. “I’m sorry, but I don’t owe you a god damned thing, Tanner Yates.”

His eyes flare at my use of his full name. 

I glance at Tatum and Garret, who are both quiet, both standing and staring at me. The tension in the room is huge. Out of this world. If everyone could unleash, there would be bloodshed, no doubt about it. 

“You want your revenge, you want your justice, you want your happy fuckin’ ending? That’s what you told me last night, isn’t it? That you are sick of livin’ with this fuckin’ shadow of your perfect fuckin’ head? Then you’re comin’ with us. We’re going to get Chase, we’re goin’ to fuckin’ get our answers.”

I shake my head, confused. “You’re going to get Chase?”

“Fuckin’ yeah we’re goin’ to get Chase. We’re goin’ to make him fess up to what he fuckin’ did. Know you want in on that. You and Jo are comin’. Andrea is happy to give you time off. Jo can get time off, too. Now, get dressed, pack a bag, and get in the fuckin’ car. We’re goin’ to be gone for a while.”

I look to Jo, and her eyes meet mine. “You want in on this?”

She nods. “Yes, I do. I want justice for Celia, but mostly, I want him to fess up to what he allowed to happen to you. As for them, they’re dead to me, but I’ll go.”

She glares at the three men. 

I look back at them, then my eyes move to Tatum. “Why him?”

Tanner’s shoulders tighten at the mention of his friend. A friend who let him down in the worst possible way. “He knows where Chase is, he’s the only one who Chase will trust, we gotta take him.”

“If you’re goin’, so am I.”

I swing my head around and see Ethan walking through my open front door. He crosses his arms and his eyes pin Tanner, angry and accusing. Does he know about what went down last night? If so, how does he know? Did Jo tell him? Tanner? Tatum? He’s here and he’s acting a whole lot like he’s in on this.

“Fuckin’ no way,” Tanner growls. “You’re not goin’ anywhere with us.”

Ethan steps in closer, not bothered by Tanner’s broodiness. “I’m comin’. If you’re takin’ Callie, you’re takin’ me. Not negotiable, Tanner. I don’t fuckin’ trust you, and I’m not letting anything else happen to her because of you.”

I look to Ethan, and his eyes finally move to mine. “That good with you?”

I cross my arms. “I don’t want to go anywhere, with any of you. But I’m going to, because I want Chase probably more than all of you combined. Jo is right, though. You are all dead to me, too. Know that I can’t stand you, and I wish I never met any of you.”

My voice is angry, and it’s hurt. 

But it’s the truth. 

Kind of. 

There is still that part of me, deep down, that aches when I look at Tanner, when I see Ethan, and I hate it. I feel such a range of emotions when I look at them, when I think about them. I feel bad for what happened to Tanner, but that doesn’t mean I forgive him for what he did to me. He still made that choice, and he’s making it very clear he wants to be a prick about it. I can be a prick, too. No problems at all. 

Tanner holds my eyes, long enough that I turn away, unable to look at him any longer. 

“Whatever you want,” he mutters. “You ride with me; Tatum can ride with Jo. The other two can go wherever the fuck they want. As long as Tatum ain’t near me, I don’t give a fuck.”

Tatum looks like Tanner has punched him, but he nods and looks to Jo, who glares at him. “Pack up. We hit the road in ten.”

“What exactly do you plan on doing when you get Chase?” I ask Tanner. 

Tanner crosses his arms and turns toward the door. “Right now, I’m trying to convince myself not to fuckin’ kill him. So, I can’t answer that question for you truthfully right now.”

Oh, boy. 

Things are about to get ... messy.

~*~*~*~
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TWO HOURS. 

We’ve been on the road two hours, and it has been probably the worst two hours I’ve spent with someone in a while. The car is dead silent. The drive so quiet I can hear every rock we hit, every car that zooms past, every bird that squawks outside. Ethan is sitting in the back of Tanner’s truck, and Jo is riding with Tatum and Garrett. We’re going to be driving for at least five days, according to Tanner. Chase lives on the other side of the country—that’s one hell of a ride. 

It could be longer. It depends on how far we get each day. 

I really wish we could have afforded the flight, but too many of us wanted to come and, honestly, five days on the road is probably a good idea to simmer down Tanner’s anger. Right now, and for the last few hours, he has been driving, hands firmly planted on the wheel, gripping so tightly his knuckles are white, staring straight ahead. I know he has a lot going through his head right now. 

I unleashed hell. 

I am sorry for what I told him, for the pain it caused him. I’m not cruel enough to be that cold. It would have hurt, and that really sucks. 

But I’m not sorry for bringing it to the surface, for bringing him down like he brought me down.

Maybe now he understands how it feels to be me. 

I stare out the window at the passing trees and think of Celia. I think of the horror she must have endured. When I closed my eyes last night, she was all I could see. Even though I don’t know exactly what happened, moment for moment, I know that what she went through is probably one of the worst things a human could endure. At the hands of her boyfriend, in a sense. She paid for his choices. 

Did she know he was into drugs?

Did it come as a shock to her?

Was she in on it too?

Did Tanner have any idea?

Did Tatum know before Chase asked for his help?

I have so many questions, but I’m not going to ask them. 

I don’t even want to talk to Tanner, let alone ask him questions. 

I glance at him out of the corner of my eye, and he turns and stares at me. “What?”

I look away quickly and he focuses on the road. 

“Is that all it took?” he murmurs. “Is that how long you looked away from the road before you hit my sister?”

I grit my teeth, and growl. 

I tried. I tried to not despise him for what he did, I even went after him to say sorry, but if he wants to treat me like a fucking criminal, and like I mean absolutely nothing, then I’ll return the favor. 

“I owe you no explanations, Tanner. You haven’t been interested in my side of the story since it happened, don’t bother asking for details now.”

“Tell me what happened.”

I laugh, bitterly and look over to him. “You used me. You made me believe that I’d actually met a fucking decent human. You let me fall ...” I stop talking and look away, my eyes burning with unshed tears. “You don’t deserve to hear my side of the story now, when you didn’t care to hear it before.”

The car goes silent again, and I hear Ethan shuffle in the back seat, clearly wanting to say or do something, but completely unable to. We’re all stuck together, no matter what we do, we’re stuck in this car, on this road trip, together. 

Chase is going to have to answer up to Tanner, which is probably worse than anything he could have imagined from me. 

I’m finally going to get the justice Celia and I both deserve.

“She wasn’t depressed,” Tanner says, his voice low. “I didn’t ... I didn’t see it. She acted happy. She acted fine. I didn’t notice because I was in my own world. I didn’t believe it, when I heard what you were claiming. I was so fuckin’ angry at you ...”

I swallow, and stare out the window, my whole body on high alert, my heart aching, my chest tight. I’m not going to stop him from talking. No way. I want to hear what he has to say, I want to hear what’s swirling around in his head. I want to know everything, so I can finish this book and close it forever. 

“I was havin’ a hard time, I didn’t notice. Because of me, because we all didn’t see what she was goin’ through. She’s gone. I’m not askin’ for your forgiveness, don’t fuckin’ care if you like me or not. I just want to know what happened that night. I want to know. I’m asking for the story, from your mouth.”

I clench my teeth together, trying to keep my emotions in check. It’s hard, really fucking hard. Partially because I want to tell him my side, I’ve wanted to tell her family my side for so long. The other part a little hurt that he doesn’t care how I feel toward him. Even though I know he’s a liar, and a cheat, and everything else bad in this world, there were moments I actually believed he liked me. Moments I actually believed he cared. 

Was it all an act?

Every second of it?

“I’ll answer your question, but then you’ll answer one for me. Honesty for honesty. Do we have a deal?” I ask, my voice hard even though inside I’m dying. 

“Yeah,” he agrees. 

“Okay,” I say, keeping my eyes on the road in front of us. 

I can’t look at him when I tell him this. 

I can’t. 

“My friends and I were driving, like you heard. We were taking my mom’s car to the lake, we were young, crazy, we had no ill intentions. We just wanted to go for a swim. I wasn’t drinking, but you already know that. Whether you believed it or not is a different story. I wasn’t, though. We lost a can of alcohol on the floor, it seems stupid now, when I look back at it. I’ve thought about it a million times over, and no matter how many times I’ve relived it, it seems so ... stupid. Celia’s life ... for a can. But that’s how it was, a can of alcohol spilling all over my mom’s carpet in her car, and me, being a sixteen-year-old girl, freaking the hell out.”

I glance in the rearview mirror and see Ethan is watching me, his eyes intense. He’s heard this story a million times, of course, but he’s still listening like it’s the first time he’s heard it. 

“Anyway, I reached back with one hand to feel around on the ground. I took my eyes off the road for a second, just a second, at least ... that’s how it felt. When I looked back up, I saw her. She was standing on the side of the road. I could tell you down to the finest detail what she was wearing, how her hair was, what color her eyes were. Everything after that seemed in slow motion. I met her eyes, she met mine, and she smiled. Almost as if to say she was sorry. Then she stepped out onto the road. I slammed the brakes, I tried to swerve, but I couldn’t. I hit her. You know the rest.”

“No,” Tanner growls, his voice throaty. “No. I want to know everything. What happened after that? What did it feel like? What did the car do?”

“Tanner ...”

“Fuckin’ answer the question, Callie.”

“It was horrible,” I whisper. “I’ve relived that moment every single second since. It was the worst feeling I could ever imagine, hitting a human being. I knew, I knew even before the car went off the road, that I had killed her. I knew from the way it sounded, from the way it felt. We went off the road, I don’t really remember much after that. There was a lot of screaming. A lot of pain. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve suffered every single second. I’m not trying to take the blame off myself, I took my eyes off the road, I just want people to know the truth. Celia deserves to have her family know that she wasn’t okay ...”

“Too little too late now,” Tanner rasps.

“Maybe for you, but I still think she deserves it.”

His fingers go white around the wheel, and I glance at Ethan again. He gives me a small smile; he knows just how hard that would have been for me to tell. Especially to Tanner. I look away and glance down at my hands. A few minutes pass by in total silence, and Tanner asks, “What is your question?”

I swallow, and then take a deep breath and say, “Everything that happened between us, all the moments, the things that we shared ... Was it all a lie? An act? Was any of it, even for a second, real?”

I turn and glance at him, and his jaw tics. The muscle tightens and his face gets hard. It takes him a long time to answer, a really long time, and then he says, in a gruff voice, “It was all fake. Every second of it.”

It feels like someone has punched me in the stomach. It takes all my willpower not to wince at the pain that radiates through my body. It hurts, so much more than I ever could have imagined. I have pictured asking Tanner that question, over and over. I have lived what every answer would feel like, good and bad, but I didn’t expect this. I thought I would be fine if he told me it didn’t matter, I thought it would make everything easier to close off. 

It didn’t. 

It hurt like hell. 

“Pull over,” I say, my voice ragged. 

“What?” Tanner questions. 

“I said pull over!” I scream. 

Tanner swerves the car off the road, skidding to a stop. The moment it has pulled up, I unclip my belt and launch out, slamming the door. Rage and pain and a heap of emotions I can’t handle burst forth, and I lose it. I just lose it. I spin around just as everyone has exited both trucks. With a rage I didn’t know I had in me, I charge toward Tanner. For whatever reason, he doesn’t step back or shy away. 

He stands there, and he embraces for what is about to happen to him. 

I launch my fist out, and it connects with his jaw. Over and over I punch him, my hand throbbing with each hit. Only when I’ve hit him five or six times do I stop and start shoving him. The rage in my body is uncontrollable. It’s bigger than even me. I shove and shove, crying, wishing the deep agony in my chest would just stop. 

“I’m a human!” I scream, shoving his chest for the last time and turning, taking two steps before spinning back toward him. “Do you hear me? I’m a fucking human being. I have a heartbeat, and I breathe, and I have feelings. Real feelings. Just as many as any of you.”

Everyone is staring at me, all six of them. 

“I didn’t deserve what you did to me. I didn’t deserve to have special parts of me destroyed as a part of your sick and twisted game. I didn’t mean to hurt Celia. I have done my time. I have lived with the agony. I didn’t deserve it. Do you hear me? I didn’t fucking deserve it.”

My voice hitches on the last word and I drop to my knees, hitting the red dust on the side of the road and sending it up in a cloud around me. My body trembles with sobs, and in a moment, Jo is by my side, crouching down, her hand on my back. 

“Look at me, Callie,” she says, her voice firm and strong. 

I look up at her, hiccupping between sobs, dusty tears rolling down my cheeks. 

“You do not let them win, do you hear me?” she says, her voice low, loud enough so only I can hear it. “You do not let them beat you.”

“It hurts,” I croak. “It hurts so damn much.”

“Then you let it hurt, but you do not let them beat you. Not now, not ever. Give me your hand, you’re going to stand up, you’re going to dust yourself off, and you’re going to hold your head high because you’re not going to let them win this one.”

I take a staggered breath and nod, taking her hand and standing. I rub my face, washing away the tears, and then I take a deep breath into my lungs, so deep it burns. I look at Jo, and her eyes are locked on mine. She gives me a little nod and then turns and we walk toward the group, still standing there, still not saying a damn thing. 

“I’m riding in the back,” I whisper, not looking at Tanner. 

“Your hand is bleeding,” he says, his voice thick, so thick every part of me wants to look up and see the expression on his face, to see if he felt anything, anything at all, but I don’t.

I keep my eyes down. 

“Don’t act like you care about anything to do with me,” I growl, mostly to the dirt at my feet but he knows I’m talking to him. “Do not speak to me again. Let’s get this done so I never have to see your face again.”

Jo squeezes my shoulder, and we all climb back into the trucks. I get into the back, and Ethan climbs into the front. Before Tanner gets in, he turns, looking at me from over the chair. “For what it’s worth, he’s lying to you. He cares more than you realize.”

Then, he turns and faces the front. 

He’s wrong. 

Tanner doesn’t care. 

None of them do. 

I’m done. 

Done with all of them.
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“I HAVE TO GO AND CALL Pat. Are you sure you’re okay?” Jo asks, staring at me. “I might be a while. He’s being a pain in my ass.”

I nod, sitting on the edge of the bed in the cheap hotel room we booked for the night. Thankfully, Jo and I shared and are away from the men, because I can’t deal with them for a second longer. “Yeah,” I say, “I’m fine. I’m going to find something to eat and get some ice.”

She glances down at my hand, which is throbbing and still not cleaned up from the trip. I just washed it, but I know I probably need to find a first-aid kit and get some antiseptic cream. 

“You should get that cleaned up,” she adds, as if reading my thoughts. 

“I was just planning on doing that,” I tell her. “Go, call Pat, I’m okay.”

She nods and disappears out of the room. I stand, stretching my aching legs. I am hungry, and I could use a walk, too. I grab a coat and my purse and leave the room, walking down the long corridor to the front of the motel. I look left and right, and see a flashing Diner sign a few blocks down. I turn and start walking toward it, my stomach rumbling. I haven’t eaten all day, not since my little breakdown. Ethan tried, but I refused. 

I just want this to be over and done with so I can go home and finally get on with my life. 

I reach the diner and go inside, glancing around. It’s clean and smells great. There are quite a few people here, so I look around for an empty table. I notice Tanner sitting alone, staring down at a cup of coffee. His face is already bruised and battered from his fight with Tatum the other night, so I just added to that. It would have hurt; I know because my hand kills. 

I go the opposite way and find an empty table, my heart aching in ways I wish it wouldn’t. My brain needs to start doing some of the work and tell my heart to stop feeling so heavily over all this, but unfortunately my brain is currently having a little vacation. 

I sit down and a waitress comes right over. She’s bright, bubbly, and pretty. She smiles, flashing a row of perfect white teeth, and asks me, “What can I get you tonight, darl?”

Ugh. 

Darl. 

I hate that word. 

She’s super friendly, though, so I’m not going to judge. 

“A coffee and a burger, please. Thanks so much.”

“No problem, it won’t be long. While you wait, there is some pretty nice eye candy for you to feast on.” She grins, nodding in Tanner’s direction. 

Right. 

Sociopathic eye candy. 

“Oh, yes,” I say, staring at Tanner, who has now looked up and is glancing my way. 

“He’s looking over here.” She flushes. “This is a great night.”

She disappears, and I fight the urge to roll my eyes. I don’t look at Tanner or give him any indication that I want him over here, but a few moments later, he’s standing at my table. He takes a chair and pulls it out, forcing me to have to look at him. 

“I didn’t invite you over here,” I say, my voice snippy. 

“I don’t care. We need to talk.”

“We need to do no such thing,” I mutter. “I made it clear how I felt, all I ask is that you stay away from me. We find Chase, we deal with all of this, and we go on with our lives.”

Ignoring my little statement, he says, “Your hand is sore.”

“No shit, you have a hard face.”

I stare at his face, trying to see if there are any fresh bruises, that might make me feel a little better. 

“It hurts like fuck, if that makes you feel better.”

I give him a sarcastic smile. “It really does.”

“I know you hate me, Callie ...”

I cut him off, putting a hand up. “No, Tanner, I do not hate you. Well, at least I didn’t. Now I’m not so sure. You know, when I found out what you were doing, I honestly couldn’t believe it. I just ... didn’t see it coming. I believed that I had actually met good people, real people, but it turns out you’re not even close.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” he growls. 

“I know you’re a liar, you’re manipulative, you’re probably some sort of psycho, and you don’t care about other people’s feelings. That’s all I need to know.”

His jaw tics, and I know I’ve made him angry.

If only I cared. 

“That’s the man you see, because you’re choosing to look at your side of this and nobody else’s. It’s all about you, isn’t it, Callie? How you feel? How this affected you? You ever stop and fuckin’ think of how it affected us? How we feel? Of course not, because you’re as fuckin’ selfish as I am.”

My mouth drops open, and his words hit me like a slap to the face. Selfish? Me? Is he kidding? Is ... Wait ... am I selfish? 

I shake my head. 

I didn’t ask to be tormented, I didn’t ask to hit Celia, I didn’t ask for any of this. 

But neither did he to be fair.

Maybe I haven’t considered just how it truly felt for them to lose Celia. He’s right about that. I don’t know his story, I don’t know anything about him, or Celia, or their family. I mean, I know the basics, but I don’t know the bones of it. I don’t know what their life was like growing up, the things they experienced together. I don’t even know how many girlfriends Tanner has had. I don’t know any of it. 

Dammit. 

Now I’m second guessing myself. 

“You’re right,” I say, my voice still angry. “I don’t know about how it feels for you. I don’t know how much losing Celia hurts but I can guess. I don’t know what you’re going through. I do know that you made a choice, though, to hurt another human being. You didn’t have to do that. You didn’t have to do those things to me, so, maybe I am selfish, but so are you, Tanner Yates.”

His eyes flash, but he says nothing more because the waitress appears with two orders. She glances at Tanner and says, “Are you sitting here now?”

“Yes,” Tanner says, at the same time I say, “No.”

She glances between us, and then giggles awkwardly and places our coffee down in front of us, and then proceeds to collect the burgers and place them down, too. Tanner grabs the coffee, holding my eyes, almost like a challenge, and pours a mug of it. I know what he’s doing, he’s challenging me, daring me to fight him, to make a scene. He’s as hot-headed as I am, but he forgets that I’m smart. 

I look down at my food and start eating. My hand throbs, but I try to use it as normally as I possibly can. I don’t want to draw attention to it, hell, I don’t want to relive that moment today when I lost it. I’ve never broken so hard in my life, and I’ve been through a lot, but today, it just got to be too much. Everything just became far too overwhelming. 

Once we’ve finished our meals, I throw some money and a tip on the table and stand, ignoring Tanner completely and walking out of the diner. I’m halfway back to the motel when I hear him behind me, his footsteps heavy, but keeping their distance. I keep my head down, my heart racing, and head toward my room. 

“Wait,” Tanner says, before I reach the door. “Let me fix your hand.”

I turn to him, hand still on the doorknob, key in the other. “No, thanks, I’m fine.”

“Do you want to get an infection? Because it’s lookin’ pretty bad.”

I don’t glance at my hand, even though my automatic instinct is to look at it. He’s right, though, I know it’s not looking the greatest. It needs a good clean, probably some ice and a bandage. Still, I can get those things on my own. I think. I look toward the office but see the closed sign on the door. Dammit, I should have gone and asked for a first-aid kit before I went and had dinner. 

“I have one in the car,” Tanner says, reading my mind.

“I said no thanks,” I mutter. 

“Do you want to keep going on this trip? Get to face up to Chase? Or do you want to get an infection and end up in the hospital? I’ll let you decide what’s more important.”

He walks to his room, which is right next to ours, and opens the door. 

Then he steps inside and closes it. 

Dammit.

He’s right. 

Fuck. 

I exhale and walk over to the door, knocking. 

Damn you, fate. 

You’re playing games with me now. 

~*~*~*~
[image: image]


I STARE, TRYING TO ignore my fluttering heart, as Tanner cleans my hand with some warm salty water. He washes off the dirt that it has caught during the day and then cleans the split in my knuckles from hitting him so many times. When he’s done that, he starts dabbing it with something that has a strong smell and stings like hell, so no doubt it’s good for me. 

“She was funny,” he says suddenly, his head dipped as he continues to wipe my hand. 

My heart feels like it gets stuck in my throat. 

He’s talking about Celia. 

He’s ... telling me.

I clench my eyes shut, because a huge part of me wants to say no, I can’t talk about this, we can’t even bond over this because of what you’ve done, and the other part remembers his words, about not knowing how it was for him, for his family, and I feel like I at least deserve to hear him out for that. 

So, I say nothing, I just let him talk. 

“She was the light, always making things easier. When things got hard with our parents, she still made every day seem a little lighter. I remember the day she was born,” he goes on, his voice thick and husky. “I didn’t want a sister, I already had one. But when I saw her, something changed. There was this protection I’d never felt with Andrea, and in that moment, I knew that she was special.”

Oh, god. 

My heart. 

My poor heart. 

“I continued to protect her when she was growing up. Hell, she scraped a knee and I’d be there. Someone picked on her and I’d have them on their ass in five seconds flat. Nobody hurt my sister, she had this fragile, sensitive side which made my protective side even stronger. She looked up to me. She came to me for advice. She trusted me.”

I swallow, fighting back the tears as he starts wrapping my hand with a bandage. 

“Except I didn’t know she was suffering at the end. I didn’t fuckin’ know my sister was in pain. I’d spent my life protecting her, and when she needed me the most, I wasn’t there. I let her down. I was goin’ through my own shit, bad shit, and I was so focused on that, that I stopped focusing on her. She was alone, scared, and I wasn’t there.”

I close my eyes, taking a deep, shaky breath. 

“She was the fuckin’ world to me. My life has never been the same without her. Andrea is right, I do feel guilt. So much fuckin’ guilt. She’s gone and I can’t bring her back, I can’t relive it again, I can’t change anything. I have zero fuckin’ control. She’s gone because I wasn’t there for her.”

He’s wrong, though. 

She’s gone because Chase wasn’t there for her.

“You’re wrong,” I say, my voice full of broken emotion. “It isn’t your fault that she felt like she couldn’t go on, that’s on Chase. It’s on him because he didn’t protect her, and instead of facing up to it, he ran. He is the one who has to answer for Celia’s death, not you.”

He looks up at me, and his eyes are glassy. 

Oh, god. 

My heart. 

I can see the unshed tears behind his tough exterior, and it makes it very, very hard to hate him. So fucking hard. 

I can’t stand it. 

I want to pull him into my arms and tell him it’s okay. I hate seeing people feeling that level of pain. I hate it and it’s my weakness. It’s why I went after him the night he found out, because it’s not in me to watch someone suffer. I might think I’m tough, but I’m not that cruel. Seeing Tanner so upset, it hurts me. It really does. 

“I should have known something was wrong.”

“People are good at hiding things when they don’t want somebody to know, you should know that better than anyone.”

He jerks back a little, like I’ve slapped him. 

I feel bad for the words the moment they’ve left my mouth.

“You’re never going to get over what I did, are you?”

I look away, my eyes burning with unshed tears, too. 

“You were the first person I trusted after getting out of that place. I honestly believed in you, and to know ... all along that it was a lie ...”

I stand. 

I can’t be here. 

I can’t be doing this. 

Not with him. 

Not after everything. 

“I have to go,” I say, rushing to the door before he can say another word. “Thanks.”

I step out and close it behind me, my hands trembling, my knees weak. I quickly go to my room and hurry inside, closing and locking the door. Only then do I press my back to it and take a deep, staggering breath. My lungs burning. 

“Are you okay, honey?” Jo asks, walking out of the shower with a towel wrapped around her. 

“I’m so confused, Jo. So damned confused.”

“Sit,” she tells me, pointing to the bed. “I’ll get dressed and we’ll talk.”

I sit and wait for her to get dressed. When she’s done, she comes out and sits on the bed beside me. Her eyes go to my hand, “You had your hand fixed.”

“Tanner did it,” I say, looking at her, feeling stupid and idiotic. 

“You were with Tanner?” she asks, confused. 

“Please, don’t judge me. I’m already judging myself enough.”

“I’m not judging you, honey. Tell me what happened.”

I tell her everything, from the diner to what just happened in his room. Once I’m done, she sits in silence for a few moments, her expression that of deep thought. 

“He’s opening up to you, and he’s helping you, which seems to go completely against his little comment about everything being a lie. I think Tanner is scared, and he’s confused, and he’s hurt. I don’t think he knows what he’s doing right now.”

“I know that,” I tell her, “but why can’t he just leave me alone? Why can’t he just go the hell away because he’s making me equally as confused.”

“Have you told him that?”

I nod. “Of course I have. I’ve told him to let me be.”

“You could have stood up at the diner, moved away, you could have gotten the first-aid kit out of his car and done it yourself. I don’t think you’re being honest with yourself, Callie.”

I put my head in my hands and groan. “Why do you always have to point out the horribly obvious?”

She laughs. “Because I’m your best friend, it’s my job. Do you have feelings for Tanner?”

I glance at her. “I’m confused, that’s the truth. Before I found out what he was doing, yes, I had feelings. Strong feelings. I thought ...”

“You thought you could love him?”

I nod. “But then I found out what he did, and everything became clouded. Since then, it has just been this mix of feeling sorry for him, and anger, and then guilt that I feel sorry for him, and so many things that I can’t make sense of my own head. Tonight, when he opened up about Celia, I almost could justify him doing what he did. Then I felt stupid for thinking that because it’s not okay what he did.”

“No,” Jo agrees. “No, it’s not okay, but for what it’s worth, I truly think Tanner believed what he was doing was right at the time. He thought you took something from him. Right now, he’s having to live with the fact that what he has believed for so long is wrong. He’s now having to face his own guilt, not to mention the nightmare of knowing what happened to his sister. He’s holding up well, but he’s in a bad place, Callie. It’s only human to feel for him. You’re not a monster.”

“No,” I whisper. “But he was a monster to me. I can’t just overlook that.”

“No, you can’t. You’re right about that, but it doesn’t mean you should be angry at the feelings you’re having.”

“He called me selfish tonight,” I tell her. “He said I’ve been so focused on me, and what happened to me, that I haven’t once stopped and thought about how they’re feeling, and what they went through. Do you think that’s true? Do you think I’m selfish?”

“No,” Jo tells me. “I think you’ve been to hell and back and you went away for a crime that wasn’t entirely your fault and you missed out on your best years because of it. Then you came out, trusted someone, and that someone hurt you in the worst way. I think you’re cautious. Not selfish.”

“Yeah,” I say, my voice a low whisper. “Yeah, maybe.”

“Look, you’ve had a long day, get some rest. Try not to think too much about what happened in there tonight. The truth is, both you and Tanner are going through something right now, let yourselves process that.”

I smile at her, and stand. “I’m going to take a shower. Thanks, lovely.”

She nods, and I disappear into the bathroom. I close the door and exhale, leaning against it. 

Is she right?

Is he right?

Am I right?

Or are we all right, in our own way?

I just don’t know anymore. 
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“HE’S NOT ANSWERIN’,” Tatum says over breakfast the next day, with all of us sitting at a booth in the diner. “I know he’s freakin’ out.”

“How can you be so sure he’s still where you sent him?” Jo asks. “He might have moved on by now. Gone into hiding?”

“He might have, but I doubt it. As far as he knows I’m still the only one who knows where he is. I think he’s just panicking and has gone off the radar. Possibly changed his number. We’ll find him. I have other contacts. He isn’t the only one.”

Tanner stares down at his clenched fists. 

He’s still hurt, still so deeply hurt, that his best friend in the whole world let him down. I know how that feels—it’s a god damned shitty feeling for anyone to experience. 

“Don’t you fuckin’ worry,” Tanner growls. “We’ll find him.”

“You made a promise, Tanner,” Tatum adds, his voice rough. “I tell you where he is, and you don’t fuckin’ rip his throat out. Startin’ to think I can’t trust your word.”

Tanner’s head whips up. “Oh, like I can fuckin’ trust yours? I think we’re in the same boat, you’re just goin’ to have to believe in the person I am. God knows I can’t believe in the person you are.”

“He’s my fuckin’ brother,” Tatum hisses. “Would you have no done the same for Celia? If she fucked up.”

“Not if she fucked up like that,” Tanner barks. 

Everyone in the diner stops eating and glances over at our table.

“Bullshit, you would have helped her, no matter what, yet you expect me to do no differently.”

“You could have helped him without fuckin’ betrayin’ everyone you love and letting an innocent girl go down for something that wasn’t entirely her fault.”

Oh, god. 

Did he just call me an innocent girl?

My heart flutters, and I’m stunned, completely stunned.

“Like you can fuckin’ talk,” Tatum yells. “Don’t take the moral fuckin’ high ground here, Tanner. You tormented that girl; I didn’t force you to. You made that choice and yeah, I fuckin’ went along with it, because she meant fuck-all to me and Chase means everything, so I chose her to take it. I regret that now, but you don’t get to fuckin’ act like you’re any better than I am.”

Oh, god. 

“That’s enough,” Ethan snaps, shaking his head. “We’re in a diner, people are watching. How long are you all going to go on about this for? Every one of us fucked up. Every single person at this table has made a mistake at one point or another, we just made a bigger one than most. You want to throw around who is worse? Do it somewhere else. We all let down people we love, for fuck’s sake. Grow the hell up.”

He stands and walks out, slamming the diner door so the bell clatters for far too long, sending a chiming sound through the diner for a few minutes. I glance at Jo, and she’s staring at Tatum, her face holding an expression I can’t quite figure out. I’m not sure if she likes him, hates him, or if she feels sorry for him. I guess I understand that. No matter what Tanner has done, my heart still aches when he speaks, my palms still sweat when he’s close, and my body still prickles when he touches me. 

It’s hard, very fucking hard, to let go of those things. 

“Okay,” I say, standing. “I think it’s time we get going.”

I turn and walk toward the door, but Tatum’s voice stops me. “Callie?”

I look back at him. 

“It’s worth nothing, nothing at all, I know that, but I am sorry. For what little it matters, I am so fuckin’ sorry. You didn’t deserve what we did to you. I get that now more than ever.”

I swallow and hold his eyes. 

It takes a lot, a fucking lot, to admit something like that. He doesn’t owe me anything, just as I don’t owe him anything, and yet hearing that ... It means the damn world. It helps, it really does help. 

“Thank you,” I whisper, my throat tight. “I appreciate it.”

Then I walk outside, feeling like a tiny weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I came on this trip wanting to hate them all, but slowly I’m realizing that we all have our own demons and our own mistakes. Ethan is right about that, none of us are perfect, none of us are doing right all the time. Hell, we’re all fucked up in our own ways. 

I appreciate Tatum’s willingness to apologize for something like that. 

I can’t help but wish Tanner would do the same. Maybe then I’d have an excuse to feel the way I’m feeling, maybe then I wouldn’t feel so guilty about the way he still affects me. I exhale and walk over to the truck, climbing in. Ethan is sitting in the back, and his eyes fall on mine when I get in. 

“How long are you going to avoid me, Callie?” he asks, his voice tired. “You can talk to Tanner, but you can’t talk to me. You can’t give me the fuckin’ chance to make this better with you?”

I hold his eyes. “You got me through the worst moments of my life. You held me up when I honestly thought I couldn’t keep going. I have feelings for Tanner, I won’t deny that, but I don’t know him the way I know you. It hurts me what he did, but it fucking kills me what you did.”

Ethan shakes his head, frustrated. “I fucked up once, Callie. I stopped then. I gave up my whole fuckin’ family to protect you. I pushed them all aside so I could keep you safe. I didn’t want to be part of their fuckin’ plan but you can’t see that, can you? You can’t see that you were the only fuckin’ family I have left and now I don’t even have that.”

He opens the truck door and gets out. 

“Ethan!” I call, but he slams the door without answering. 

He goes and gets in Tatum’s car. 

My heart aches. 

Dammit. 

I’m messing this up. 

Every step I take, it’s getting more and more complicated. 

I don’t know what to do anymore. 

I don’t know who to love and who to hate. 

I don’t know who I’m allowed to be disappointed in and who I’m not. 

I’m so lost. 

So damn lost. 

~*~*~*~
[image: image]


“TELL ME ABOUT ETHAN,” I say to Tanner a few hours into our overly silent trip. 

“Ethan?” he questions, his voice rough.

“Yes, Ethan. I want to know about him, about how you two became so close. I want to know everything.”

Tanner shakes his head. “That’s not my story to tell. You got issues with Ethan, you need to take them up with him.”

“I’m asking you,” I snap. 

“I don’t feel like fuckin’ talkin’ about Ethan!” he growls. “Now let it go.”

“Why?” I push. “Because you fucked up with him, too? What is it you’re so afraid of, Tanner? That I’m going to eventually get the whole story, every gritty detail?”

“No,” he mutters, “I just don’t want to talk about him with you. You and Ethan can go have your own little fuckin’ thing somewhere else.”

What?

What is he talking about?

“Ethan and I were friends, nothing more. But he saved me in that place, which you would know if you ever stopped to ask. In fact, you would know a lot if you ever took the chance to hear my side of the story. Do you have any idea what it was like in there for me?”

“You know what, Callie?” he roars, his hands clenching around the wheel. “I don’t fuckin’ care. I don’t fuckin’ care about you or anything. Shut the fuck up.”

His voice raises so high I flinch. 

I’m stunned. 

Shocked. 

Confused. 

He pulls the truck over, and images of yesterday’s little drama come flashing through my mind. He turns to me when the car has stopped and barks, “Get the fuck out of my car. Ride with Tatum.”

“Tanner ...” I say, genuinely confused. 

“I’m sick of listening to your poor me shit, you want to hate all of us, go the fuck ahead. You’re not the only one suffering, but you don’t give a fuck about that. It’s only you. Get out of my fuckin’ truck!”

He yells it so loudly, I unbuckle my seatbelt quickly and climb out, feeling like I’ve been punched in the chest. I walk over to Tatum’s truck silently and open the back door, saying to Garrett in a hushed voice, “Ride with Tanner.”

He gets out without question and goes to Tanner’s truck, climbing in. I get in the back with Jo, and when her eyes meet mine, they’re concerned. She mouths ‘What happened?’ but I shake my head. 

I don’t want to talk about it. 

Tatum takes off and we get back on the road.

“Are you okay?” Jo asks softly when we’ve been driving in silence for a few minutes. 

“No,” I whisper. “No, I’m not.”

“What happened?”

“I asked him about—” I glance at Ethan and nod, then continue “—and he lost it at me. He just lost it. He said he doesn’t want to talk about him, and I made the mistake of mentioning how things were for me in prison and he just lost it. He said not everything is about me and then pulled over and told me to get out.”

Jo nods, as if she knows exactly what is going on. “I don’t think he’s taking all of this as well as you think he is,” she says softly, so the guys can’t hear. 

“I know that but—”

Jo puts a hand up, not in a rude manner, just to get me to stop. “Listen, I love you, so much, but this goes a lot deeper than we first thought. It’s not just about us and our anger anymore. The last few days I’ve spent in this car, listening to Tatum talk, listening to Ethan, I realize that they’ve been through a lot too. So much more than we probably realized. Everyone is hurting here right now. Everyone is worried about someone, or something, and I think we all need to stop and be considerate of what the other person is feeling.”

“I feel like I’m being punished for being hurt about what they did,” I say, softly. 

“You’re not, because you have every right to be hurt about what they did. It was wrong, on so many levels. When this is done, you never have to see any of them again. All I’m saying is that everyone is really struggling, so on this trip, I think we just need to put it behind us because it’s not going to get easier and we need to be able to stick together.”

“You think I should apologize to Tanner?”

“No.” She shakes her head. “I just think you need to be aware that he’s processing a lot right now, and even though what he did to you was horrendous, I think he truly believed that he had a reason to do it, now he’s coming to the understanding that he was wrong, and everything he believed was wrong and he’s feeling all of it. Just give him space.”

I nod, giving her a weak smile. 

She’s right, I know she’s right. 

Why am I finding it so hard to let go? So hard to look past what they did and try to understand that they’re all suffering too. I’m struggling with accepting that, and it’s making me feel like a really bad person because I know everyone is dealing with their own demons right now. 

I exhale. 

I just wish this would get easier. 

But Jo is right, it’s only going to get harder. 

So much fucking harder. 

I’m not sure I’m ready for it.
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WE’VE GOT ONLY ONE more day of driving left before we find ourselves in Chase’s city. Tatum has been trying to contact him but knows where he’s living so we’re going to start there. I guess the chance of Chase nothing being there is high, Tatum is right, he’s probably freaking out. No doubt worried about what is coming for him. I can’t say I blame him, Chase has a lot to answer for, so many questions he has to face up to. 

Then he has to face up to Tanner, to me, and possibly to the police. 

Chase’s life is about to be turned upside down. 

I can’t feel sorry for him, though. 

He needs to own up to what he did. To what happened to Celia. 

He needs to face it. 

All of it. 

I haven’t spoken to Tanner since he kicked me out of his car two days ago. We’ve all just been driving, sleeping, driving, and sleeping. Nobody has anything to say, we’re all scarily quiet, no doubt lost in our own thoughts. 

I’m riding with Tanner again today, because Jo wanted to have a nap on the backseat of Tatum’s car. Ethan and I are back with Tanner, and of course everything is quiet. Nobody is speaking. Nobody is dealing with anything. Everyone is just letting things burn inside them until we’re all going to combust and cause chaos wherever we go. 

I glance back at Ethan who is sleeping soundly on the backseat, his hands tucked under his head. Not only is he barely talking to me, but I actually feel like I want to sort things out with him. I want all of this to go away, yet my stubborn side is stopping me from taking that step. 

Still, I can’t handle the silence with Tanner anymore. 

We have so many unspoken words between us, and we really need to start getting them out of the way. Jo is right, we might never see each other again after this trip. Would we be truly okay with the words that have passed between us thus far being enough? I don’t think so. 

“Are we going to sit in silence forever?” I dare to ask, my voice hesitant. I don’t want to make him angry, yet at the same time I can’t sit like this anymore. 

“Yes,” he growls, eyes on the road. 

We’re slowing down coming into a city, so I know we’ll stop for a break soon and I know he’ll get out, ignore me, and we’ll be back to square one, so this is the only chance I have of actually getting somewhere. 

“Look, I know you hate me, Tanner, but ...”

“Stop, Callie,” he warns. “I’m not in the mood.”

“I understand that, I really do, but we can’t go on like this forever.”

“What is it you want from me?” he barks, making Ethan jerk on the back seat. “For us to be fuckin’ friends? Did you forget what I did to you? Did you forget that I fuckin’ wanted you to pay? Did you forget that I set your whole fuckin’ life up to be a lie?”

“No, I did not forget,” I snap back. “But I also know that one minute you’re calling me selfish because I’m not letting that stuff go, and now you’re asking me if I’ve forgotten. What is it you want me to do, Tanner? Feel sorry for myself, or let it go?”

“Fuck,” he yells so loudly I flinch. “I don’t know a fuckin’ thing, Callie. I can’t sleep, I can’t fuckin’ think, my head spins all day and I feel like I’m goin’ to lose my fuckin’ mind. I’ve lost my best friend, I’ve got the girl I was tormenting wrongly for months in the car with me, and I can’t fuckin’ breathe!”

He’s roaring now, his voice an angry bark that makes my whole body feel tight. Ethan is sitting up now, and his face is concerned. “Tanner, calm down,” he says, his voice careful. “It’s not goin’ to make you feel any better.”

“Get fucked, Ethan,” Tanner bellows, slamming his fist onto the steering wheel angrily. “You know nothin’ about anything because you fuckin’ took her side. You took her fuckin’ side instead of stickin’ by your family.”

“That’s because she’s fuckin’ innocent, Tanner,” Ethan growls back. 

Oh, boy. 

“So was Celia!” Tanner roars, his fingers so tense around the steering wheel. “So was Celia! She didn’t deserve to fuckin’ die!”

“Calm down, Tanner,” Ethan says again. 

“Fuckin’ fuck you!”

“Tanner,” I say, worried now that he’ll have an accident. “You need to pull over.”

“Don’t tell me what to fuckin’ do, Callie. Are you scared that I might hit someone? Kill them like you killed her? An accident? Is it ever truly a fuckin’ accident? I can’t handle this shit anymore. I want to like you, then I want to fuckin’ hate you. I can’t put my mind in the right place. You weren’t watchin’, if you were watchin’ Celia would still be here.”

“Accidents happen all the time, you cannot blame me forever,” I yell at him.

“Can’t I?” he laughs, bitterly. “It’s a fuckin’ lot easier.”

“Fuck you, Tanner!”

He glances over at me, quickly, his eyes locking onto mine, “Fuck you, Callie. It’s your fault she’s dead. An accident, I call fuckin’—”

“Tanner!” Ethan suddenly roars. “Watch out!”

Tanner’s head whips back to the front of the car and he realizes he’s near a pedestrian crossing. There is an older lady walking across it. He reacts quickly, slamming on his brakes so hard my hands fly out in front of me, smashing into the windshield. Pain shoots through my arm as the car skids slightly to the left, Tanner’s attempt to miss the old woman. She stops, her eyes wide, her hands on her chest. 

Flashes of memory come flooding back into my mind. 

I see it all again. 

Celia’s face. 

Her eyes. 

The smile she gave me. 

I don’t realize I’m screaming until the car comes to a stop, mere inches from the old woman. 

So fucking close. 

I can’t breathe. 

My breaths are coming in short, hard bursts as fear grips my body. I almost relived that moment again. The pain that came with it. The horror that followed after it. I’m going to pass out. I can’t get control of my breathing. My hands are trembling. Everything around me is spinning. 

I need to get out of this car. 

I need to move. 

Now. 

I unclip my belt in a haze, panting and whimpering as I shove the door open and stumble out of the car. There are people around the old woman now, and Tatum’s car has stopped behind us. 

I can’t stop. 

“Callie!” Tanner yells as I start running. 

I don’t know where we are. 

I don’t even know what I’m doing. 

All I know is I can’t control myself. 

Every single emotion I’ve held in for the last seven years comes flooding out. 

Jo calls my name. 

Tanner calls my name. 

Ethan calls my name. 

I just keep running. 

I see Celia’s face. 

I see that old woman’s face. 

I hear Tanner’s words over and over in my mind. 

Everything consumes me until I can’t breathe anymore. 

I don’t know how far I’ve run, but I know nobody is behind me anymore. 

I drop down, my hands hitting my knees as my body buckles forward. I heave and dry retch, unable to keep the emotions in any longer. I sob angrily, my whole body shaking. A few people stop and ask if I’m okay, but none of them stick around. People don’t want to deal with someone like me. People don’t want to help. 

Nobody gives a damn. 

Tanner is right. It is my fault Celia is dead. It is my fault that she is no longer with her family. I can blame everyone all I want, but I was behind the wheel of that car. 

I was driving. 

It was me.

Just like if Tanner hit that old woman, it would have been on him. 

Nobody else. 

It wouldn’t have mattered that I was distracting him, or that the old woman was on the road. No. It was his responsibility to operate that vehicle safely. If he didn’t do that, then it would have been his fault. 

Celia Yates might have wanted to die, but I was the one behind the wheel. If I was watching, I would have seen her approach. I would have been able to stop. Maybe, I might have even been able to help her. I might have been able to talk to her, or take her to get some help, instead I hit her. I gave her what she was looking for because I wasn’t paying attention. 

Tanner had a right to want revenge against me. 

They all did. 

I’m a damned monster. 

A killer. 

A broken killer.

~*~*~*~
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“I KNEW I WOULD FIND you here.”

I jerk at the sound of Tanner’s voice, but I don’t turn. I stare down at my empty glass and wonder how the hell he found me. 

I walked myself to the closest bar after my hard reality check, and I haven’t moved since. I haven’t had my phone, and the only cash on me was the fifty I had tucked in my pocket. It was enough to buy drinks. I didn’t think about anything else from that point on. I just wanted to sit here and forget the world. Forget everything. 

I got done crying. 

I got done hurting. 

Now I’m numb. 

“What are you doing here?” I say to my glass, even though I’m talking to Tanner. 

“I’m lookin’ for you.”

“I have no idea why.”

“Look at me, Callie.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Look. At. Me.”

His voice is firm, an order that he won’t be happy for me to refuse. 

I turn and look at him. My eyes are puffy and sore from crying, I know I look terrible, but I don’t care. I want him to see all of me. To see the scars and the broken pieces. To see everything I’ve held inside for so long. 

“How did you find me, Tanner?” I ask, my voice crackly and weak. 

“I took a guess,” he tells me, his eyes scanning over my face. “I knew you ran, and I figured if I was scared and hurt the way you were, and I was in a strange city, I’d go to a bar. I found the closest bar to where we stopped, and here you were.”

“Great detective skills,” I mutter, looking back at my drink. 

“Come on, we’re going to take a walk.”

“We’re not going to do anything,” I snap. 

“Listen to me, Callie. What happened today ...”

“What happened today made me realize that you’re right,” I growl at him, slamming my hand down onto the bar. “I killed Celia. It wasn’t an accident. I had full control of that car. I didn’t have to look at the ground. I could have pulled over. I could have stopped and found the can. I didn’t, I chose to take my eyes off that road. I am the reason she is dead. I am the reason you don’t have her anymore. You’re right to hate me, Tanner.”

“I don’t hate you.” His voice is low, and thick. 

I look up at him, and his eyes are so intense that I can’t hold them. I can’t see the emotion he hangs tightly onto, because it’ll only make things worse. 

“Get up, we’re going for a walk,” he orders. “Now. Let’s go.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere with you, Tanner Yates.”

“I really don’t fuckin’ care. Get up.”

He grabs my arm, slaps a twenty down onto the bar, and then pulls me until we’re outside. Only then does he let my arm go. I jerk it out of his grips and then cross them, very very angrily. “I don’t need anything else to happen today. Do you know what that was like today? Nearly hitting that woman? Every bad memory in my mind came flooding back. It was horrible. I don’t want to keep reliving this hell over and over again.”

“Stop talking and walk with me.”

He doesn’t give me an option, he takes my hand even though I try to tug it away, and he walks me down the sidewalk and then over a few crossings until we reach a park. It’s nighttime now, so the small park is only lit by streetlights. Tanner walks us over to a huge tree and then he points to the ground at the base of it, where the grass is thick and lush. “Sit down.”

I sit, only because I’ve had a few too many to drink and sitting seems like a far better idea than standing. I sit down, the cool grass pressing against my legs as I nestle in and get comfortable. It’s quiet here, no people rushing past, no cars. It’s strangely peaceful at night. Tanner sits down across from me, so we’re facing each other. I don’t know how he comfortably places his big body down, but he does. 

He’s so god damned beautiful under the moonlight. 

“What exactly is it you brought me here for?” I ask, my voice a little snippy. 

“Today, when I nearly hit that woman, I realized something,” he begins, ignoring my snappy comment. “I realized that we’re humans.”

“Great detective work there, boss,” I mutter. “You should consider changing your career.” 

“Just stop, Callie, and listen,” he orders, his voice a little ticked off. “We’re humans. As humans, we fuck up. We make mistakes. I took my eyes off the road, because I was angry. I was angry and I shouldn’t have been behind the wheel of that truck. I nearly killed that old woman. One second, one single second more and she would have been hit. I fucked up. I didn’t mean to fuck up, but I did. I made a mistake. So did you. You made a mistake that night. You took your eyes off the road, no different than I did today, except you weren’t so lucky.”

My throat feels tight, and I stare at my crossed legs, my eyes burning. I have cried all of my tears today, yet his words make it seem like I could find a few more to push out. 

“You were young. We’ve all been young. You did somethin’ stupid. We’ve all done somethin’ fuckin’ stupid. You killed my sister, but you didn’t do it intentionally. You made a mistake. I didn’t want to see that, because that meant I had to face what was really fuckin’ goin’ on, and that’s the fact that my sister was hurtin’ and I wasn’t there for her. It’s so much fuckin’ easier for me to blame you, but today I realized that I was nearly you.”

Oh, god. 

My throat is so tight I can barely breathe. My heart is pounding. My hands are clammy. Hearing him say these words ... I didn’t truly realize how much I needed them until this very moment. Until this very second. 

“I’m sorry,” he tells me, his voice genuine, so genuine I want to scream and cry and yelp with joy all at the same time. “I was wrong. I was fuckin’ wrong in what I did to you. I never should have put you though that. I didn’t know your story; I didn’t even try. It wasn’t your fault, Callie. Celia’s death was not your fault. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time and you made a mistake.”

I swallow and make a pained wincing sound. 

“It was my fault,” I whisper. “Today you realized that we’re only human, but today I realized that I need to take responsibility for what happened. I didn’t intend to hurt Celia, no, but I could have pulled that car over. I could have made better choices. You were right in calling me selfish. I was selfish. I was so worried about getting justice and clearing my name instead of just accepting the fact that I got what I deserved.”

Tanner is silent for a moment, a long long moment. Then, his voice, in a tone I’ve never heard, fills my ears and my heart. “Celia didn’t want to be here anymore. If it wasn’t you, Callie, it would have been someone else. You’re not selfish. You’re not a monster. You’re not a killer. She couldn’t breathe, she decided it was time to drown.”

His voice cracks, and I look up just in time to see a tear roll down his cheek. 

My heart explodes. 

I can’t take it a single second longer. 

I launch at him, throwing my arms around his neck. The moment our bodies collide, he loses it. His huge body trembles and he starts to cry. I’ve never experienced a grown man crying, especially not a man like Tanner, and it breaks my heart. It breaks my heart because I know that he’s dying inside. I know that something is making him hurt so badly he can’t stop it. Nobody deserves to feel that way. 

Nobody.

It takes him a moment for his hands to come up and then little by little, his arms circle around my body until he’s hanging onto me so tightly I can hardly breathe. I don’t mind, though. I don’t want this moment to ever end. Tears are rolling down my cheeks too, and we’re there together, feeling the same kind of pain. The desperate pain. The one that makes you wish you could take it away and start all over again. 

Only you can’t. You know you can’t, so you have to suffer. You have to wait and hope that one day you won’t feel that way anymore. That one day you’ll remember how it feels to breathe freely again. 

Tanner’s head turns toward mine, and our lips find each other’s. I know there are so many other things we should be doing right now, kissing not being one of them, but I can’t stop it. I don’t even know if I truly want to. I should hate Tanner, that would make so much more sense. I shouldn’t forget what he did, I shouldn’t feel this way about him, but my heart has other ideas. 

Our tongues collide, our tears blend together, our hands become frantic and there is no turning back. We both know it. Right now, in this moment, he is all I need. He is all I want. He is all I can think of. His hands move to my shorts and with a bit of frantic maneuvering, he has them pulled down. I’m fumbling with his jeans, needing him inside me probably more than I’ve needed anything in the last few weeks. 

I release his cock and place it between my legs, and then I sink down onto it. Right there in the park, where anyone could see. I start moving, riding him with a ferocity I didn’t even know I had in me. His growls turn into groans and my pleasure radiates through the quiet space in the forms of little whimpers. My orgasm finds me long before I’m ready, taking my body almost desperately. I cry out, clutching him, my fingernails biting into his shoulders. 

He keeps me moving, his big hands on my hips, moving me up and down. My arms are wrapped around his neck, my face buried in it. I kiss the skin on his neck, tasting the slight saltiness that caresses my mouth. He moans when my lips graze over his jawline, my body still pulsing from my orgasm. I want another one, so badly, I want to feel what I just felt again, before this moment is over. 

Because once it’s over, I don’t know if I’ll get it back. 

I don’t know if we can ever be anything more than enemies, the people who hurt each other so deeply we’re forever scarred. 

Can we honestly ever move past that?

Tanner finds his release, his hands clutching my hips. I keep myself wrapped around him, holding his big body as close to mine as I can get it, wanting to make sure in this moment, at the very least, he feels safe. He knows that I understand. He knows that I feel his pain as deeply as he does. When his body stops trembling from release, I pull away from him and look into his eyes, which are hard to see, but even in the dull glow of the streetlight, I can see they’re red.

“We’re dangerous together,” I whisper, taking his face into my hands, stroking my thumbs over his cheeks. “There is just so much between us, and yet I find it hard to stay away from you.”

“I lied to you,” he growls, his voice still raspy from sex. “When I said that none of it meant anything to me. I lied. It did mean something. That made it even harder for me to do what I did. When you told me your version of the story, it threw me. I was fightin’ a war against myself, because a huge part of me felt something toward you and it confused me. It scared the fuck out of me, too. I had believed my own version for so long, and meeting you, seein’ how you were, the person you were ... It threw me off. I liked you, fuckin’ more than you know.”

“But it didn’t stop you from continuing on with your plan,” I whisper, my voice shaky. 

“No, it didn’t. I fucked up, Callie. I don’t have anything else to say to that except I’m sorry. I’m fuckin’ sorry. You didn’t deserve it.”

I nod, because what else is there to say? 

I get off him and fix myself, and then sit down beside him while he adjusts his jeans. For a while, we sit in silence, and then he says to me, “Chase isn’t the only reason I’m on this trip.”

I look to him, and ask, “He isn’t?”

“No. I want to find the men that raped her.”

Oh. No. 

I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier. Of course he’s not just going to want Chase to pay, he’s going to want the men who ruined his sister’s life to pay, too. That, however, is dangerous. That’s a whole different ball game. That could get him killed, or worse. His family. Everyone he loves. You don’t go messing with things like that and expect to walk away clean. Chase learned that the hard way.

“Tanner, that’s dangerous,” I say, my voice careful. “Those people are dangerous ...”

“I know what those people are, and they’re going to pay for what they did to Celia. They are going to wish they never laid a hand on her.”

“In doing that, you could end up putting the rest of your family in danger. I understand why you’d want to do this—”

“Do you?” he cuts me off, his voice gruff. “You want Chase, you want your justice, why the hell shouldn’t I want mine?”

“My justice doesn’t put people in danger, yours does,” I point out. 

“Not if I’m smart about it.”

“Tanner ...”

“I’m doing this, Callie. I never asked for your fuckin’ permission,” he stands, dusting himself off. “She deserves someone to fight for her, someone to seek revenge for what happened to her.”

“You’re just changing your person,” I mutter. “You swapped from me to them. You’re seeking revenge, which I get, but, Tanner, maybe you need to look at why.”

“Why?” he growls. “Why is because my sister is fuckin’ dead, that’s why.”

“I know she’s dead, Tanner, I know that better than anyone. I also know how guilt feels, and how it makes you do things you probably shouldn’t do.”

“Don’t talk to me about fuckin’ guilt, Callie. Don’t tell me how to feel. She’s my sister, you just killed her. Don’t act like you understand how this feels.”

I know the moment the words come out of his mouth he regrets them. I can see the way his face changes. My mouth drops open, and hurt clearly washes over my face because he takes a step forward but I put a hand up, my voice like a whip when I say, “I was right, we can never be more than what we are because you’ll never truly forgive me. You’ll never let it go.”

I turn around and walk off, even after he calls my name. 

Screw him.
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“THERE YOU ARE! I WAS so worried,” Jo says, launching to her feet when I round the corner. I had to borrow a phone from a café and call Jo to find out where she was staying, then get a lift home and pay the cab driver once I arrived. 

Luckily for me, he was a really nice guy. I told him he could walk in with me, if he didn’t believe I had the money. He was understanding and very trusting, a rare thing in the world these days. Once I went to the room Jo said she would leave unlocked for me, I got the cash and then got changed and made my way down to the pool, where Jo and everyone else are having a few drinks. 

Jo rushes over and throws her arms around me, and I hug her tightly before pulling back and glancing over at the three other men. No Tanner yet, thank god. I’m not ready to see him. Not ready to face the reality that we’re always going to have this black cloud hanging over our heads. I don’t want to face that because it’ll hurt, and I’m not ready for more hurt. 

“Are you okay?” Jo asks, grabbing me by the shoulders and studying my face. 

“Yes and no. We’ll talk later, okay. For now, I want to chat to Tatum. It’s important.”

She narrows her eyes. “Is everything okay?”

“Not really. Come on.”

We join the men at the pool, and I take a seat next to Ethan. He looks over to me and asks quietly, “You okay?”

I nod. “I’m okay, thanks.”

He looks surprised that I’m speaking to him without an angry tone, but I’m so tired of being angry. I’m so tired of looking for someone to blame. I just want this to be over and done with so I can finally move on with my life. 

“Callie wants to talk to you,” Jo announces, handing me a beer and looking to Tatum. 

“What is it?” Tatum asks, leaning back in his chair. 

I can see why Jo likes him, he’s gorgeous. In a way that makes it hard to stare at anything else but him when he’s in the room. He’s got this feel about him, this strong masculine vibe. Like he could take a bullet for you and still get up swinging. 

“It’s Tanner,” I tell him. “He isn’t just going after Chase, he wants to go after the men who hurt Celia, too.”

Tatum exhales. “Yeah, I know.”

I narrow my eyes. “You know?”

“Yeah, known since we started this trip. He might hate me right now, but I know him, and the guys know him. He was getting help from a few of them to find the locations of these men.”

“He doesn’t even know who they are!” I cry. 

Tatum glances at Jo quickly, then looks to me and says, “Chase gave me a name. One name. A swap that means Tanner won’t touch him.”

“Wait a second?” I say, confused. “You made contact with Chase, got a name, and all along Tanner has been chasing that person?”

“Yes,” Tatum tells me. 

“You’ve been lying to us?” I whisper. “Why am I not surprised?”

Jo looks hurt, and of course she is. Tatum and her have gotten close, I think she has been trying to find the good side in him again, trying to justify the way she feels about him, and now she’s finding out that he’s been lying. Yet again. 

“You told us you couldn’t get hold of Chase?” Jo says, her voice strained. 

“Look,” Tatum says, exhaling and running a hand down his face. He’s tired. He’s exhausted. But he didn’t need to lie. “Tanner is my best friend, a friend I did a very fuckin’ bad thing to. He deserves his closure, no matter how he goes about getting it. He wanted those men, and I told him I’d help him get them, if he let Chase be. He agreed. I know we lied to you, but I still intend on letting you confront Chase and do what you need to do, I never lied about that.”

I shake my head, angry and let down. Yet again. “I can’t believe I actually thought you guys were on our side again.”

“We are on your side,” Tatum snaps, his voice gruff. “Fuck, in the end, we’re all after the same thing, aren’t we? Justice for Celia? This isn’t about you, Callie. At least, not all of it is. Tanner deserves to be able to defend the thing he loved the most. Don’t you think he fuckin’ deserves that?”

Dammit. 

I do. 

I really do. 

“Yes,” I snap. “Yes, of course I do, but not if it means he’s going to get himself hurt, Tatum. He’s dealing with people that are dangerous, you can’t just mess with them and walk away.”

“They’re not as dangerous as you think, they’re mid-range drug runners. We can deal with them. We’ve dealt with people like them before. You just need to trust him. Know that’s nearly impossible but right now you need to take my word for it.”

“He could get killed,” I whisper. 

Tatum’s eyes soften, and he murmurs, “He’s not goin’ to get killed, darlin’. I’ll make sure of it. You have my word.”

I grit my teeth, but I know there is nothing we can do about this. Tanner is going to go after Celia’s rapists, and he has every right to. It’s not my place to tell him he can’t. 

“Where is Tanner?” Ethan asks. 

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “We had an argument and he disappeared.”

“He’ll come back soon,” Tatum says. “Until then, we should get some rest. We hit the road early tomorrow.”

“Tatum?” I say, when he stands and walks toward the motel rooms. 

“Yeah?”

“Thank you, for your honesty.”

He nods, a quick jerk of his head, but I can see the compassion in his eyes at my words. 

Then he disappears. 

I turn and glance at Jo. 

She looks like she’s about to burst out crying. 

Things are just getting more and more complicated by the second. 

Will it ever stop?

~*~*~*~
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“WHAT’S GOING ON, HONEY?” I ask Jo, sitting cross-legged on the bed next to her. 

She’s been silent since we got back to the room. She had a shower, called Patrick, and now she’s just staring at her phone, like she has a million things she wants to say to someone but can’t. 

I know who that someone is. 

Jo is playing with fire, and I’m scared of how badly she’s going to get burned. 

“I’ve made a mess of things,” Jo whispers. “I didn’t realize I cared about him so much until tonight when he confessed that he had been lying, and it hit me like a punch to the gut. It hurt. It hurt because I care about him. It hurt because he matters to me. Callie, what have I done?”

I exhale. I knew this was going to happen. I saw it from the moment those two laid eyes on each other. It’s a dangerous situation, mostly because Jo is married and Patrick isn’t going to make things easy for her. He’s going to make sure she suffers, hard, especially if he finds out there is another man in the picture. 

“You haven’t done anything, have you?” I ask her. 

“No, I haven’t, but I want to. God, tonight, we were alone and we were talking ... I could smell him and I had to fight every urge in my body, I had to force myself away from him. I wanted him so badly I could hardly think.”

“You’re having a hard time, it’s to be expected. You can’t put yourself through anymore, Jo. Not by starting something with Tatum that you can’t take back. Patrick isn’t the man for you, I think you need to end that even though I know the very thought scares you. If you don’t, and you start something with Tatum, it’ll cause a mess you can’t get out of.”

“I’m not this person, Callie,” she says, squeezing her knees in frustration and dropping her head. “I’m not the one who cheats on her husband. I’m not the one who hangs out with another man. I’m not the one who does any of those things. I’m just the woman who has found herself stuck, and then proceeded to meet a man that is everything. However, I can’t give him a damned thing.”

“Listen,” I say, grabbing her hands and removing them from her knees before she creates bruises. “You need some distance, okay? You need to start riding with Tanner and me, you need to avoid Tatum where possible. I’m not saying this because I don’t like him, because I actually kind of do, I’m saying this because I don’t want to see you lose everything. You’re in a fragile place and Tatum looks like a big, strong knight ready to sweep you off your feet. You need space until you get home, and then you need to figure out a way to end things with Patrick.”

“What if that’s not the right thing to do? I said I’d give our marriage a go and I’m not trying. I’m not trying at all ...”

“You’re being too hard on yourself. Patrick isn’t the man for you, deep down you know that. You don’t love him, if you did you wouldn’t even be here on this trip with us. You need to start being honest with yourself, honey.”

She exhales and shuffles off the bed, standing. “You’re right. I will ride with you and keep my distance until I get home. You know the worst part? The thought of not talking to Tatum actually hurts me.”

Oh, yes. 

She is in far deeper than I realized. 

“I know,” I tell her, because it’s the truth. I do know. 

It’s a horrible feeling. 

She shakes her head, and then looks to me. “We need to take my mind off this. What happened with you and Tanner tonight? That was a crazy day, I was so worried about you.”

“I’m fine, it scared me but I’m fine. Tanner found me, we talked and ... God, Jo, I slept with him.”

“You did?” she cries, rushing over and sitting back on the bed. “Why wasn’t this the first thing you told me?”

“We had other things to worry about.”

“Are you happy about it? Sad about it? How are you feeling about all of this?”

I shrug. “Honestly, at the time I wanted it more than anything. He was there, crying ... God, he was crying, Jo. That big strong man, and it broke my heart. It made me realize just how much he’s hurting, too. Next thing I knew we were having sex. It was so intense, and it felt amazing, and then he told me after that he was looking for Celia’s rapists and I got upset. He got angry and left. I made a mistake. I’m always putting my foot in it when it comes to him.”

“Okay, first of all, you and Tanner have a lot of ugly behind you. Things that are bothering both of you, that will hang over your head until you get it all out on the table and deal with it properly. You’re not fully over the fact that he did what he did for so long, and he’s not over the fact that he was wrong and fucked up your life for no reason. It’s messy, you need time to deal with that.”

She’s right. 

We do. 

We really do. 

“But it’s clear you two have feelings for each other. I think you just need to get through this before worrying about that. Let’s get Chase, let’s help Tanner find these men and make sure he comes home safely, and then you can work things out with him. Things on this trip are too heated right now, and they’re only going to get worse. Tension is high, we all need to just take a step back.”

“Why are you so wise?” I laugh. 

She shrugs, smiling. “I was born this way. If only I could take my own advice, huh?”

I chuckle and we hug, long and hard. 

I don’t know where I’d be without her. 

Jo is my saving grace. 

And she knows it.
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I BLINK A FEW TIMES, my eyes hazy. 

Someone is rattling around outside. 

A door closed, and I can hear the truck outside the door being shuffled around in. Like someone is opening it and closing it. A light is shining through the window. I rub my eyes and glance over at Jo—she’s sound asleep beside me. I carefully slide out of bed and walk over to the window, peering out. 

I see Tanner throwing his bags into the truck, glancing around as he does. His face is busted up, dried blood on his mouth and cheeks, his eye swollen. My heart kicks up a notch and I rush outside as quietly as I can, closing the door behind me. He hears it and spins around, on guard, ready to tackle anyone that comes close. 

His face isn’t in a good way, not to mention his hands are busted up. Whatever happened to him, it was intense. 

“Tanner, what are you doing?” I ask, glancing around to see if he’s alone.

It’s dark out, only the light in front of the rooms and the flashing motel sign allowing us to see each other. It’s got to be two am, maybe three, and the streets around us are quiet, the office is closed, and everyone is sleeping. 

Which bodes the question as to why Tanner is out here alone, stuffing his bag into the truck, all beaten and bruised. 

“Go and get your things, we’re leaving.”

“What do you mean we’re leaving? What happened to your face?”

“Will you just do as I’m asking, Callie? Go get Jo, get your things, and get into the truck. Now.”

I open my mouth to argue but headlights turning into the motel distract me. I glance over in the direction of the light, but before I can see anything, Tanner grabs me and hauls me against the truck, slamming the door and pressing our bodies against it. 

“Tanner?” I whisper, confused. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t move.”

My heart rate kicks up and I move closer to him, scared. I have no idea what’s happening, all I know is whoever is in that car, Tanner doesn’t want to come across. 

Tanner turns and glances behind his truck, watching the car pulling into the parking lot of the motel. It turns around a corner, heading down to the back rooms, and Tanner moves quickly, grabbing me and pulling me toward the rooms. “Get Jo. Now. We have a matter of fuckin’ minutes.”

The sounds of boots crunching has our heads whipping around. Someone is walking around the rooms. Cursing under his breath, Tanner grabs my arm and we run toward the office, ducking around behind the building. My heart feels like it’s going to launch out of my chest, my breathing is ragged, and my skin is prickling. I’m terrified, worried about whoever it is that Tanner is so afraid of. 

“What’s going on?” I whisper.

“Shh,” he growls, peering around the side of the building and watching for a few moments. 

I can’t see anything, it’s dark behind here, but I’m terrified. How did they find him? Who are they? What do they want? Tanner is scared for a reason, and that reason is that he obviously knows these people are here to hurt him, or all of us, I don’t know. All I can think about is Jo, or Ethan, or one of the others walking out of their rooms right now looking for us and ending up shot, or worse. 

“Here’s what you’re going to do,” Tanner says, his voice low. “You’re going to walk out there, casually, like you’ve just been out for the night. You’re going to walk to your room and if they talk to you, you’re going to act like you have no idea who they are. They won’t hurt you; they’re not going to cause a scene unless they see me.”

“What?” I whisper hiss. “You can’t be serious? What if they do know who I am? What if ...”

“They don’t, Callie. Go into your room, act drunk, do whatever you have to do. You need to get Jo, and she needs to contact Tatum, and we need to get the fuck out of here. I’ll meet you down the road, just hurry up because if they figure out you’re all with me, we’re in a whole world of fucking trouble. Go.”

“Tanner ... I’m scared,” I whisper. 

Tanner stops peering around the building and looks over at me, his eyes softening just a touch. He cups my cheek in his hand and leans in close. “You gotta trust me, darlin’. Go and get everyone, the keys for my truck are in it. Get out of here, and I’ll explain everything later.”

“Okay,” I say, my voice shaky. “Okay.”

“Good girl, go.”

I glance around the building and then, with my stomach in my throat, I walk out. I’ve just reached the rooms again when I see a man. He’s tall, with dark hair and dark clothes, he’s walking along the outside of the rooms, glancing at a few of them, looking at cars, checking the area out. His eyes fall on me, and I feel sick. I have to trust Tanner, I know that, but it’s a really, really hard thing for me to do. 

“You’re out late, young lady,” the man says, his voice gruff. 

I feign a laugh, waving a hand, acting like I’ve had a big night. I make sure to sway just a little, but not too much that he thinks he can take advantage of me. “I went to a bachelorette party. Those things are insane!”

The man studies me and glances around. “You here alone?”

“Nope, with my best friends. We came down just for the party. Are you staying here?”

He shakes his head. “No, a friend of mine is. I wonder if you’ve seen him?”

He goes on to explain Tanner to a T. When he’s done, I act like I’m thinking about it, narrowing my eyes and rubbing at my chin. “You know, I have seen that guy around. He’s here with some friends or something, we caught up at the pool last night, super-hot,” I say, “I actually just passed him walking down the street, about two blocks down. He was all messed up. Poor guy. What happened to him?”

It’s a risk, I know it, but I want these men out of here, and away from my friends. 

“He got into an argument with our other friend, I was lookin’ for him. Couldn’t remember where he said he was stayin’, but this sounded familiar. Thanks!”

“No problem at all. I hope you all work it out! Goodnight!”

I walk back into my room and lock the door, pressing my back to it and exhaling loudly. That either worked or it didn’t. If it didn’t, he’s going to figure out we’re all in these rooms and we’ll be screwed but I figure my idea was better than Tanner’s. If I can get them out of here, we can drive out before they return. 

“Jo,” I say, whispering loudly instead of speaking, just in case he’s still outside. “Jo, wake up!”

I rush over and shake her a few times. She stirs, eyes bleary, and murmurs, “Callie? What’s wrong?”

“We have to go. You need to get up.”

“What?”

“Get up, quickly. Where is your phone? I need to call Tatum.”

She sits up, hair a mess, rubbing her eyes, and croaks, “What’s going on?”

“It’s a long story, but Tanner is all messed up and there are these guys following him. We have to leave this motel, we’re in danger.”

She’s awake now, moving quickly out of the bed. “What do you mean he’s messed up?”

“I mean he’s gotten into a fight with someone, and now they’re chasing after him. I don’t know, he didn’t explain, all I know is we need to get out of here. Where is your phone?”

She’s midway through stuffing her clothes into her bag, but she stops and finds her phone, dialing Tatum and handing it to me. 

“Hi, beautiful,” his husky voice answers. 

God. 

Beautiful. 

I’ll deal with that later. 

“It’s Callie,” I say, pretending I didn’t just hear how he was speaking to my best friend. “Tanner is in trouble. He’s outside, but there are men out there, looking for him. I think I got rid of them, but we need to leave before they come back.”

“Fuck,” Tatum growls. “Where is he?”

“Behind the office. Someone needs to check if they’re gone.”

“I’ll check. Sit tight.”

I turn to Jo and hand her the phone back. “He’s going to call back. Let’s get ready to go.”

We put all our clothes into a bag, get changed quickly, and then wait by the door for Tatum’s call. It seems like forever passes when finally someone knocks loudly, causing both Jo and I to jerk forward. 

“It’s me,” Tanner says through the door. “Let’s go.”

We go outside and see all the men standing, bags in hand, ready to leave. Tatum pulls around the corner in his truck, and Garrett and Jo jump in. Ethan and I get in with Tanner, and then we drive out of the motel. As we’re going down the street, we see a group of men, about six of them, walking up and down the sidewalk, no doubt looking for Tanner. It worked, I didn’t think it would, but it did. 

“What did you say to them?” Tanner murmurs as we drive past and disappear into the darkness. 

“I said I saw you walking down the street, all busted up. They must have believed me.”

Tanner is silent a moment, then he murmurs, “Thanks.”

“What happened?” Ethan asks, his voice still thick from sleep. 

“Found one of the men involved in Celia’s attack. Located him, beat the shit out of him, burned a shit load of his drugs, and took off. Made a few of his friends angry, it would seem. They caught up with me, knocked me around a bit, but I managed to get away. I dropped my wallet, they must have got my name and found out where I was stayin’. I knew they would, which is why I wanted to get out of here quickly.”

“So not only are they pissed and lookin’ for you, they now know your name?” Ethan sighs, frustrated. 

“That’s about it, yeah.”

“What were you thinkin’?” Ethan snaps. “Going in alone and starting something that you could have done silently.”

“Wasn’t askin’ for your opinion, Ethan. I can figure this shit out on my own.”

“Except you’re not on your own, you’re with all of us and we could have been in danger tonight. Use your fucking head!”

“That’s enough,” I say, my voice tired and a little frightened. “We don’t need to be fighting right now, we need to work out what to do next.”

“You don’t need to worry about what I’m goin’ to do next, just worry about your business, and I’ll worry about mine,” Tanner grumbles. 

“Oh, you know what Tanner? I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to do. How about that?” I say, glaring at him. “You’re not going to get yourself into this kind of mess alone, like it or not. We’re all in this together now, and we’ll finish it together.”

Tanner looks slightly shocked at my outburst, but he doesn’t argue any further which I’m going to take as a win for me. 

“How far are we driving today?” I ask him, about half an hour later. 

“Not too far, I’m in pain,” he murmurs, his voice a touch sleepy, a touch pained. 

“I can drive,” I offer. 

“We’ll stop soon.”

Stubborn damned men. 

They’ll be the death of me. 

~*~*~*~
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“I’M DOING IT,” I SAY, sitting on the edge of Tanner’s bed with a first-aid kit in one hand and some washcloths in the other. 

We’re all exhausted. 

We drove until lunchtime and then stopped and found a motel for the night. Tomorrow we will make it to Chase, though Tatum is concerned as we haven’t heard from him in the last twelve hours. He’s worried that whoever Tanner stirred up is going to go after Chase in an attempt to find him. I hope that’s not the case, but there is a high chance it is. I guess we’ll find out when we get there.

“I can clean myself up,” Tanner mutters, kicking off his boots and lying back on the bed, exhaling loudly. 

“I’m sure you can, but you’re about to go to sleep and I’m not going to let you die of some infection because you’re too stubborn to let anyone help. You can lay there and rest if it makes you happy, but I’m doing it.”

“Just admit it,” he murmurs, pulling off his shirt and tossing it on the ground, keeping his eyes closed the whole time, “You wouldn’t care if I got an infection and died.”

I stare at his chest as he lies on the bed, rising and falling, the huge muscles bulging even during his resting state. He’s gorgeous, so much so it makes my tummy do a silly little flutter. I let my eyes run over the bruises slowly forming on his ribs. He won’t admit it, but he has to be in a good deal of pain. They did a good job with him. 

“I would care,” I say, climbing into the bed beside him and opening the first-aid kit. “I like you, even if sometimes I don’t understand why.”

His eyes open and meet mine, for a moment, the air gets trapped in my lungs. His look is so intense I want to throw myself at him, come what may. But I can’t do that. So, I look away and he closes his eyes again, but not before saying, “I like you, too.”

Dammit. 

I get to work using an alcohol wipe to try and clean some of the dried blood off his face. He looks terrible, and I know he’s too exhausted to shower, but that would really help me right about now. 

“You should shower, some of this blood might come off.”

“I can’t be fucked,” he murmurs, his voice deep, sleepy. 

“Okay,” I say, taking my washcloths and going into the bathroom, soaking them with warm water. 

I bring them back and position myself on the bed again, then I start using them to clean the blood off. They’re far more effective and it doesn’t take long to clean away the grime and blood stuck to Tanner’s skin. Then, I’m able to assess how much damage he has actually received. It’s not too bad, there are quite a few little cuts, but mostly it’s bruises, there is going to be a lot of them when he wakes up in the morning. 

There is a cut above his eyebrow that’s deep, so I use some sticky bandages to try and pull it together so it doesn’t bleed all night. As I’m running my fingers over them, trying to get them to stick to his skin, he opens his eyes and looks up at me. “What was it like in there?”

“In where?” I ask, concentrating on trying to get this right so the wound stays closed. 

“Prison.”

I pause, my fingers against his skin. My eyes move down to his, and I can see he’s serious, he wants to know. I hesitate for a few minutes, contemplating if I should share this part of my story, but deciding why the hell shouldn’t I? It’s part of who I am, after all. 

“It was hard,” I say, getting back to work on cleaning up his face. “Especially when I first went in. I was only young, and I had no support. My family, they aren’t the best ...”

“I saw your mom at the trial, do you still talk to her?”

“No,” I say, my voice turning a touch colder. “No, I don’t. I don’t really talk to any of them, including my brother. They left me there, when I needed them the most. I was so young, I was afraid, I was alone. It wasn’t easy.”

“They left you on your own?”

I nod, swallowing at the painful reminder that my family abandoned me in my time of need. “Yeah, they did. They rarely visited, and when they did it was just to remind me of how hard things were for them on the outside. Because of what I’d done. Because of the reputation they now held. My mother made it more about her than me, and she made sure I knew how it had impacted her.”

“She sounds selfish,” Tanner says, no hesitation whatsoever in his voice. 

“She was. Because she didn’t believe me. Nobody did. Nobody except Jo, and that’s only because she was in the car with me. She knows me, and she proved how much she loved me by sticking by my side.”

“What about your lawyer? Didn’t they believe you?”

“No,” I say softly, wiping a cut underneath his right eye. “No, they didn’t. It was my word against ...”

“Ours,” Tanner finishes for me. 

“Yeah, basically. Your family didn’t believe Celia had anything bad happening in her life, they didn’t think she would take her own life, there was no evidence to point to it, so my word was worth absolutely nothing.”

“Ethan believed you.”

“Yeah,” I whisper. “Yeah he did. I’m thankful for that.”

“Do you love him?”

I blink and my eyes meet Tanner’s, confused. “Ethan?”

“Yeah.”

I think about that, for a long moment. For a time, I thought Ethan could be the one. I thought that he would be someone I could be with forever. I used to imagine life outside of those walls, wondering if we could be together. I mean, we knew each other so well. We got along with little effort, it was natural and easy. I could have loved Ethan, for sure, but I don’t know ... It just never reached that stage. 

“I love Ethan for the man he is, for the protector he was, for the friend that got me through some of the hardest times of my life. Am I in love with him, though? No. No, I’m not. It just never got to that point with us, maybe too much shared, maybe because of prison, I don’t know, it just didn’t.”

“Nothing ever happened between the two of you?” Tanner asks, shifting slightly toward me so I can wipe the other side of his face. 

“No, it didn’t.”

“Did you want it to?”

I exhale. “Why all the questions about Ethan?”

“I want to know my competition,” he says simply, his voice strong and determined. 

I blink. “Competition?”

“Yeah.”

“For me?”

He chuckles. “Obviously.”

“You don’t even like me, Tanner.”

“You’re fuckin’ wrong about that,” he says, reaching up with his busted-up hand and stroking my cheek. “I fuckin’ adore you.”

My heart races and my throat feels tight. “Y-y-y-you do?”

“Yeah,” he confirms. “Yeah, I do. I fucked up, we both know that, I can’t go over it a thousand times. I was wrong, I didn’t know the situation and I didn’t want to see the truth. I wanted you to suffer, but it was a mistake. Biggest mistake I’ve made in a good long time. The longer I’ve spent with you on the road, the more I see that you’re a good person, probably one of the best people I know. You didn’t deserve what happened to you.”

Those words. 

God, I’ve wanted to hear them for so long. 

My heart squeezes tightly, and I feel like I can’t breathe. Tears burn under my eyelids, and my skin prickles with emotion that has been held inside for so long. 

“You have no idea how much hearing those words means to me,” I whisper to Tanner. “No idea.”

“I think I have a bit of an idea,” he murmurs, stroking my bottom lip lovingly before tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry, Callie. From the bottom of my heart, I’m fuckin’ sorry.”

I can’t stop it. 

Tears burst forth and roll down my cheeks. 

I needed those words, more than he’ll ever know. 

“Hey,” he says, sitting up and grabbing me, pulling me into his arms, “I got you.”

He’s got me. 

He’s. Got. Me. 

I bury my face into his chest, and I breathe him in, my tears soaking his bare skin. He hangs onto me for a long moment, until my tears slow down and my body stops trembling. Only then do I pull back and look up at him. He swipes a tear away with his thumb, and then leans down, his lips brushing mine. I want him, so badly, but I’m afraid. I’m scared. I’m worried that what Jo said is right, that we might never be able to get past what happened, that it’ll rear its ugly head over and over until it destroys us. 

“We can’t be doing this,” I whimper against his lips. “There is so much water under the bridge, so much bad blood, it’ll destroy us eventually.”

“Or,” he growls, dragging his lips down my throat, “what doesn’t destroy us will only make us stronger.”

I clench my eyes shut, because I want him, he knows I want him. “Tanner,” I whisper.

“Don’t,” he murmurs against my neck. “Don’t take another thing away from me. I need you, Callie. More than fuckin’ air. I’m fallin’ in love with you.”

No. 

Oh, god. 

He’s confused. He’s wrong. 

He’s not in love with me. He’s running high on emotion, he’s been through a lot, he’s confusing love for something that he doesn’t fully understand. 

“You’ve been through a lot. A week ago you wanted me to suffer, that’s not love, Tanner.”

He pulls back, his eyes intense. “A week ago I was doubting my every move because of how I felt about you, I was pushing myself because I was fuckin’ confused and fucked up. I know what I feel, Callie. I’ve been through enough in my life to know the difference.”

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath in. 

“Look at me,” he orders, his voice husky. 

I open my eyes, and I look at him, I really look at him. 

“We’ve got a fuckin’ long way to go. I’ve got a lot of bridges to mend before we can ever be anything solid, but I know how I feel about you. I know that you dig into a part of me that has been closed off for a fuckin’ long time. That means something to me, and I’m not losing another thing that means something to me because I’m too stubborn to fuckin’ see what’s right there in front of me.”

I swallow, and nod, because who am I to tell him how he feels?

Who am I to judge his emotions?

Even if deep down I don’t believe them, I’m not in a place to fight him. 

I’m done fighting. 

I’m going to let him mend this bridge, because I need to cross over it far more than he’ll ever know. 

I want to see what’s on the other side.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




17


[image: image]


“OH, GOD,” I WHIMPER, arching, my fingers curling into the sheets. “Tanner.”

His mouth devours me, his tongue dragging up and down my pussy, causing little sparks of pleasure to shoot through my core. His fingers are deep inside me, gently pulling in and out, causing a combination of pleasure I don’t think I’ve felt before. I’m wound up so tightly my back is arched off the bed and my toes are curled so tightly I can hardly feel them anymore. 

“I’m going to, oh god ...”

I lose my train of thought as pleasure unlike anything I’ve felt in a good while erupts through my body, exploding from the inside out. I cry out Tanner’s name, clutching the sheets, thrashing my head from side to side. He licks me until every shudder is ripped from my body, and only then does he come up for air. He gets to his knees, his gloriously naked body on display for me to see. 

Even battered and bruised, he’s perfect. 

So fucking beautiful. 

He moves quickly, lifting me up and rolling us so his back hits the bed and my body falls over his. I place my knees either side of his hips and he kisses me. He kisses me with such ferocity I lose my breath. I clutch his hair, deepening the kiss until our tongues dance and I can taste myself. We kiss until we’re panting, until we’re frantic. His cock his pressing between my legs, and with a slight adjustment of my hits, I slide down onto it. Inch by inch, taking it, letting it fill me. 

He growls, I whimper, and then I make the final leap, sliding down fully onto him. The burning feeling as I stretch is welcomed, and my body comes back on high alert at the realization of what’s going to happen next. Tanner arches up, his mouth catching my nipple, and he sucks as I start to rock, slowly at first, dragging my hips back and forth, before picking up the pace. 

Hands on my hips, Tanner moves me, making me fuck him so hard my ass shakes and my breasts bounce. I tip my head back, letting him take control, his big fingers digging into my hips as he arches up with each thrust, filling me as deeply as he can. Pleasure builds inside me, and with each passing thrust, gets stronger and stronger, until I’m screaming his name and experiencing an orgasm that rocks me to my core. 

Tanner follows close behind, growling through his release, his cock pulsing over and over inside me. When he slows me down and I come to a stop, I can feel every movement as his release is pulled from his body. Once it’s over, I roll off, tucking myself into his side, both of us panting. It takes a moment for us to catch our breaths, and when we do, I say, “That didn’t hurt, did it?”

He makes a chuckling sound. “Could have my leg cut off and I’d still endure it to see you bouncin’ on my cock like that. You’re fuckin’ beautiful, Callie.”

I flush and snuggle into him closer. “You’re not so bad yourself, even though you currently look like you’ve done three rounds in the ring.”

He grunts. “Yeah, feel it, too.”

“You should get some sleep, you’re exhausted. We’ve been too busy talking and fucking.”

I go to move away so I can head back to my own room and get some rest too, but his arm tightens, making me stay where I am. “What are you doing?” I ask. 

“Don’t go,” he says, his voice firm, yet weirdly vulnerable. 

“Okay,” I whisper, getting comfortable again. 

Within moments, his breathing deepens, and I know he’s asleep. I smile, it’s hard not to. I don’t think I’ve ever fallen asleep in a man’s arms. I’ve always wondered how it would feel, and honestly, I like it. I like it a lot. I feel safe, like nothing in the world could touch me while I’m here. That’s a nice feeling to have, and one I’m not overly familiar with. 

Within moments, my eyes are dropping closed, too. 

My breathing deepens. 

Tanner’s breaths turn into light snores. 

And I can’t help but smile as the warm darkness takes me. 

This really does feel nice. 

I could get used to it. 

I really could. 

~*~*~*~
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“TANNER!”

The pounding at the door wakes me up, and as I come to, Tatum’s voice becomes clearer. I rub my eyes and roll out of Tanner’s arms. He’s still dead asleep. 

“Tanner! Get up! Wake up!”

Shit. 

Tatum sounds frantic. I reach over and shake Tanner by the shoulder until he slowly rouses out of his sleep. He rubs his eyes and grumbles something sleepily, then he hears Tatum’s voice and jerks upright in bed. Within a few seconds he’s standing and walking over to the door, opening it. 

“What’s goin’ on?” he asks, his voice still husky from sleep. 

“They’ve got Chase.”

“What? Who?”

Tatum walks into the room and stops dead when he sees me with a sheet wrapped around myself, sitting up in Tanner’s bed. Well, this is one way for him to find out what it is we’ve been doing in here.

“Not even goin’ to ask,” he murmurs, then turns to Tanner and says, “I got a call from the guys you’ve been huntin’ down. They figured out who you are and your relation to Chase, and somehow they fuckin’ got hold of him. They told me if I don’t show up tomorrow with the cash you owe, they’ll kill him.”

“Fuck,” Tanner growls. “I thought you had his name changed? How the fuck did they find him?”

“I don’t fuckin’ know. Traced my phone? Traced yours? Followed us? How the fuck do I know. I had his name changed properly, so it fuckin’ beats me how they got to him so quick. Either way, they’ve got him, and they want cash for the goods you destroyed when you went in there on a fuckin’ rampage, not only that, they want you.”

I glance at Tanner, concerned. They want him? This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.

“How much cash?” Tanner asks, ignoring the fact that Tatum clearly stated they want him too. 

“Ten grand, by tomorrow.”

Tanner runs a hand down his face, and then murmurs, “Go and get the others up. We’ll head over there. I’ll figure something out.”

“They’re goin’ to kill him, Tanner,” Tatum says, his voice concerned. 

“He got himself into this fuckin’ mess.” Tanner grunts. “But we’ll get him out of it.”

“You got him into it by goin’ in and causin’ shit instead of coming to us and workin’ out a smart plan,” Tatum growls. “If anyone is to blame here, it’s you.”

“You really want to get into this now?” Tatum fires back, fists clenched. 

“Okay,” I say, standing, keeping the sheet around my body. “That’s enough. Tatum, go and get the others. We’ll work something out. We’ll get Chase back and sort this out, okay?”

Tatum glares at Tanner for a minute but turns and disappears out the door. I glance over at the clock, it’s six at night, which means we slept all afternoon. It works out well, considering we have to be where Chase is by noon tomorrow, that’s some driving we’re going to have to put forward in the next few hours. 

“What are we going to do, Tanner?” I ask, reaching for my clothes so I can get changed and we can get on the road. 

“Don’t stress about it,” Tanner murmurs, picking up his clothes and heading toward the shower. “I’ll work out a plan.”

He closes the door and I exhale. I get dressed quickly, grab my things, and take them out to the truck. When I arrive, Ethan is leaning against it, arms crossed. I walk over and throw my things in, then I stand next to him and say, “This is a problem.”

He looks over at me, his eyes running up and down the length of me, then he says, “Yeah, it fuckin’ is.”

“Someone is going to get hurt here, I just know it.”

“You’re right about that,” he agrees. “If we’re not smart that is. Tanner is too angry to be calling the shots here, but for whatever reason, everyone fuckin’ does as he wants. He’s goin’ to be the reason someone gets hurt.”

“He’s not stupid, Ethan,” I defend. “He’s angry, but he’s not stupid.”

“Isn’t he?” Ethan snorts. “Because he is the one that went after them, made them angry, and got then on the hunt for him. Now, they’ve got him right where they want him. They’re going to take what they want, because Tanner didn’t use his fuckin’ brain.”

“Glad you feel so strongly about me, Ethan,” Tanner’s voice comes from the other side of the truck as he throws his luggage in and glares over at Ethan. 

“I’m tellin’ it how it is, Tanner. You know I’m right. You fucked up. Own it and let us help you make a plan from here, otherwise someone is goin’ to get hurt and it’ll be on you.”

Tanner stares across the back of the truck, then mutters, “Okay.”

He turns and walks over to Tatum’s truck, leaving Ethan looking rather shocked. I don’t think he thought Tanner would actually agree with him. I push off the truck, too, heading over to see Jo, who is just putting her luggage in. She’s tired, I can see it in her eyes. I’m guessing she probably only just got to sleep, judging by the fact that she looks like she’s dead on her feet. 

“Hey,” I say when I reach her. “You didn’t get much rest?”

She shakes her head. “No, I didn’t. Where were you?”

I glance at Tanner, and her eyes follow mine, then she looks back at me and says, “I want the details, but right now I need to get into that truck and sleep some more.”

“How come you didn’t get much rest?” I ask her.

She shrugs. “I have a lot on my mind, and Tatum ...”

“Tatum what?” I question, narrowing my eyes. 

“Tatum came by and we got into a bit of an argument when I told him I need some space. He didn’t take it well, and ... God, it’s just so messy. How did I get myself into this?”

I give her an understanding smile. “You’re doing the right thing, but that doesn’t mean it’ll be easy.”

“No,” she murmurs, “nothing right ever is. I’m going to get some more rest, then I’ll come ride with you all for a while and you can tell me everything.”

“Okay,” I say to her, watching as she climbs into the back of the truck, lying down and closing her eyes. 

I feel for her, she’s going through so much with me, all while trying to deal with the problems she’s already got in her own life. 

She needs a break, she deserves happiness, she’s just having a hard time finding any of it.

“Time to hit the road,” Tanner says to me as he passes. 

“Okay,” I say, glancing at Jo once more before going back to Tanner’s truck and climbing in. 

Once we’re on the road, Ethan pipes up from the back saying, “What’s the plan?”

“Don’t have one yet,” Tanner tells him, “but Tatum is thinkin’ we use you and Garrett as back up, and we go in and get Chase back.”

“You mean try to take them down?” Ethan asks. 

“Yeah.”

“There could be a lot of them, you’re not goin’ to know that until you go in there. I’m sure there is a better way than just going in, guns blazing, hoping for the best.”

“If you’ve got a better way, by all fuckin’ means throw it at me, because I don’t have a lot of time to try and figure out what to do here.”

“I have an idea,” I say, daring to glance over at Tanner. 

“What’s that?”

“Well, they don’t know what Jo and I look like ...”

“One of them does,” Tanner points out. “You spoke to one.”

“I did, you’re right, but hear me out anyway. We find out where they hang out, there has to be a local spot of some sort, somewhere they frequent. Jo and I dress up, we chat to them, we flirt, we get them to take us home. When we’re there, we can do something from the inside, set something up, hell we can drug them, something ...”

“Bad idea,” Tanner says. “It’s too dangerous and it’ll never work.”

“I agree with Tanner,” Ethan says, “Way too risky. You’ll get killed the second they realize who you are.”

“And they will realize because they’ve seen you,” Tanner points out. 

“They haven’t seen Jo ...”

“You can’t risk Jo,” Ethan throws in.

He’s right, I can’t. 

Still, it would work. It could be the best way for us to get in there. If any of them try to get in, they’re going to get killed before they even get the chance to fight. At least with us, we’re women and they’re far less likely to figure out who we are until it’s too late. 

“I think you should consider sending us both in, anyway, I know it’s risky but so is your plan and that’s far more likely to get someone killed,” I say. “We could get in there, have a few drinks with them, drug them and get Chase out.”

“You’re assuming they’d keep Chase in the same location that they would take you, not to mention we don’t have time to research where they are and where they hang out. If we had time, it might work, but we don’t,” Tanner says. “Now, we’re not discussing it any further, you clear on that?”

I huff and stare out the window, trying to figure out something else, something less dangerous. 

They’re not making it easy for us. 

“Don’t get upset with me,” Tanner says, and his husky voice makes my skin prickle. “I owe it to you to protect you, and I’m goin’ to do that. You’re not risking everything for the man that had my sister killed.”

“No,” I say, still looking out the window, “but I would risk it for you.”

He goes silent, so does Ethan. 

I turn and glance over at Tanner, and he gives me a quick look out of the corner of his eyes. 

“I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I say to him. “Can’t you understand that?”

“I won’t let anything happen to me.”

I hope so. 

I really, really hope so.
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WE ARRIVE AT OUR LOCATION around seven in the morning. We’re all exhausted and racking our brains trying to figure out how we’re going to work this. We don’t know how we’re going to get Chase back without causing harm to anyone with us. There seems like there are little to no options. 

I climb out of the truck at the motel we’ve booked and groan as I stretch my legs, lifting my arms high in the air and trying to let my body unwind. Tatum’s truck pulls up behind us, and everyone gets out. We all form a group between the two trucks, and I’m kind of hoping they’ve had more luck than we have at coming up with a plan that’s going to work. 

“Got good news and bad news,” Tatum says right away, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. “Good news is, Jo’s friend managed to track the cell and find us a location, so we have an idea of where they called from. Bad news is, there is a chance they’ve been watching us, or at least, know that we’re traveling in a group which means if any of us show up, they’re goin’ to know and call it out. However ...”

He glances at Jo, and I know he’s going to suggest something similar to what I suggested. I know it right away. Only the problem with that is, I don’t know if I like the idea of Jo going in alone. It’s dangerous.

“Jo has kept to herself quite a bit, she hasn’t been out and about, and I’m certain they don’t know her face. She could get in.”

“And do what?” Tanner mutters. “One girl against how many fuckin’ men?”

“Let me finish, Tanner,” Tatum growls. “She can go in and look around. Give us entry points, tell us who and what is in there, and then we can make our own attack. At the very least, we will know who and what we’re dealing with.”

“That’s dangerous,” I say, glancing at Jo. “Are you sure this is something you want to do?”

She nods. “We’ve spoken about it. I’ll go in.”

I exhale. It sucks because it’s the only plan we have. I don’t love the idea of Jo going alone, I wish I could go with her, but I also know that we’re running out of time, and if we don’t get Chase soon, he’ll be killed. 

“Why don’t we call their bluff?” Ethan mutters. “Why are we risking our lives for Chase, a man who put himself in this position?”

Tatum gives Ethan a look that could kill, and growls, “That’s my brother.”

“Know that, Tatum, I also know that we came here to get justice, and now somehow it’s turned into a fuckin’ rescue mission where people could get hurt, and for what? He is the reason Celia is dead. I say leave him there.”

My mouth drops open, of all the people I thought would say that out loud, it certainly wasn’t Ethan. I mean, I had the same thought driving here. I thought about Chase, I thought about what he had done, I thought about the things he let happen to Celia, and then I got angry that we’re all about to risk everything to get him back. 

Then I thought I couldn’t live with myself if we didn’t help him. 

I couldn’t sleep at night. 

Not just because he owes me and everyone else an explanation, but because he’s a human being and I’m not a monster. I’ve made sure in everything that’s gone down I have stayed true to myself. I’m not about to change that, even if deep down I did have that thought. 

“I understand what you’re saying,” I decide to throw in, before Tatum pounces on Ethan. “I feel the same way. The whole drive here, I thought why are we helping this man, when he has caused nothing but problems? But then I remembered who I am. You know who I am, Ethan? Not a person that leaves another person behind. Chase might be that person, and he might not deserve our help, but I’m not that person. Neither are you.”

Ethan stares at me, and then exhales and mutters, “I’m taking a walk.”

He disappears from the group. Tatum glares at him as he walks away. Garrett stands with his arms crossed and Tanner studies me, like he’s seeing me in a whole new light. His eyes are soft and welcoming, his body language welcoming instead of defensive. 

“When am I doing this, then?” Jo asks, crossing her arms. “We’re running out of time.”

She’s right, we are. 

“Shower up, get changed, and then we’ll go over the plan again,” Tatum says, nodding at her. “We’ll get settled and then go over it so we’re all on the same page.”

I nod, and then follow Jo into the room we’re sharing. Once we’re inside, I turn to her and say, “Are you sure about this, Jo?”

“Not really,” she admits, “but it’s the only plan we have. You are right, we can’t leave him there. Someone has to do something, that someone is me.”

“You could get hurt.”

“I could,” she agrees, “but Tatum assured me he’s going to be waiting, and if I don’t come out in a certain amount of time, he’s going to come in, no matter what. I believe him. I have to trust that you will all take care of me.”

“I will go in guns blazing for you, Jo,” I say to her. 

She smiles and hugs me, and then we proceed to shower and get changed. Once we’re done, we meet everyone at Tatum’s room and sit down as he goes over the plan. 

“All we need to know is who is in there, what weapons they’ve got lying around, how many entrances and exits there are, and if Chase is in there. Once you’ve got what you need, you get out and we will go in. I’ll organize weapons, we’ll be swift.”

“Wait, weapons?” I say, my eyes widening. “You’re going to ...”

“Leave what we’re going to do up to us,” Tanner says, his voice gruff. “Those men are the reason Celia is dead. They will suffer.”

I give him a hurt look, and then glance away. He’s going to take someone else’s life to make himself feel better? How is that going to work out in the long run? When cops come after him, or more people from the group seek revenge. He’s making the situation so much bigger than it needs to be. 

“You’re angry,” Tanner says, obviously directing his question to me. 

I look to him. “I think you’re making a mistake. I think hurting someone else to make yourself feel better is opening a whole new world of problems. We want to get out of here clean, not even filthier than we already are.”

“Then what would you propose we do?” Tanner snaps, crossing his arms. 

“Call the cops, Tanner. Have them deal with it.”

“The cops will do fuck all.”

“Actually,” Garrett says, standing. He doesn’t say a great deal, but whatever has him excited, is enough to get his voice roaring to life. “I have an idea. I know people, won’t say how, run drugs and guns. We get Jo to plant those drugs and guns, then we call the cops, they’re all goin’ to go down, big time. You can guarantee that they’re already on the cops’ radar, this would be all it would take for them to get put away.”

“Even better if I’m still in there,” Jo says, nodding. “Yes, it’s perfect. If they’ve got Chase, and me, and then cops come in. It’s going to be kidnapping as well as all the other charges.”

“It’s risky.” Tatum rubs his chin, narrowing his eyes. “But it’s better than the idea we had. How are you going to get your hands on that many drugs and guns, and how the fuck are we goin’ to get them in there?”

Garrett pulls out his phone. “Let me make a few calls.”

“Still doesn’t cover how we’re gettin’ that shit in there,” Tatum points out again. 

“I can hide some of it on my body, and I can carry a backpack.” Jo shrugs. “I’m sure we can get enough on me to plant in the place.”

“This is fuckin’ crazy,” Tanner barks, standing up. “No fuckin’ drug runner is goin’ to give us that many drugs to plant on someone, nor are they goin’ to risk their reputation when there are cops involved. You’re all wastin’ fuckin’ time.”

“I know where he keeps the drugs,” Garrett says. “Nobody said anything about askin’.”

I raise my brows. “You want us to steal drugs and guns?”

Garrett grins, a wicked grin. “Oh, yeah, we’re goin’ to steal them alright. And we’re goin’ to bring the lot of them down.”

“Fuck,” Tanner exhales, running his hands through his hair. “This is fuckin’ insane and stupid, it’ll never fuckin’ work.”

Then he turns and leaves the room. 

I look to Tatum, who watches him go and then his eyes meet mine. “He’ll come around. He wants his revenge, I get that, but it’s not worth riskin’ his life for. He doesn’t see it now, but one day he will understand that we’re doin’ this for him.”

“I know. You’re right,” I agree.

I just don’t think he knows that. 

~*~*~*~
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“YOU SURE THIS IS THE right place?” Tanner breathes, glancing over at Garrett. 

“Yep. You know I used to run drugs, this is the guy I used to run them with, but we had a massive fallin’ out. I know the ins and outs of his operation because it used to be mine. He keeps the drugs here, I know the security, I know every fuckin’ way in and out.”

I glance at Garrett with wide eyes. “You used to be a drug runner?”

“Past tense, not who I am anymore.”

Shit. 

I had no idea. 

I mean, he definitely has that silent, deadly feel about him, but I never picked him as someone who deals in drugs. I wonder if Tanner is okay with knowing his friend used to be into such heavy shit? I mean, obviously it doesn’t bother him because here we are. 

“Now,” Garrett goes on, “only one entrance into the compound, and there are three shipping containers that he keeps his products in. He has security on the place twenty-four-seven in the way of cameras and three men. The cameras we can dodge, I know where they are and we’ll be covered enough not to be recognized. The men, we cannot. Got a plan for that, too.”

I feel a little nervous hearing how this is going to go down. We’re sitting in thick bushland currently, after Garrett directed us to the location of the drugs. We’re all praying that whoever he used to run with still hides them here because otherwise we’re screwed and back to plan A. We’re all wearing dark clothes—our faces will be covered, Garrett didn’t want to risk anyone figuring out who we are. 

It’s still risky, of course, but we have to take some risk with what we’re about to attempt to do, right?

Garrett reaches into his pocket and pulls out some weird dart looking thing and hands one to Tanner and Tatum. “Darts. Knock someone out so fuckin’ fast they’ll not see the ground coming. You got to get a good shot, or we’re done for.”

“You’re going to shoot darts at those men?” Jo asks, her eyes wide. “Where did you even get those?”

Garrett looks to her. “Never you mind that. They’re effective, and they work. We’ll take a man each. Once they’re done, we’ll go in. The compound is locked, which is where Ethan will come in. He’s goin’ to cut the lock as soon as we give him a signal and we’ll enter the compound. The men will have keys on them, or they’ll be in the office. We’ll have no more than ten minutes to find those keys and get the goods before they’re alerted to the fact that someone is in the compound. Work together, work efficiently. The girls will stay up here, keeping a watch and letting us know if anything gets too close. We all clear on that?”

Everyone nods, and Garrett opens his backpack then pulls out three guns and loads them with the darts before he hands one to both the men. Within a few minutes, he has directed them to exactly where they need to go and tells them he’ll make a signal when it’s time to take the shot. Ethan will wait over on the other side with the huge bolt cutters Garrett gave him.  

Jo and I will keep a watch out. 

This is insane. 

Thrilling, yet insane. 

“If there is any sign of trouble, you ladies need to call out, no hesitation,” Garrett says to Jo and me. We both nod. “Let’s do this.”

The men prepare themselves; Ethan disappears through the thick bushland, Jo and I get into position so we can see the massive cleared area. It is well hidden out here, surrounded and protected. I can see three large red containers in the middle of the compound, a small office-like structure, and huge barbed wire fences. So far, I have only seen two men walking around, the other must be in the office. 

“Anything goes wrong, anything at all, you run, Callie. You hear me?” Tanner says, squatting down in front of me and reaching out, taking my chin in his hand. 

“I hear you,” I say. “Please be careful”

He nods and leans forward, pressing a kiss to my lips that makes my whole body tingle. I forget that everyone else is there, no doubt wondering what the hell is going on between the two of us, and just take in the incredible feeling that washes over my body. Tanner pulls back and stands, and I give him a weak smile as he turns and says to the others, “Let’s get this done.”

They disappear, and I wriggle farther forward on my stomach and peer down. 

“That was kind of hot,” Jo says, and I turn my head and look at her, flushing. 

“Yeah,” I whisper. “It was nice.”

“You two are something then?”

I shrug. “I don’t know what we are. He said he has feelings for me, that he regrets what happened and is sorry, but I can’t help my own doubtful thoughts sometimes. It’s like they creep in and try to destroy how I feel about him.”

“Because of what he did?” Jo questions. 

I look back at the compound. “Yeah, because of that. I feel almost guilty that I even talk to him, let alone feel something for him. It’s almost like my body is punishing itself for its own emotions, if that makes sense?”

“Yeah, I understand guilt, believe me,” she murmurs, “You have no reason to feel it, though, honey. You’re allowed to feel something toward Tanner without punishing yourself for it. What happened, it’s finished with. He made a mistake, no doubt about that, but he was misguided and wrong. He admits that. If you like him, if you care for him, then you shouldn’t hold back. Life is far too short.”

I narrow my eyes, still watching the compound, afraid to take my eyes off it, and say, “You’re speaking from experience right now?”

She goes silent for a moment. 

“Everything okay?” I ask her. 

“Yeah,” she whispers, “it’s fine. Sometimes I just wish I was someone else, sometimes I wish I had the choice to make the decision I wanted instead of being forced with one. It doesn’t feel nice, you should be glad you’re able to make those choices for yourself.”

I purse my lips, both understanding and confused by her words. She’s acting like she doesn’t have a choice, but she does. Everyone does. She doesn’t have to stay with Patrick, even though leaving him would be hard. 

“You have a choice, Jo,” I say, careful with my words. “You’re just not choosing to take it.”

“What would you know?” she snaps, shocking me. “You think because of what you’ve lived through, that my situation is easy. It isn’t easy, it’s so far from it. I don’t get to just change my path, to just recreate my life. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Jo,” I say, but I can’t finish my sentence because I see movement down near the gate. Tatum waves up at us, and I give him a small wave in return. 

They’re going in. 

I still can’t see a third man, but Garrett was adamant that there are always three guards. That makes me feel a little uneasy, and I focus all my attention on what’s going down right now. I focus on Tanner, watching as he squats down in the bushes, aiming his gun through the fence at a man currently lighting a cigarette. My heart leaps into my throat, and I feel unwell, wondering what the hell is about to happen. I’m scared. I don’t like the unknown. 

“You watch Tanner and Ethan,” Jo says, her voice still hard, which makes my heart ache because we never argue, we never disagree. “I’ll keep an eye on Tatum and Garrett.”

“Okay,” I say softly, focusing on Ethan now. 

He’s in the bushland about five yards from the gate, crouching down, waiting to get into the compound as soon as the men are down. Tanner does a waving motion, I’m guessing to Tatum or Garrett, and then he focuses all his attention on the gun in his hands. 

Everything after that happens quite quickly, the sound of a gun being fired echoes through the trees, and within a second, the man smoking a cigarette is clawing at his neck, dropping to his knees and frantically trying to pull something out. Tanner hit him with efficiency, straight in the neck. Not even one minute passes and the man falls forward onto his hands, his body swaying as whatever drug is now moving through his system takes over. 

“Tanner hit one guy, he’s down,” I say to Jo.

“Tatum did, too. There isn’t a third man yet. Nobody has come out of the office. Garrett is still watching; I don’t know what he’s saying but they’re moving.”

Maybe there isn’t a third man today? That would make this really, really easy. 

I focus on Ethan and see him rushing toward the front gate, pulling a dark mask over his face so he becomes unrecognizable. He uses a bolt cutter to open cut the lock and then he’s inside the compound. Moments later, the three men have made their way around and are inside too, all of them covered. I know which one Tanner is, only because I haven’t taken my eyes off him. They move quickly from there, rushing over to the shipping containers. I can’t tell what they’re saying, but Garrett’s hands are flying around, pointing the office. 

Tanner moves toward it while the others keep speaking to each other quickly. 

Tanner disappears into the office and what seems like hours pass before he finally comes back out, even though it’s only been a matter of minutes. 

“I feel sick,” I say to Jo, my stomach churning, my whole body on high alert, full of anticipation as I watch. 

“I do, too.”

Tanner walks out of the office, and that’s when I catch movement at the side of the small office building. Someone else is in the compound. My heart feels like it launches into my throat as I see a man slowly creeping down the side of the building, a huge gun in his hands. He peers around at Tanner and raises the gun. 

He’s going to shoot him. 

The other men are far too busy to notice; they’re not close enough. 

“He’s going to shoot Tanner,” I say to Jo. “Oh, god. I’m calling out.”

“No,” Jo says, grabbing my arm. “If you call out, we’ll all be in danger.”

I jerk my arm out of her grips, my eyes frantically watching as the man brings the gun up and looks through the scope. No. I can’t let him hurt Tanner. I can’t. I’ll risk it. 

I stand, even when Jo yells at me not to. I raise my arms in the air and scream as loudly as I can, “Tanner! Behind you!”

Tanner jerks and his head slowly turns in my direction. All the other men stop talking and they turn, too. The guy with the gun moves quickly, his whole body swinging in my direction, the gun raising up, his eye still looking through the scope. I’m a distance away, but obviously not far enough. Jo screams and launches up, grabbing me around the waist at the same time the gunshot sounds out. 

Everything after that happens in slow motion. 

One minute I’m standing, the next something hard hits my shoulder. At first, it feels like a punch, shoving my whole body backward to the point I can’t stay on my feet. I hit the ground with Jo beneath me, and seconds seem to pass by, and I don’t feel anything. 

Then comes the pain. 

Like a burning hot poker being shoved through my body over and over again. 

I open my mouth and my screams can be heard echoing through the bushland. Blood soaks my shirt and the sounds of more gunshots can be heard in the distance. Jo is calling out, her voice frantic, but I can’t stop myself from rolling around screaming long enough to hear what she’s saying. 

I’ve never felt pain like this in my entire life. 

It’s so intense I can’t breathe. I can feel my entire body reacting to the pain, slowly becoming less and less in control. I can’t move my arms, I can’t get to my feet, I can’t stop the sounds being ripped from my throat. My stomach turns, my heart races, and every single inch of me feels like it’s being lit on fire. 

Then my breathing becomes labored. One breath gets a touch harder, and before I know it, all of them come out as short hard pants. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get the air into my lungs. As a result, my body feels strange, like slowly it’s starting to go numb. Jo’s screaming is drowned out by a white noise and my head feels light, airy even. 

Is that what it feels like to die?

Is this how Celia felt?

It’s kind of enjoyable. 

Comforting, even. 

I like it. 

Yeah. 

It’s nice.
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“CALLIE!”

Someone is shaking me. 

My eyes flutter open and my vision is blurred. I’m trying to focus, trying to pay attention, but the pain in my body is far too great. As I come to, it comes back with it. The scorching agony that is slowly consuming my body, little by little. I open my mouth and scream, my body arching backward, trying to thrash its way out of the fiery pits it feels like it’s being drowned in.

“Callie!”

Tanner’s voice seems distant. Like he’s not even close by. 

Yet I can feel his hands against my face. 

“Pull her up a little, Tanner, she’s goin’ to bleed out.”

Tatum?

Ethan?

I don’t know. 

“Gotta get her to a hospital, now!”

Someone again. 

I don’t know who. 

“Callie, need you stay with me. Do you hear me? Stay with me. Don’t close your eyes again. Don’t disappear. Please. Fuck.”

I look up through the pain and see Tanner looking down at me. I can feel his arms around me now, a gentle comfort in this agonizing time of need. 

“There you are,” he says, his voice thick, scared, horrified. “Keep lookin’ at me. We’re goin’ to get you help.”

“Tanner,” I croak. “You’re okay.”

“You saved me,” he murmurs, cupping my face. I can’t feel if his skin is warm or cold. “You saved my life. Don’t you fuckin’ die on me. Do you hear me? Don’t you die. I need you.”

That’s kind of nice. 

He needs me. 

“Celia,” I murmur, my eyes rolling. 

My head feels funny, almost like I’m really drunk and I want to go to sleep. Sleep. That would be nice, right now. 

“Callie!”

I close my eyes, and I can see her face again. This time, it’s like she’s standing right in front of me. Her blue eyes lock onto mine, and I gasp, reaching my fingertips out, but no matter how close we are, I can’t seem to touch her. 

“Celia?” I say, my voice cracking as I try to take a step towards her, but I can’t. She looks afraid, like she wants someone to help her, only nobody is there. 

“Help,” she whispers, her voice soft and singsong like. Almost as if an angel is in the room. “Help me, Callie.”

“I’m trying to,” I cry out, trying to reach for her again, but my fingers just can’t seem to find her. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Help me.”

“Just turn around,” I cry to her as she gives me the same smile she gave me the night her life was so cruelly wiped out. That smile that tells me she’s sorry, that she wishes it could be different. “Turn around and go home. Tell your family what happened. They’ll help you. They can fix this! It’s not too late, Celia.”

“Help,” she croaks. 

“I’m trying,” I scream, thrashing my head from side to side. “I’m trying to help you, Celia. Please, just listen to me. Please.”

“Callie,” she whispers, her voice fading off. “Callie!”

“Celia!” I yell wildly. 

“Callie!”

My eyes pop open and someone is holding onto me, big arms wrapped around my body. I can feel the bumps and hear the sound of a truck moving, and I realize we’re not in the bushland anymore, we’re driving. I try to focus on what’s happening around me, but all I can hear is Tanner’s voice saying “Callie,” over and over again. 

I’m finally able to focus, and I can see him looking down at me, his eyes concerned. I’m lying with my head on his lap, Jo sitting on the other side holding the other half of my body close. I glance over and see Tatum is driving, and Ethan is sitting in the front passenger seat, Garrett no doubt following behind in his truck. 

How did we get into the truck? I remember nothing of it. 

The pain in my shoulder is still intense, a low thud that is constant, radiating through my body without ease. I whine in pain and look up at Tanner, who is stroking the damp hair from my forehead. 

“It hurts,” I croak. 

“I know, baby. I know it does. We’re nearly at the hospital.”

The hospital?

What about the plan?

All this for nothing?

“What about Chase?” I whisper, closing my eyes and taking a deep breath through my nose as the pain makes me dizzy. 

“Don’t worry about Chase,” Jo says, stroking my leg. “You just worry about staying with us, do you understand me?”

I reach a hand out, crying out in pain, and curl it around hers. She squeezes, and I hear a soft sob come from her. She’s scared. Of course she’s scared. She just watched her best friend get shot. I’d be a damned mess. 

“I’m okay,” I manage, my voice tight. “I’m in pain but I’m okay. You have to get Chase out.”

“Your life is worth more,” Tanner says, his voice hard as he glances over at Tatum, who is saying nothing. 

“No,” I whisper, looking up at him. “No, it isn’t. Please, you have to go and get him out. I need you to do that, please, Tanner. He doesn’t deserve to die because of me. Please, go and get him out.”

“I’m not leavin’ you,” Tanner murmurs, his eyes so full of emotion it cuts me to my core. “I won’t fuckin’ leave you.”

“This is important to me,” I whisper, moaning in pain and trying to shift away from it. “It’s important. Please.”

“I’ll stay with her,” Ethan says from the front. “Every second until you return. I’ll make sure she gets the medical care she needs.”

I can’t see his face, but my eyes burn with unshed tears at my friend, a friend I haven’t been kind enough to in the last week. A friend that has shown his loyalty to me, throughout everything. He hasn’t given up, not once, even when giving up would have been easier. 

“Jo, please,” I beg my friend. “Do this, finish this. Get Chase out. Let’s close this door once and for all.”

Jo must look over to Tatum, because she asks, “Do we still have time?”

“Yes,” Tatum says, his voice more emotional than I would have guessed. This means something to him. Of course it does, it’s his family. Chase might have a lot of answering to do, and owe everyone a lot, but it’s still his brother. I’d do the same for Jo. Even if she screwed up, even if she made a huge mistake, I’d do the same. 

“Tanner?” I whisper again, meeting his eyes. 

“I don’t want to fuckin’ leave you, I’ll stay with you and Ethan can go.”

“No,” I croak, grabbing his head. “No, you have to be the one to go. You deserve this as much as anyone. You need to do this, for yourself, but also for Celia. I know you need it.”

“What I fuckin’ need is you,” he says, his voice tight. “Do you understand me?”

“Then come back to me.” I smile weakly. “But first, you go and you make them wish they never laid hands on her. Give her the rest she deserves. Give your heart the healing it so desperately seeks. Give me a reason to breathe again. Please.”

He closes his eyes for a moment, taking a deep shaky breath, then looks to Ethan. “You don’t leave her side, no matter what.”

“I haven’t left it yet,” Ethan says. 

My beautiful friend. 

“Okay,” Tanner agrees. “Okay, we’ll do it.”

Thank god. 

They’re going to do it. 

For Celia. 

She deserves that much. 

~*~*~*~
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“YOU’RE AFRAID,” ETHAN says, his voice soft and low. 

I glance over at him from my hospital bed. It has been three hours. Three long hours since they dropped us off at the emergency department and went to finish things once and for all. The doctors put me under for just over an hour and removed the bullet, which was still lodged in my shoulder. They said I was lucky not to have any more damage. They also said I had to speak to the police about how I got shot. 

I told them a friend of mine had gone missing and the drug runners had him. I went to try and get him back and got shot. It worked out well for us, mostly because it looks even worse for the guys in the house because not only are they going to be done for kidnapping and running drugs and guns, but for shooting an innocent woman. Ethan gave them the address, and they are going to be raiding the house where Chase is being held in a matter of minutes. 

I’m nervous and afraid. 

I’m still in recovery; I have to be in here to be monitored for another hour or so. They were worried about the blood loss and wanted to make sure I was on the up and up. Ethan is sitting with me, after a long argument from me about how I didn’t want him to leave my side. They agreed and he has been by my side ever since, just like he promised Tanner. 

I can’t take my mind off Tanner. 

I can’t stop thinking about him. 

“Callie?” Ethan says when I don’t answer. 

“Do you think they’re going to be okay, Ethan?” I croak, my voice shaking. 

I’m on some seriously good pain medication, and it has been hard for me to keep my eyes open, but the idea of going to sleep and missing a single thing isn’t something I’m willing to do right now. 

“Hey,” Ethan says, reaching over and taking my hand. I look over at him, studying his handsome face, and it only makes me feel even more hurt inside. “It’s going to be okay, do you hear me? Tanner is tough, so is Jo and the other two. They know what they’re doing.”

“What if it goes wrong? What if something happens and they don’t make it back? I can’t live with that. I can’t let that be how this story ends.”

“It’s not goin’ to be how this story ends, I promise you that.”

I swallow and glance up at the ceiling. 

“Ethan?” I whisper. 

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I’ve treated you so badly in the last few weeks. You didn’t deserve that. I was just so hurt, and so angry. You really were my shining light when I was away, and I couldn’t have done it without you. The thought of that not being real, it really bothered me.”

Ethan is silent for a moment; he’s still holding my hand and his thumb strokes over my skin. “You know,” he says, his voice low and gentle, “it was real. I should have told you what Tanner and the others had planned when you got out, but I was torn. My loyalty was torn. I didn’t think they’d hurt you, and if they had, I would have made it stop. The thing was, the rest of it was real. I did protect you. Our friendship was real. I used to look forward to coming to work so I could hang out with you, Callie.”

I close my eyes and take a deep, shaky breath. 

“I fucked up,” he goes on. “I know that. I shouldn’t have kept it from you. I should have been honest, and I wasn’t. I look back now and it seems so obvious what the right thing was, but at the time I was truly torn. Tanner and his family, they saved my ass so many times. I owed them so much ...”

“What happened to you, Ethan?” I ask, opening my eyes and looking over at him. 

He smiles, but it’s weak and a little broken. “I was raised in foster homes. I lost my parents when I was only young. My mother died of cancer and my father killed himself. It left me ... broken. I went from home to home and eventually I was put with a family that lived just by the Yates family. I befriended them right away, Tanner mostly, of course, but they all took me in. Tanner’s mom used to make me school lunches when my foster family forgot and send them to school so I didn’t get hungry. After school, she would always make sure I was fed before I went home.”

I swallow the thick lump in my throat and keep listening. 

“My foster family was messed up. You know, I’ve wondered so many times over the years how people like that can even pass in the system. How they can be considered capable of looking after a child that has no family. Half of them are bigger monsters than the families they are taking the kids from. It’s a cruel system, unfair and weak. Those kids need someone to be there for them, not someone to make it worse.”

“Your foster family was cruel?” I ask. 

“My foster mother, Tayce, was a drunk, and my foster father, Frederick, was high on every drug you could imagine. They were abusive. I had a foster sister, Bay, and she suffered bad, too.”

“What happened to her?”

“I don’t know.” Ethan shrugs, frowning. “She got moved after I left home. I was going to let her come live with me, but when I went back to get her, she had been relocated. They wouldn’t tell me where. As I said, the system is misguided and poor.”

“Did Tayce and Frederick ever ... hurt you?”

Ethan nods. “More than once. Which is why I loved going to the Yates’ place. They always cleaned my wounds, and fed me, and helped me with my homework. They were my family. They still are. Which is why it was so hard for me to turn my back on them. But then I had you and ...”

“I get it,” I say, and I mean it, I really do. “I would kill for a family like that, and if I had one, I’d probably have done the same thing.”

“As soon as I knew who you really were and the kind of person you were, I stopped, Callie. I told Tanner I wouldn’t do it, and we had a falling out.”

I squeeze his hand. “Do you miss him?”

“Tanner?”

“Yeah.”

Ethan goes quiet, and then says, “Every fuckin’ day.”

“You should fix things with him,” I say.

“It’s too late for that. He hates me for not having his back. Hates me for not being on his side.”

“That was when he didn’t know the truth. He does now. You should try and piece your family back together.”

“You and him are a thing now?”

I purse my lips and then shrug. “I think so. It’s hard to tell, with everything the way it is. I know I care about him. I know that even after everything, he matters to me.”

“You matter to him, too. I’ve seen Tanner with people a lot, but I’ve never seen him the way he was with you today. He was scared, I could see the love in his eyes. You changed something in him, something he lost when Celia died. You’re healing him. He deserves that.”

“Did he have a hard time growing up, too?” I ask. 

Ethan shakes his head. “No, they were the perfect family. Loving mom, strong father. They used to play games and laugh. Which is why I think it hit them so hard when his father had an affair. It changed everything in that house. Gone was the laughter and fun. Their mom was down, sad, and angry. Their father was distant. Tanner was angry and got into a lot of fights and a lot of trouble, Andrea moved out, and Celia was left alone. She lived with the most of it, the stuff they didn’t see, and I guess it was worse than we all knew because she didn’t tell anyone what happened to her.”

“Were you and she close?” 

Ethan smiles, remembering his friend. “She was the little sister everyone liked. She never got into trouble, she was always happy and smiling. She was sunshine. She really was. She could make the darkest days bright. Which is why it was so hard when we were told you had said she killed herself. Nobody believed it, because Celia was always the light. But if we’re being honest with ourselves, we were all in our own world just before she died, and we didn’t pay enough attention to her. If we had, we might have seen how much she had changed.”

“She was living through hell alone,” I whisper. 

“Yeah,” Ethan says softly. “She was.”

I look over at him, and give him a weak smile before saying, “Ethan?”

“Mmm?”

“For whatever it’s all worth, I’m glad I had you. I’m happy you’re my friend. I hope you know that you made my life so much easier in there.”

He stands, leaning over and pressing a kiss to my forehead. “You’re welcome. Now get some rest.”

“I don’t think I can sleep. If Tanner ...”

“If Tanner comes back, I’ll wake you. Get some rest, you’ve been through a lot.”

“Okay,” I whisper, yawning. I’m exhausted. No doubt about it. 

“Sleep tight, Callie.”

Ethan holds my hand until I fall asleep, his warm fingers curled around mine. 

Everything is nearly perfect finally. 

Nearly. 

We just have to get through this. 

One more thing.
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“HEY,” A HUSKY MALE voice murmurs, and a warm set of lips brushes across my forehead. 

My eyes flutter open, and it takes me a moment to focus and see Tanner leaning over me. His face is dirty, but he looks safe. He’s here. He’s alive. I make a happy sound in my throat and throw my good arm around his neck, pulling him down to me. His big body comes down over mine, gently, of course, and he wraps his arms around me. He smells like dirt, and gun powder, and possibly blood, but I try to ignore that. 

“You’re here,” I whisper. “You came back.”

“I came back,” he says, pulling back and cupping my face in his palm. “Are you okay?”

I nod. “I’m okay.”

“I couldn’t stop fuckin’ thinkin’ about you. Felt like there was a knife in my stomach the whole time we were in there. Wonderin’ if you were okay, if you were goin’ to make it. Doctor told me they pulled the bullet out. You did good, babe.”

I smile, and then glance behind him. No Jo. No Tatum. No Garrett. No Chase.

“Where are they? Did something happen? Is everyone okay?”

Tanner glances over at Ethan, who is asleep, his head dropped forward. He looks back at me and sits on the edge of the bed. “It was intense, to say the least. They figured out who Jo was, I guess they had more knowledge than we thought. When we realized she wasn’t comin’ back out, we had to go in. It was fuckin’ horrible, but the cops showed up only minutes later and took the joint down. Arrested all of them. Few people got shot, but we managed to get out fine. Had to make a statement before I could come here.”

“And Chase?” I ask, my eyes wide. 

“Got him, too. He’s with Tatum, they’re on their way here. Garrett and I had to make a few stops, sort a few things out, and then we said we would meet them back here. Thought they would be here before me, but they must have stopped, too.”

I nod, reaching for his hand and curling my tiny fingers around his big palm. “Was anyone hurt?”

“Jo got pushed around a bit, hit a couple of times, nothing major. She’s okay. Bit shaken up, but okay. She managed to plant what she needed to plant before they figured out who she was. Brave girl that friend of yours, couldn’t have done it without her.”

“She really is.” I smile, feeling a rush of warmth when I think about my best friend. 

“We didn’t leave her in there long, had a gut feeling they figured it out. Must have got suspicious when she randomly came in, not too sure what tipped them off, but we got to her before they could do too much damage.”

“Did you ... shoot anyone?”

Tanner shakes his head. “Tatum did, but nobody can prove it was him, there was too much gunfire when the cops came in, think he got away with it.”

“Will you get into trouble?”

Tanner shrugs. “No idea. Unless the cops get suspicious that we planted the goods there, then no. We gave them the information, told them we were tryin’ to get our friend, we brought a huge fuckin’ operation down. If anything, they owe us.”

Good point. 

“I’m so glad everyone is okay; I was so worried.”

Tanner glances at Ethan, then says, “He stay with you?”

I look over at my friend and smile. “Didn’t leave my side. He’s good to me, Tanner. I know he means something to you, too. You should put the past behind you and mend fences. It would mean a lot to him.”

Tanner nods, his eyes seemingly distant, and then he murmurs, “Yeah, maybe.”

He looks back down to me and leans forward, brushing his lips across mine. I take it, relishing in how good it feels for a moment. “Was so scared,” he says against my neck as he nestles down, holding me close. “For a fuckin’ minute there, I thought you were gone. Made me realize what I did to you, Callie ...”

“Is in the past,” I say, tipping my head to the side and breathing him in. “It’s done. It can’t be undone.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.”

“I want to move forward, with you, clean slate.”

“Me, too,” I whisper. 

“Thank fuck for that.”

He releases me and stands. “I’m goin’ to find a shower, and then I’m comin’ back to stay with you until you get out of here, understand?”

I smile, nodding. “Understood.”

“I’ll be back soon.”

He disappears and, while he’s gone, Ethan wakes and goes and gets some dinner. I eat the food the nurses bring me and wait for the doctor to come and check on me. They’re happy with my progress and finally move me to a ward where I’m put up in a far more comfortable bed. I have a sponge bath, get changed, and am just getting comfortable when Tanner returns. He’s clean now, his hair still damp from a shower, his clothes fresh. 

There is a look on his face, though. 

A look that bothers me. 

He glances around the room, and his eyes narrow. 

“You’re back,” I say once the nurse leaves the room. “Is everything okay?”

“They’re not here with you?”

“Jo and Tatum?”

He nods. 

“No, they haven’t come in.”

Tanner pulls out his phone and dials, listening for a few seconds and then hanging up. He tries again. Then shoves his phone into his pocket just as Ethan walks into the room, clean as well. Tanner turns around, facing him. “Have you seen them?”

“Who?” Ethan asks. 

“Jo, Tatum, and Chase?”

Ethan shakes his head, “No.”

“What’s going on, Tanner?” I ask, my heart suddenly jerking into a race of its own. 

“They should be here. Went to the motel, nobody has been there. Called them, all their phones are off. I don’t know where they are.”

Oh, god. 

“Maybe they stopped for dinner?” I ask, my voice shaky. 

It’s shaky because I know they wouldn’t turn their phones off to have dinner. I also know Jo wouldn’t stay away from me a second longer than she had to. 

Something is wrong. 

Something is very fucking wrong. 

“No. They were coming straight back here.”

“Maybe they turned Chase in?” Ethan asks. 

“Tatum would have told me, and he isn’t about to turn his brother in,” Tanner murmurs, running his hands through his hair. 

“Tanner?” I whisper. “What does this mean?”

“It means something went wrong, Callie,” he tells me, his eyes meeting mine. “It means they’re gone.”

Gone?

Gone where?

TO BE CONTINUED....

I promise I won’t make you wait long for the third and final book in the Edge Of Retaliation Series!! Thank you so much for your support!

Bella xx
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