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      On the run, trying to survive.

      It’s how I find her.

      My little temptress Giselle Bell.

      She’s the life I’m desperate to reclaim.

      The life I once lost.

      Only my love for her might mean letting her go, even when we’re desperately clinging to each other.

      

      A warrior looking for a cause.

      Shane O’Connor thinks he’s worthless.

      A man without direction.

      To me he’s everything good in a painfilled past I’m trying to forget.

      A past that has come back to haunt me, just when life is getting good again.

      When Shane sets me free, he’s quick to realize his mistake, but I think…he might be too late.

    

  


  
    
      For my dear sweet friend, Carole, here’s the one you wanted.
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      A muffled bang startles me from my sleep. My eyes flutter open, and I try to think of what that sound could have been. What woke me up? Looking around my room I notice how dark it is. It's a new house for us so maybe this is a new sound. We are still in a neighborhood but maybe this one is darker at night then our last one. I can only make out shapes but still don't hear anymore sounds.

      Closing my eyes, I slowly start to drift off again when another muffled bang sounds. This time I roll over and look at my nightstand where my cell phone is on its charger, but it's dark, the red light not on, showing it's not charging. The power must be out. I reach across the space and feel for my phone. I hit the button and the screen lights up, bright in the deep darkness causing me to blink several times so my eyes can acclimate to the darkness.

      Three in the morning.

      Hmm! Maybe it's the grandfather clock in the living room chiming. My mother loves it and swears by leaving it on all night. Not putting it in night mode where it's silent. I smile and roll back over ready to go to back to sleep. Another muffled bang but this one sounds closer like from my brother's room now. My heart speeds up in my chest because I know that isn't the clock. Something cold and ominous clenches my heart. My breath comes faster, and fear grips me. I start praying that my brother tripped on something in his room in the dark but I'm also fairly certain I know what that sound was.

      Slowly I slip from my bed. No matter how scared I am the need to check my family is too great. My feet land on the soft rug on the floor, my toes dig into the plush purple color. My mom and I decorated my room just a few months ago when I started my senior year of high school. I wanted to leave behind the girl I was before and show a more mature side. No more teenage decorations, instead those for a young adult/someone getting ready to go to college soon. But in the dark, I can barely make out the decorations. It’s too dark and too quiet in the house.

      I can't hear our family dog Mosey snoring. My older brother is home from college, and I can't hear his music playing. Or my father's snoring from down the hall. Moving across the room slowly I slide each foot, so I don't trip on any of the textbooks I remember leaving on the floor when I was doing my homework.

      I'm afraid of the sound, afraid of what it could mean. A memory from years ago when my father took me and my brother to the range and the sound so familiar. I'm almost to the door when it's pushed open. I scream as a bright light is flashed in my eyes. The light burns and causes them to tear up. I twist my head away and cover my eyes. Cowering from the light.

      Everything starts to click into place and my chest aches. My breathing speeds up. I can feel myself starting to shake on the verge of a panic attack. I haven't had one in a few weeks. I was finally getting comfortable in our new lives.

      "You should have never left me, Elle." A deep voice says before a loud bang. That voice. I know it. He's not supposed to be here.

      I fall to the floor, my body not working like it should. Pain radiates from my chest and face. A warm sensation greets my body as something thick slides under my body along that purple rug. My brain isn't functioning correctly because I know what just happened to me, yet I can't move away. I can't run from the voice or the pain that is overcoming me. A burning sensation takes over me, but yet I can feel my body trembling from shock, not from the impending panic attack. I watch as the man stands over me, he moves the flashlight, and I can see his face. I see the hate he now has for me. He fires the gun again at my chest and my body jolts from the searing and ripping of my flesh. The shattering of bones as he laughs at me. I think I scream because I hear someone screaming but I don't feel it come from my throat. Maybe it's my mother. My eyes grow heavy as I watch him.

      "Please no," I beg but it comes out gurgled as I cough up blood. I know what those sounds were now. I know what's happened. My eyes close. My breathing slows. I fade into my mind. I'm at peace as I die. I'll be with my family now. Because I know they are all dead. I know he killed them just like he said he would.
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      ALMOST 6 YEARS LATER

      Pain rips through my body as I'm kicked in the ribs again. I've been here before. How do I keep finding myself back here? I thought I was finally healing and moving on but a man is going to take everything from me again. Another man is abusing my body because he's angry and not necessarily at me. He's just mad and taking it out on me.

      I close myself off and sink into my mind. I go to that place where I used to go. The fields of flowers all around me. The sun shining down on my flawless skin. No scars mar its beauty. Nothing but peace here. I know if I wait here long enough my family will come for me. I close my eyes from the brightness of the sun and lay back relaxing. Falling asleep in peace. Where everyone I love is still alive. Where my future is bright and not filled with pain and fear. Where I'm not afraid of everything. Loneliness was a constant in my life before, but now I live in a packed house and my friends make me go out. They don't know how lonely I truly am. They don't live in my dreams with me. Here in my field of flowers it's just the old me before I died. Before everything became confusing. I want to stay here forever. I once tried to stay here. I once didn't want to wake up. But she made me wake up. She made me live my life.

      My body is jostled, and I hear a voice calling to me. It's a voice I've heard before. He's new and whenever he's near I feel peace and protected. Warmth spreads through my body as I feel myself being lifted. I can smell the faint scent of the cigars I've seen him smoking. They have a slight spicy smell to them.

      My eyes flutter open, and I take in the beautiful crystalline blue eyes looking down at me.

      Shane.

      He's my best friend's husband's bodyguard. His chiseled jaw with a dark scruff is tight as he looks down into my bruised face. Patrick hit and beat me. He said I wasn't supposed to be home when he took Moira. That was why he took his aggression out on me. That's why he beat me. Or at least that's why he justified it.

      I'm held in Shane's massive arms and instead of feeling fear, I'm calm. I'm not in my dream field and yet I still feel calm. For the first time since my father and brother died, a man is holding me and I'm not freaking out. I inhale to ask him why he's holding me, but instead I wince from the pull in my ribs. It's a pain I've felt before. I have at least one broken rib. The tears immediately start.

      "Shh mo chroí. I've got you. You're safe now. I won't let him ever touch you again." I don't understand what he called me. I try to shake my head, but the pain is too much. I've lived here in Ireland for four years, but I still don't know Gaelic.

      The fear hits me as the memories of being taken from my home flash through my mind. Of Patrick hitting me in the face. My nose breaking. I try to stop the sob as it tears through my body, but I can't. I cry out and bury myself deeper into Shane's chest. Trying to hide from what is to come. I'm not afraid of him. I'm afraid of the pain and what it brings.

      Questions.

      Drugs.

      And finally, death. I try to find that part of me that wants to live but I've been dead for years. I don't know if I can ever find the strength again to live. Maybe this time death will be for real. Maybe now I can sleep in peace. My eyes feel heavy, and my field is calling to me again.

      "Let me die. Please I'm so tired of the pain. Just let me die." I beg him as I close my eyes.

      "I can't let you go. Don't you know you're my heart?" He gently shakes me until I open my eyes again. His eyes are shiny. "I'm going to protect you from now on. Do you remember who I am? Tell me where you're hurt Giselle?"

      "Shane please just let me die." I grip his shirt and look up into his eyes. "I should've died a long time ago. I'm tired of living in pain." I beg him again my voice climbing up in decibel. He holds me tighter to his chest and instead of feeling pain I close my eyes in fear that he'll see the real me. The me no one knows anymore. I escape into the pain. As the memories flood my mind.

      I arrived to our flat, opening the door. I expect to be alone, but I see Moira sitting on the sofa. My classes at the University are going well, but today's were cancelled because the professor was sick, and they didn't get a substitute soon enough. I should have all my credits I need to graduate by next spring. Becoming a social worker has been my dream since one helped me learn to live again. She didn't know who I was, but she still helped me. I hang up my coat and drop my bag on the table deciding a salad sounds good. I miss Fiona living here and with all her fresh pastries. A croissant sandwich would be so nice right now. Thinking of Fiona reminds me of her husband's bodyguard, Shane. Ever since the day I first saw him, there has been something about him. I know he's a bad guy, that he could hurt me with just the flick of his wrist, but I can't stop thinking about him. There is always this little voice in my head that says he wouldn't care about my scars. He wouldn't care that I'm dead inside, maybe he'd help me. Bring me to life again. But there is always that voice that says don't trust men. They are all the same, they only want to hurt you.

      "Hey you're home early?" Moira breaks through my thoughts and I turn back to look at her and move toward her instead of the kitchen. Watching her I see something is off, but she's been acting strange since Fiona got together with Aidan. It could be that Moira's family is in law enforcement and her best friend's husband is the head of the mafia.

      "Yeah, my class was cancelled. What about you?" I know that she's in classes for criminal justice because she wants to be a police officer just like her father and brother. I'm the most careful around her because I know that if she mentioned me to her family and they checked up on me it would ruin everything. No one knows who I really am here or where I'm from. Declan taught me how to hide who I really am. How to answer questions without really answering them. He taught me to fight too. But he never taught me to trust, if anything he did the opposite. Fiona, Moira, and the other girls only get a part of me, and it makes me feel like I'm a fraud in our friendships.

      Everyone thinks I'm just another American studying abroad. When Moira's silence hits me. I look over at her as a movement catches my eye and I start to raise my hands to defend myself when a fist comes flying at my face. I'm not able to react in time.

      I jolt awake with a scream, cringing back, fearing the punch that's aimed at me. I'm no longer in our flat or even where Patrick was holding us and beating me. I'm in a darkly decorated room. The blinds pulled closed. My eyes are trying to adjust to the darkness as my mind goes back to that night all those years ago. A form moves across the room toward me, and I scream again and push my body into the headboard behind me covering my face.

      "Mo chroi, it's me," the deep husky voice says, and I recognize it.

      "Shane?" Relief hits me so hard I almost sag back down into the bed. He sits on the edge of the bed next to me. I watch his eyes move down my body and it's almost a caress. I look down and realize I'm completely naked. My bare breasts on display for him to see. Immediately my hands cross my chest covering my scars. No one is allowed to see those. "Where are my clothes?" I cry out, my voice cracking.

      "You'll be more comfortable naked; you've fractured a couple ribs. Besides the doctor needed to check you over and your clothes were dirty." His voice is huskier then normal, he adds on the last part with a wave of his hand toward the corner where I notice a trash can.

      "Please I need my shirt." I don't care about panties or pants. The scars are over my chest, and I don't want to have to explain them. It's then I realize he isn't saying anything. "Did you see me?" My breath hitches in my chest that he saw my shame and was sickened by how I look. I'm not sexy and won't ever be able to wear low cut tops because my cleavage is scarred up too. By what was left so long ago. The measures they had to use to save my life. A life that I've only lived half of since that night. That he'll realize I'm just a walking corpse. I'm not alive anymore.

      He stands from the bed and moves across the room to a dresser. I watch as he opens a drawer and with his back turned to me, I pull the blankets up to cover my body more and attempt to relax. But I can't relax. If a doctor saw me and my scars, they can figure out what I went through and from there they could find out who I am. Everything could be ruined. I look around the room trying to find my cell phone. I need to make the call that will allow me to escape and hide again.

      "What are you looking for my love?" He moves across the room. His muscles bunch and for the first time I realize he isn't as put together as he normally is. He's in jeans and a pullover sweater. Usually, Shane is in a suit all formal, but not currently. His short hair is mussed up as if he was putting his hands through it. I have an urge to reach up and smooth it out, but I can't. I can't go there.

      "Where is my mobile?"

      "It wasn't with you when we found you. You can use mine? All the girls know you are here though."

      The panic starts because that is the only way I have to reach Declan without a computer. I need to call him so he can get me out of here. I don't know where I'll go next. I only came here because of a friend, well, she wasn't a friend until I met her at the hospital. "I need it. I have to have it." I feel the tears rolling down my face. My body trembles causing me to cry out from the pain.

      "My love, I'll have someone go to your flat and see if it's there. But you need to calm down, so you don't hurt yourself." My body continues to tremble as if it's chilled.

      "Don't call me that." I can never be anyone's love. I'll always be running, or I'll die. I can never subject anyone else to my fucked-up world. To the man that still wants to kill me.

      He sits on the edge of the bed and reaches out for me. I cringe back as reflex; he stops and holds up the shirt he was going to put on me.

      "I'd never hurt you, Giselle. You know that right? Use my shirt, I had to cut your clothes off you so that Dr. McGowan could check you over."

      I nod my head and reach for the shirt, but he doesn't let it go. I pull trying to take it from him, but he won't release it. He pulls me toward him, he's so much stronger than me. I lean toward him praying the blankets stay covering my scars.

      "I saw everything. Every part of your sexy body," he confesses, and I drop my eyes, pulling the blanket up to under my chin needing to hide. Needing to cover the ugliness. "You are beautiful, Giselle." His voice is so gruff, and I look up at him in shock.

      "My scars." I choke out the words.

      "I have scars too. Let me cover you for now, but you should know I will be seeing you again bare. You are mine now."

      I lean forward and let him put the shirt over my head. I slip my arms through the holes, and he leans forward. His lips brush my forehead so softly I barely feel it. A sob breaks through because I haven't been treated so tenderly in such a long time. With such affection it reminds me of my mother taking care of me when I was sick. Or worse when I came home and confessed what was happening to me. I know I'll never be treated like this again. This can never be more than what it is now. I lie back putting space between us and look up at him. He follows me down, a hand on each side of my shoulders bracing his weight. His beautiful blue eyes are focused on my lips. I lick them and he moves to take my lips. Right before his lips touch mine, my eyes close wanting and needing this contact. Just this one moment that I'll cherish until the day my body decides to finally die. Until a knock interrupts us.

      He pulls away and it's as if a bucket of water was dumped on me. How could I let myself go there? How could I trust another man like that again? The last man that kissed me, killed me.

      "Enter." His voice is harsh and gruff.

      "Mr. O'Connor, I have those pain meds we talked about, and I wanted to check on the lass one more time," a voice says from the doorway. I lean around Shane, cringing when I feel the pull in my ribs.

      "No meds," I say before I push away and roll to the other side of the bed. Carefully I hold the shirt down and stand from the bed. "I need to leave. I need my phone."

      "You can't leave," Shane says as he stands. His blue eyes bore into me trying to read all my secrets, but I close my eyes like Declan taught me and when they open everything is shuttered.

      "You'll be in a lot of pain. Don't you want the meds," the man I'm assuming is Dr. McGowan offers them again.

      I can't hide the shiver at the thought of taking those meds again. Of slipping into the oblivion that is left from morphine and opioids. The doctors didn't realize I was addicted to them until it was too late. It was Mona, my case worker that figured it out and helped me kick the habit. But because of that I have strict rules. No pain meds. No matter what. Only one glass of alcohol and barely anything else. I can't and won't let myself go back there. If I want to make their sacrifice worth it, I have to attempt to not kill myself.

      The doctor leaves after talking to Shane who follows him out. I'm alone in this room. Now's my chance.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Shane

      

      

      

      She thinks she's going to get away from me. She thinks that I'm going to be repulsed by her scars, but instead they make me want to protect her more. To hold her and give her the love she so desperately needs. I shouldn't want her. I shouldn't bring her into the darkness I live in but when I look into her eyes, I see a darkness there. She's seeing death up close and personal. The scars aren't the only proof of that.

      As I move through the house, I see all the guards moving around the compound, but I don't see my brothers. Men who I'm closer to than my biological family. I'm headed for the garage where I know that arsehole, Patrick is chained up. He beat her.

      He put the fear into her eyes.

      Opening the door to the garage I'm not shocked to see Grady and Seamus, but I am to see Aidan and his wife. She's watching as Aidan tortures Patrick, using bolt cutters to cut off fingers. Hopefully he doesn't take it easy on him.

      "I get him next." My voice has a gruffness to it that I haven't heard in a long time. I'm usually the calm one of this crew. Aidan is the head of the Tiernan family and the Knights of Purgatory Syndicate. I've been his personal bodyguard and head of security for seven years now. We've become like brothers. He’s the only person that knows my deepest secrets and the fact that I don't feel like I'm worthy of the woman in my bed. I shouldn't be with any woman.

      I'm a murderer.

      I can say it was justified but he and I both know it wasn't. It was revenge pure and simple. It was anger and I'd do it again if I had to.

      Getting out of the military wasn't what I planned to do eight years ago but I had little choice. I was medically discharged due to being shot. My hand goes to rub the scars on my chest so similar to Giselle's. I know what she survived.

      I recognized the scars medical professionals leave behind when they have to save your life. I don't have quite as long of one because my lung was more affected but looking at her scars it was lung and heart. I wanted to kiss them because she is still here with me. I was able to meet her, if she'd died, I wouldn't have.

      I watch as Aidan takes everything in him out on Patrick finally killing him after he borrows a knife from me. I message Grady to take care of the body, that's one of the many tasks that he performs for Aidan besides also providing security. Aidan and Fiona have left and I'm still standing here looking at the dead body of the man that touched Giselle when my mobile pings from my pocket. I pull it out to read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Guard

      

      
        A woman just left the premises. I tried to stop her, but she refused.

      

      

      

      

      

      In my gut I know it’s her but I still dial the guard shack to ask.

      "What did she look like?"

      "She had her hair covered by a black knit cap. She was in a white button-down shirt, black slacks that were way too big and no shoes. She had on black socks. I did get a picture."

      My mobile pings again and I pull it away from me ear to see the image.
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