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      For Jack, our beloved black Labrador, who at just over fourteen years old, crossed the Rainbow Bridge in September this year. He was the best “good boy” a family could ever have and losing him leaves a huge hole in our house, and in our hearts.

      He was our daughter’s dog as she grew up, a friend through her worries and fears, and the photo of him with Briony outside the garage door is the best photo of all. He understood autism in a way that amazed us, and was unflinchingly patient with Matt. Losing a pet as loved as Jack is never a good thing, but he taught us patience, and love. And he was so very soft to stroke, he had velvety ears and I loved touching them whenever he put his head on my lap.

      He will forever be immortalized as “Cap” in the Single Dads series and has inspired every single dog I have written in my novels.

      Thank you, Jack, for the love and devotion you gave to us.

      We miss you.
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      For my editor, cover artist, beta and proofers - my small army of amazing people who help me not look so stupid.

      And always for my family
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      I wish I could stop thinking about Jason Banks.

      I was up here in my meditation spot to settle my mind, but it was Jason’s face that stood front and center in my thoughts. It didn’t even help that getting up here to the top of the hill had been freaking exhausting. It used to be a matter of running for a few minutes, but as I had my leg in plaster, it had taken me a good half-hour just to get this far.

      I pulled out a bowl and water for Cap, with another bottle for me, and stretched my heated muscles, wincing in pain, and wishing the cast I had from mid-thigh down was gone and that I wasn’t worried about where the hell Jason was, or what the hell he was doing.

      I’d seen something in him, thought he could do better than being one of the bad guys, and all I wanted to do was find him now.

      “You’re an idiot,” I said to myself, Cap sitting next to me and nudging my good leg. He looked up at me in expectation probably thinking that I was talking to him. So I scratched behind his ears and attempted to chill.

      From there, I could see the sparkling water of our swimming pool, as well as Gina doing yoga in her back yard. Which reminded me, I needed to get Eric back for the whole tuna-casserole-not-even-on-a-special-day thing, and I filed that away for later. Given he was spending so much time away from home right now, what with fighting some of the worst fires we’d seen since Paradise, it’d be difficult to slot that in. But as soon as he was home safe, I’d manage it. I didn’t doubt he’d make it home okay, because positivity helped, and there was no way I was going to fixate on what might happen to him.

      I could see the main road that snaked into the canyon where I lived, and my house looked smaller from up here, but the water of the pool was still visible, and it was on that that I focused for a moment, before I clambered down to sit on the tiny blanket I always took with me in my backpack. Then I concentrated on my family and friends, and the worst of it all, the Cali fires that had taken Eric away from us again.

      There was no evidence of smoke on the horizon from the fires that raged up in San Bernardino over one hundred miles away, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t imagine they were there. I sent up a quick prayer for Eric, knowing he was up in the hills fighting that town destroying monster. He’d been gone four days now; I doubted I’d see much of him for a few weeks with everyone on call, and I worried about him daily or hourly, now that I didn’t even have work to distract me.

      Cap laid next to me, his nose on his paws, panting softly, and this was how things went when we were out for a run, and even though this was more of an awkward crutch-walk, Cap knew the routine completely. Stop, drink, think. And for me, pray.

      I murmured words I’d memorized as a kid in my new home that felt familiar on my tongue and eased me into thinking about why I was up here in the first place.

      Today, I feared for Eric, but I it wasn’t just that. I had too many demons haunting me for Eric’s safety to be all I prayed about.

      For the first time in a long time, I’d had no one to bring the things I’d seen home to. Eric was on duty right now, but he was spending more and more time at Brady’s place anyway, particularly since they’d gotten engaged a few weeks back. And as for Sean, he was working long hours, and anyway, he had Ash and Mia in his life. The three of us did sometimes meet each other when we needed it most, but in this last month, for one reason or another, there’d been no one, and then I’d broken my leg, and I guess no one would think I needed them right now.

      I could tell God about the nightmares I carried inside me; that was how it went, but up until now, I’d kept my anger to myself. This morning I was saving every thought I had for Eric in the fire zone. Keeping the pain in my heart unspoken was an easy thing to do. I trusted that God could see into my soul, but why would he want to look into mine, I don’t know. I wasn’t anything special, just a broken kid who’d been given a wonderful second chance but who couldn’t forget where his life had begun.

      And then there was Jason’s face in my thoughts again. The ex con who’d saved Eric’s life had been released from prison, and vanished from my radar, and I didn’t like it one little bit.

      “Where did you go?” I asked the sky, but got nothing back at all.

      Cap rolled onto his back, dislodging my grip, and panting. The sun was higher now, and the shade from the trees was lessening.

      He knew it was time to go and I knew it was time to go. So, even though I didn’t feel much better mentally than before my prayer, I scrambled to stand, balancing awkwardly on one crutch and my good leg. I collected the bowl, the water bottles, and the blanket, shoving it all into my backpack and then stood quietly for a moment. The vista of La Jolla laid out before me, the love I found in family and friends, I was thankful for all of it, and I sent up one last part to my prayer.

      “Please keep my family and friends safe,” I added in a whisper. “Amen.”

      After a short pause, Cap and I headed back down to the house, him darting in and around me, vanishing back up the hill then coming back to me with a stick so big it nearly toppled him. I narrowly avoided being knocked down but managed to swap the stick for his beloved Frisbee, and he danced all around me until I threw it, barking with utter joy.

      Answering calls from my siblings while still on my morning walk had become a thing, it seemed. Why did they appear to time it like that I didn’t know, but I had a suspicion they’d planted a tracker on me somehow, and as soon as I put on Cap’s leash and headed for the hills, that was when they called. It was easier to ignore them when I was running the course I’d created, but now I was using crutches and walking I couldn’t even use that as an excuse.

      “What now?” I answered with affection because I didn’t mind the calls, I just pretended I did; it was a sibling thing.

      “That’s no way to answer the phone, Turt.”

      “Fuck you, Pot.”

      My younger brother sniggered. Changing my name from what it was, Leo, all the way up to Leonardo, and then making a Ninja Turtle reference, and finally just to Turt, had been his way of fitting in when our parents had first brought him home.

      Unfortunately, it had stuck, even though I was a grown-up now, and Reid was a cop the same as me, with a wife and two children. Pot was short for Reid-apottamus, Turt was short for Turtle, and that was it. We’d become Turt and Pot, and it was an affectionate thing that I loved. Only I’d never tell him that because he’d use it to a conniving advantage. The four Byrne siblings carried their stupid nicknames with pride—Pot, Turt, Jax-man, and Loner—and using them often left those outside the circle bemused.

      “How’s the leg? Still broken?” He snorted at his joke.

      “It’s been two weeks, so yeah, it’s still broken, thank you.” Broken, courtesy of a perp who had decided climbing a roof was a good way to get away from my idiot of a partner, which necessitated me following the perp onto said roof, and then falling. One mid-high break in my tibia later and I had a cast from mid-thigh down, which itched like a bitch. I was forced to use up all my sick leave, and I wasn’t even being allowed back on desk duty. Fuckers.

      “Ouch,” Reid tried for concern, but even though he was my brother and I knew he cared, there was clearly something else he wanted to talk about.

      “Thought I’d let you know I’m going to paint Mama’s room.”

      “Okay, and?”

      “She wants it done, and I need to ask her to babysit for a long weekend in the new year.”

      “She’d babysit anyway.”

      “I just want to butter her up, and I wanted you to know in case Jax talks to you.”

      I snorted at that. Mama would see right through his offer to paint the rooms and why would Jax want to talk to me about it? “Wait, I thought we agreed that Jax was the chief painter of Mom’s house?”

      Reid let out a derisive snort, “He’s busy. Doing what, I don’t know.”

      “Probably running his renovations business and making it even more successful than it already is?” I deadpanned.

      “Whatever, he’s an asshole.”

      “You’re just pissed off because Toronto beat the Clippers last weekend.”

      Jax and Reid had a healthy sibling rivalry over basketball teams, and I didn’t get involved, as I was more of a hockey fan.

      “What kind of asshole supports a Canadian team when we have a perfectly good team not far from here we can root for?”

      “You’re forgetting Jax is Canadian,” I reminded him, for what must’ve been the hundredth time.

      “Whatever, later.”

      “Later.”

      As soon as I managed to make it home, cursing my leg, and life in general, I refilled Cap’s water bowl, and he lay flat out in the shade near the AC unit. Then I headed up for a shower, which was an awkward mess in itself, what with wrapping everything in plastic and trying to balance while doing it.

      Sean had told me not to push it, but I’d be damned if I was sitting around and doing nothing, so after the shower, I wondered what I could do next. Gardening? Christmas shopping… given it was getting closer to the big day? I’d filled my days so far looking for Jason, thinking about what he was doing, wondering how I could help him, contemplating the kiss we’d shared, and the way I’d shoved him away.

      Yeah, none of it would leave my brain because I had too much time on my hands.

      Coffee on, standing in my cool kitchen, I stared out the window at the front of my house, down past the paved front yard to next door where Sean had moved when he’d married Asher.

      I wished I could shake the feelings of discontent gripping me as I leaned on the counter, all alone in this big house. I wished I could go and visit next door. I had this desperate urge to take Mia to the park. That always helped when melancholy loneliness hit me, but I knew Sean, Asher, and Mia wouldn’t be back for an hour or two; some meeting in LA for the adoption they were researching, so there went that idea. They would provide such a good home for a child in need, or children, and I’d already done my bit, writing a statement on the kind of men they were, and now I had to back off while they went through the process.

      I was a man of action, the one who organized, cajoled, sorted, and sitting on my hands where the potential adoption was concerned was killing me. Not to mention my other friend being up where the fires were only just getting under control.

      A hummingbird flittered past the window, and I let out a heartfelt sigh as it hovered by a bush, dashing back and forth every so often, and then darting over to next door. I followed its trajectory, and couldn’t help but smile; there was something about the tiny birds that fascinated me and infuriated Cap. He was yet to catch one, and never would, they were too fast, too wily, and he was never going to win the game of tag when he considered hiding behind a small bush was good enough camouflage not to be seen—idiot dog.

      A flash of color caught my attention, scarlet against the wood of Ash’s porch, and I leaned awkwardly over the sink to get a better look. There was movement, someone standing there, and for a second, I thought it was Ash, and I felt lighter. They were home! I could go visit and make my pitifully lonely day infinitely better with a Mia-hug. Even if she did call me Fido, which was Eric’s fault, the asshole. The figure moved again, and I couldn’t quite see, but I knew enough to see it wasn’t my friends, or Mia, or anyone I recognized. Maybe it was a neighbor? Was I ready to face the possibility of a random tuna bake delivery from Gina-the-vampy-cougar just to see another person right now?

      Hell yes, this was another human and someone who might want to talk to me.

      “Wanna go for another walk?” I asked Cap, who went straight to the door, nosing at the leash which hung there. He’d go for a hundred walks a day if he could’ve. I clipped it to his collar, then grabbed keys and my crutch and headed outside, straight across my yard and over to Ash and Sean’s.

      I could see a man there, broad-shouldered, dressed in jeans and a bright red T-shirt, and from this vague sideways view, I could see he was carrying something heavy.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, and he turned to face me. I recognized him immediately, the same man I’d spent the time since my accident obsessing over and trying to find—Jason freaking Banks.

      “Jason?”

      He was standing in front of me, a child in his arms. He had a scruffy beard, blood matted from a cut on his lip, his left eye swelling, and his T-shirt ripped. He was motionless, blue eyes wide, staring at me as if I was going to arrest him. Christ, he was a mess, and desperate. I’d seen that look, too many times to ignore it.

      “Jason?” I repeated when he didn’t answer.

      He snapped back to stare at me, his gaze wary. Years of training kicked in, and I was careful not to move closer because I’d seen this kind of wide-eyed fear and bewilderment before. Jason was haggard, holding the girl tight, and poised to run.

      “Help us, please.”
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      My words tumbled out in a breathless run-on sentence. Help us, please. “I need Eric.”

      “Eric’s not here⁠—”

      “But, I knocked next door at the address he gave me,” I blurted, and then lowered my tone when Daisy whimpered. “No one answered.”

      Leo held up his hand in a gesture that I guess was meant to calm me. “Yeah, that’s my place, I was out, and I get that⁠—”

      “And there was no answer, so I came here, because I know he has friends next door⁠—”

      “—he doesn’t live here anymore,” Leo finished.

      “Where has he gone?” I moved back just one step, but he moved forward just as far, and I found myself with my back to a large bush. I wasn’t trapped, but panic fluttered in my chest like the hummingbird. The last person I wanted to see was Leo.

      “Are you okay? Can I help?” he asked me.

      “No.” I leaned left to pivot away and leave, but I stumbled, and he immediately reached out to steady me, and I shrugged him off.

      “I’m calling 911,” he announced and reached into his pocket for his phone, pulling it out and wincing as I lurched forward, off-balance, and knocked it out of his hand.

      “No! No cops!”

      He stared me down, but I returned his gaze as steadily as I could manage even as he analyzed me. I must have looked like a wild man, with cuts and bruises; I was an ex-con, and I was holding a small child.

      “Wanna Daddy,” Daisy murmured as if she’d woken from a dream, and that was a random snippet from it. Then, just as quickly, reality must have hit her again, and she began to sob.

      “No 911,” he stooped to pick up his phone, and this time I made no move to stop him because I had to trust him. I had no one else left. “Why don’t you tell me why you don’t want me to call 911?” he asked as he pocketed his cell.

      “No.”

      “Is it because of a call to look out for you, Jason? Where have you been? Who is the child? Is someone missing her? Her parents?”

      “No. Of course not. I’m… it’s me… no…just me and Daisy.”

      “Who is she? Daisy, is that her name?” he asked, pushing his questions out staccato sharp. “Where’s her mom?”

      Grief gripped me, and for a moment, I closed my eyes. “I’m her dad,” I insisted. “She’s my daughter. Her mom is…” I pressed a kiss to Daisy’s head and lowered my voice, “she’s in the hospital right now, and all I need is someone to…” help me.

      “Let me call someone,” Leo insisted, and there wasn’t much I could do if he decided to call this in, but I shifted Daisy in my arms and then shook my head.

      “Please. No.” I’d done my part in all of this, and now I had Daisy to consider. With her mom in the hospital, I was her only family, and I needed to get her somewhere safe.

      Eric had said he’d help, and he was with a man who had kids, he’d told me he owed me, and I wanted him to take Daisy, give her a home until I could sort everything out.

      But he wasn’t here, and I didn’t know what to do next.

      “Is Daisy hurt?” Leo asked.

      “No, fu—she’s okay, tired, I don’t know, I’m all…” My words slurred together, and I coughed again, my throat raw. How the hell I was standing, I didn’t know. I’d been running for two days, with no sleep, no food, and adrenalin coursing through me.

      “She’s upset.” He looked at Daisy, who was crying quietly against my shoulder, exhausted and overwhelmed by everything. She’d remained awake as long as she could, holding my hand for reassurance, but when we were half an hour from here, she’d lost her fight with sleep. I didn’t want her to cry; I wanted her to laugh and live and have everything I couldn’t have.

      “I know she’s crying, but I can’t… I don’t…”

      Leo glanced at me, and I could see the shocked concern in his gaze, then he tightened his hold on the Labrador’s leash as it tugged toward a hummingbird in the bush. The day was warm, the sky blue, the buzzing of insects and birds filled my head, but time stood still as he stared at me, with obvious wariness and accusation in his expression.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said, “what happened, Jason?”

      “Daisy is okay.” I couldn’t get past the fact that he needed to know that she was okay, and then maybe he would stop looking at me as if I was a murderer.

      “That’s good.” He used the tone that cops only use when they’re trying to calm someone down. “But you’re bleeding. Let me put Cap inside, and then I can drive both of you to the emergency room.”

      I scratched my neck, scarlet on my fingers from a cut that refused to close, the itching had been driving me insane at one point, but now it just bled. I stared at my hand and the blood dispassionately before wiping the red on my jeans. Something was wrong in my head; I couldn’t feel pain anymore, just the anxiety flooding me with acid that burned.

      “I need Eric,” I repeated. Eric would help me; he said he would.

      “But you’ve got me,” Leo said.

      Great. I wanted a man whose life I’d saved, who said he owed me and would do anything I wanted to help me when I got out. But what did I have instead? A cop who was dangerously close, telling me that he wanted to take me to an emergency room. That couldn’t happen.

      “I have to go,” I blurted and stepped back and away.

      “Wait, we can call Eric if that is who you want.”

      “It’s okay. We’re fine.”

      “You asked for help; I can help. Eric is my best friend, and he would want me to help you. Jason?”

      I stopped walking and waited for him to continue.

      “You can trust me,” he said.

      Trust was in short supply. I’d trusted Rainbow to look after our daughter and not give in to drugs. I’d trusted the Feds, and still, Billy had found Daisy and me. I didn’t know who I could trust right now, and Billy had said he’d always find me, and unless I gave him money then next time it would be Daisy that he hurt.

      So, yeah, I wasn’t ready to trust the cop who had kissed me at the same time he told me he shouldn’t be kissing me at all. Fuck him and the horse he rode in on.

      I wanted to cry like Daisy, exhaustion pushing me over the edge. “I just need Daisy to…” be able to sleep somewhere, safe, and with a future that meant something with a family who loved her. I stopped talking again. The painful silence with Leo staring at me made everything a million times worse.

      “What do you need for Daisy?” Leo had taken a step toward me.

      I tightened my hold on Daisy, who had stopped crying and was now hiccupping against my neck. “I have to go. We’re okay.”

      “Just come in for a few minutes, you can get cleaned up, let me get you Band-Aids, something to drink and eat at least.”

      The thought of water, or maybe some food, and anything to stop my neck from bleeding, and somewhere safe to sit with Daisy for a moment, sounded wonderful, the noise of it drowning out my instinct not to trust.

      I had to believe that even if Eric wasn’t here, maybe Leo was right. He was Eric’s best friend, had specifically sat next to me in the hospital and held my hand when I was in pain, then thanked me and told me he owed me as much as Eric did. Back then, in the days after the fire, I’d never wanted him to leave, an attraction between us that transcended the fact he was a cop, and I was nothing. Asking him to stay in the room had been impossible, and sometimes I’d pretended to be asleep just so I wouldn’t get carried away with all the possibilities in my head.

      At the event where I’d been awarded a medal for bravery when he’d followed me into the bathroom, he told me he’d do anything I needed so I could get out of jail early. We argued so hard, and he was all up in my face telling me he could fix things. For a brief moment, I wanted him to help me, but I had to tell him no. He’d kissed me so I’d stop talking and when he stood back, I saw the disgust on his face. Not at me, no, he came back for another kiss.

      And I’d kissed him back.

      He’d been upset with himself, lowering himself to my level, kissing one of the bad guys, and I knew I was right when he shook his head. What am I doing? He’d said that to the empty room, and left before I could talk anymore.

      I hadn’t wanted him interfering anyway.

      “No hospital.” My words slurred with exhaustion and pain, and I had to have that final wall there. A wall he’d promised not to push through. Leo was dangerous to my safety, and to Daisy, and I needed him to tell me he’d do what I asked.

      “No hospital,” he agreed, and then he supported my weight, and somehow, we made it into what used to be Eric’s house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            Leo

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything I was as a cop and a human was at war.

      No hospital? Why in God’s name had I agreed to that?

      I was thinking Amber alert, a mugging, a kidnapping, drugs, guns, hell, I was running every possible scenario through my head. I had compassion for a man who’d seemed like he might be one of the good guys after prison and was somehow in my neighborhood, clearly having been beaten up. Was this a custody battle? I’d seen this before, kids used as pawns, or fought over in bloody marital battles, or kidnapped. Kids terrified they’ll lose a parent, scared to think they might never see their mom or dad again.

      But she’s sleeping in his arms.

      I saw the way he was holding the girl, Daisy, but there was guilt and a flash of panic in his eyes. Years of pain and fear inside me fought to the surface, and I had to fight my instinct to grab the child and protect her. I needed to connect with him, talk him off the edge, and so far, it was all going to shit. Forget it’s Jason and focus on what you know best. Is there an Amber alert out for her? What had he done? What was he running from? Why did he need Eric?

      Jason had never been far from my thoughts, not just because of his case, but because, despite my best intentions, I was attracted to him. When I’d met him in the hospital, he’d been stoic most of the time, and at the award event after he’d seemed cautious but calm, with ambition and confidence in his eyes. It was this intense hope in him that I’d been attracted to, and the reason I’d taken my chance and kissed him in the bathroom at the firehouse. It had been a vow of sorts, that one day I’d find him, and together we could work through this weird-ass cop/con thing we had buzzing between us.

      That kiss had never left my thoughts, the irony of me lusting after a convict was something that didn’t sit right with me, but the kiss had been as explosive as it had been gentle, and I’d wanted him so bad. Hell, I’d broken a million rules that day, nearly promised him the earth so he’d smile at me, and then the kiss.

      Stupid-ass attraction.

      I knew for a fact that Eric would’ve done anything for Jason. So I would as well. Jason had saved Eric, at huge personal risk, and all of us owed him for his heroism. I’d gotten a good feeling about him, not because of what he’d done for Eric, but because his focus was clear, and he appeared to have drive. I’d gone a lot further than shaking his hand, told him I could help if he needed me, and then, of course, there had been that kiss.

      Only a soft kiss, but the taste of him had been intoxicating, and I’d very much wanted to kiss him again, despite the fact I was a cop, and he was a con. I shouldn’t have done that. The words haunted me to this day, particularly when the soft, almost hopeful expression on Jason’s face had vanished and had been replaced by a hardness that scared me.

      “Okay,” he murmured.

      For a moment, I’d forgotten what we were talking about. Me taking him into the house—that was what we’d landed on. But the questions remained. Why was he bleeding? What the hell was going on here? He’d said that, of course, no one was missing Daisy, but there wasn’t really any “of course” about this situation, and my predisposition to following the law was yelling at me to do something official.

      He’d saved Eric, versus what I should have been doing.

      I wished I hadn’t seen the depths that some people had fallen to in their lives, wished I hadn’t rescued kids from the most awful of situations, then maybe I wouldn’t have had this stone of dread inside my chest.

      “I’ll get you a drink, call Eric, see what he says, okay?”

      And while I’m at it I’ll call the station, check out any BOLOs, or Amber alerts, make this official, get Family Services out here.

      I opened the door and let him in, Cap reluctantly going with me, at first prancing and then dragging back, pissed that he hadn’t gotten the promised walk. “Come inside.” I watched him from there, saw the indecision, then he followed me in. How had he even gotten here? Bus maybe? A cab? And was he Daisy’s dad? I didn’t recall him having kids in the background check I’d run on him, or in the case notes for his criminal case, and I’d dug a long way down, and was actually waiting on the final batch of reports on the company he’d embezzled from.

      He hovered just inside the front door, and I caught his gaze; he was so torn, and I didn’t know what to say. So I stayed quiet.

      He finally came in and closed the door then edged into my kitchen.

      “We don’t have anywhere else to go,” he half-whispered, and wouldn’t quite look me in the eye. “I’m sorry to do this, and if it wasn’t for Daisy, I wouldn’t have come here.”

      For some reason, his softly spoken words broke my stubborn cop’s heart.

      “Jason?” He glanced up then, and when I had his attention, I continued. “Tell me about Daisy.”

      He buried his nose in her blonde hair.

      “She needs to be somewhere safe.”

      Daisy moved restlessly on his shoulder, and I approached with caution until I could reach out and touch her forehead. She didn’t seem that hot, not any hotter than a child asleep on a person’s shoulder, on a warm November day. I wasn’t an expert, but it seemed to me that she wasn’t running a fever. Jason held her with so much tenderness, cradling her with love.

      I saw the same thing in him then that I had done all those months ago at the awards ceremony; a spark of life inside him, a desperate need to do the right thing. It was the emotions I’d reacted to when I kissed him.

      And the reason I couldn’t get him out of my mind.

      Jason had spent the last three months since getting out of prison avoiding all contact with Eric, who’d tried his hardest to connect with the man who’d saved his life. Not to mention involving me in attempting to track him down. I’d tried, but Jason had disappeared from the radar, even blowing off the mandatory post-release meetings, for which he would have been heading for trouble had anyone done anything about it. Only, his name wasn’t on any lists, and I couldn’t understand why the cops hadn’t been called in to follow up on his release if he’d vanished so thoroughly. He didn’t look as good as he had been at the event, not bright and focused with lips that needed kissing. No, he was beaten up and trampled down, and, if anything, he looked worse than when I’d visited Eric in the hospital and gone next door to thank Jason for what he’d done.

      Back then, Jason had been swathed in bandages, off his head on painkillers, burned, and coughing up a lung. I’d been so damn thankful that he’d saved my best friend and I’d visited him every day in the hospital. Sometimes he’d been sleeping, and I’d linger for a few moments to watch him from the door, other times we’d talked, but it was never much of a conversation. My stupid heart had connected with him somehow, and I’d offered to help him, as a thank-you for what he’d done.

      I still don’t know why.

      I switched focus to examine the bruises on his neck, along with the cuts. It looked as if he’d been strangled, and everything in me screamed one thing—whatever compassion and pity I’d felt for him, something here was very, very, wrong.
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