
        
              
            
            
        






They thought they had everything figured out, but the one thing they didn’t plan for was me.
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PREFACE

This edition of Fractured is vastly different from the one I first published in 2019. It has been almost entirely rewritten and expanded—with many changes to the plot and how it’s executed—and hopefully is a much more enjoyable read for you, the reader. 

If you have read the first, I hope you will give this version a try and love it as much as I do.

With love,

A. R. Wile








INTRODUCTION

Fractured is the first book in a three-book series of companion novels for the Broken Series. It immediately picks up where Beautifully Broken left off but can be read as a standalone. Though if you plan to read the Broken series, it would be best to read Fractured after the trilogy.




PLEASE NOTE: I’ve provided a BONUS chapter at the beginning of this book. It’s a re-telling of the last scene from Beautifully Broken through Ryan’s eyes. If you prefer to get right into the new story, just skip this section and go straight to Chapter ONE.








SYNOPSIS

ONE MINUTE AND TEN seconds…

Without life. Without a heartbeat. Without breath. Without thought.

That’s how long I was able to abandon my heartache before the doctors were able to revive me.

I know I should’ve been thankful for the miracle because not many people get to experience death and live to tell about it. Yet, as I laid in a sterile hospital room, reliving the moment I became a martyr for the woman who no longer wanted me, who returned her heart to the hands of her last love, my heart felt the weight of some brutal truths…I’d lost my girl, my mobility, and my life. 

I failed to swallow this bitter pill of my new reality and was left alone to wallow in what could’ve been. I took it out on the people unlucky enough to have to care for me—including the beautiful blonde with chocolate brown eyes, wearing scrubs and a smile that helped me forget the pain that put me there. 

But I left her ten months ago, and I didn’t expect to see her again. At the same mall. About thirty feet away. With a man’s arm wrapped around her neck, restraining her.

And he’s not alone. 

His men have taken everyone hostage, he’s holding her for ransom, and no one is getting out alive unless I risk it all again.








DEDICATION

To those looking for love in all the wrong places.








THE FUNNY THING ABOUT jealousy, heartache, anger, anything that feels like it’s tearing you apart from the inside out, is that any one of these feelings—despite how strong they may feel at the time—can instantly be beaten into something entirely insignificant by a single punch of fear for someone you love.








PREVIOUSLY

BONUS: Last scene of Beautifully Broken re-written from Ryan’s POV

RYAN

MY PHONE RINGS AS my dejected ass drags itself to the edge of the bed, reeking of an alcohol-induced numbing. I drop my arm somewhere near the ringing and groggily answer, letting my annoyance gleam through. “What the fuck do you want?” 

“Is Hannah there?” The familiar voice grates across my desensitized nerves, ruining the small reprieve I finally managed to find for myself. 

Gavin.

The cause of my misery. 

The man my fiancée loved more. 

I’m just about to hang up, my finger hovering over the button, when my curiosity wins over my general loathing of the asshole disrupting my latest pity party of one.

“Why the hell would she be here? She chose you, remember? Or did she decide you weren’t good enough for her, either?” I clench my teeth, feeling an angry pulse ticking in my jaw. I rub over it, but the damn thing is too pissed to relax anytime soon.

Apparently, it’s not enough for me to constantly endure the painful slap of jealousy. The bitch had to come back to drag her nails down my ever-festering wound, etching the truth deeper. 

As quickly as Hannah came into my life, she was gone. 

When the cloud of her amnesia cleared, everything we had disappeared, and it was him she saw in the clearing. I was there to keep her safe while she weathered the storm, to love her more than anyone could love a person. But she didn’t love me the way I loved her, and she kept finding her way back to him. She kept needing him. 

It’s a shitty, bitter truth.

It sucks even more that it’s my truth.

“Because I know she still loves you, and she’s torn up about hurting you. I thought maybe she tried to apologize again.”

Just when I thought my good ol’ pal couldn’t land another blow, he throws a perfectly delivered verbal K.O.—Mortal Kombat style.

Kick. Punch. 

Rip my heart out.

“Look, I can’t get a hold of her. I called, I texted and…nothing. It goes straight to voicemail, and she doesn’t reply.” 

I sigh. “Did you try Charlotte?” 

I bitterly glance over at my cold, half-eaten pizza from dinner, wrinkling my nose at the smell, then count down the seconds until the wick on my rapidly shortening patience burns up entirely.

“She’s not answering.” 

“Maybe she went shopping. Maybe she got her nails done. But she sure as shit isn’t here!”

“Man, something doesn’t feel right. Someone’s been following me. Harassing me. I’m worried they went after her.”

I jolt upright, instantly alert, though the booze still leaching from my veins has my body swaying unsteadily.

“Shit,” I mumble to myself, rubbing the side of my head in an attempt to stabilize, then snap, “Why the hell would they go after her? What the fuck haven’t you told me?” The sharp edge of my voice promises bodily harm if he doesn’t tell me everything.

“Someone wants revenge for Gabby’s death. They’re going after the person who killed her.” 

A heavy pause saturates the air.

“Then why would they take her?”

“To get to me.” 

My anger snaps. 

“What if Hannah confesses? All they’d have to do is tell her who they’re really after, and she’d willingly give herself up. Just to protect you. And why the hell is this the first time I’m hearing about this?” My voice spikes, and I take a breath before biting out, “Did she know about any of this?”

“No, I didn’t want to scare her. Miller does, though.”

I huff incredulously. “That asshole? You trusted him with this?”

“Not with what Hannah did. But he’s working on my case. Someone tampered with my car.”

Something clicks in my head. 

“The day Hannah drove you home? What the fuck, Hunter?” I drop my feet to the floor, swaying when I manage to stand.

“What are you doing?”

“I sure as hell am not sitting here. Not when Hannah could be missing or hurt. I’m going to find her.”

“Not like this, you’re not. You sound like you’ve been drinking. You shouldn’t be getting behind the wheel of a car.”

“And you sound like an asshole, but you’re getting behind the wheel,” I reply, knowing it sounds petulant, but my alcohol-laden head doesn’t have enough capacity to put more into the comeback. Especially when it’s already swimming with more important things.

“My character flaw won’t get someone killed.” His retort is quick and to the point, and it cuts through my desperation to find Hannah, weakening my momentum.

I chew on his words, knowing he’s right, but I’d rather suck down poison than admit even a hint of concession.

That shit will never happen.

“Fine. I’m at Scott’s. I’ll text the address. But be quick—I don’t know how long my conscience will keep me here. Especially if Hannah could be hurt.”

“I’ll be there. Just be ready.”
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AFTER WAY THE HELL too long, Gavin comes to a squealing stop in front of the curb. I jump in, and my heart lurches when I see he’s looking at his phone. 

“Is that her?” I blurt out, voice tight with hope. 

He shakes his head. “She’s still not picking up.”

“Where could she be?” I stare out the side window, remembering the last time I saw her—how I’d caught her kissing the guy beside me, right before I said we were done, and how she’d thrown the engagement ring I’d given her at my chest.

The moment I walked away.

I clench and unclench my hand, thinking about how it felt to connect with his block head, but the satisfaction didn’t last. I not only ended up with a matching black eye but a bruised ego, too—and he still got the girl.

“I don’t know. I figured we could stop by Charlotte’s apartment first.”

“Yeah. That’s a good idea.” 

The air becomes taut with tension, our shared love of Hannah sitting heavy on my chest. 

With a sigh, Gavin shifts the car into gear, and I notice a movement at the edge of the window, a paper flapping under the wiper. 

“What the hell is that?”

“How am I supposed to know?” He slams the car back into park.

“You didn’t see it on the drive over?”

“No, I was lucky I could see anything at all through my panic.”

I lean forward to get a better look, then lower my window and reach around the windshield to grab it. Unfolding the note, I read the typed out message as my chest tightens.




Wrongs will be righted. Justice will be served.
Supposed loyalties will be tested. 
Find your girl where angels lie.




“Fuuuck!” I slam my palm against the dash, then scrub my hands over my face while my heart hammers against my ribs.

“What? What is it?”

“Is your stalker known for riddles? Because I think we just found out why Hannah isn’t answering her phone.” I pace my breathing as I look at the note again, flipping it over and back again. 

“What does it say?”

“It says we find her ‘where angels lie’. Where the hell is that?” 

“I don’t know.” Gavin rubs over the side of his face, talking through the cryptic words. “Where angels lie. Lie…lie down…sleep. Angels sleep. Where the fuck do angels sleep?” He roars, frustrated, slamming his palms against the steering wheel.

“Nowhere we’re going anytime soon,” I mutter, deep in thought, unaffected by his outburst. “Unless—”

We both look at each other, then Gavin drops the car back in gear—slamming his foot to the floor, getting to the same conclusion the second I do.

He guns it, letting the growl of the engine warn oncoming cars that we’re barrelling through. Weaving between them, he frantically races toward the Los Angeles National Cemetery, where we both expect to find Hannah.

I look up at the sun. 

It’s already getting lower in the sky. And with the amount of ground we have to cover, we’ll have very little time to scour the entire cemetery before it’ll be damn near impossible to see her.

It feels like the span of a lifetime passes between the distance from Scott’s apartment and South Sepulveda Boulevard. But the moment the car rocks to a stop, I’m already sprinting toward the head of the cemetery. My stomach sinks when I see the thousands of tombstones spread out in front of me.

We decide to split up: Gavin on the left, me on the right, both of us following the tree lines. We scan left and right over the short tombstones and beneath the trees. After about ten minutes of running and surveying the area, I shout over to Gavin, barely catching my breath. “ANYTHING?”

“NOTHING!” he yells back, just before the swing of his fist splinters the bark of a nearby tree.

“HEY! KEEP IT TOGETHER!” 

He needs to keep his head if we’re going to find Hannah. I hate to say it, but I need his help, and if he loses his shit, we’ll be losing minutes we could be looking for her.

I continue to sprint, struggling to stay balanced as I move at such a surprising speed, considering all the alcohol sloshing in my stomach. 

I’m lucky to be standing at all.

The disappearing light makes it difficult to see much beyond what’s right in front of us, but when thundering footsteps catch my attention, I whip my head toward Gavin—to where he’s now aimed like an arrow, rushing toward whatever he’d spotted.

I dart in his direction.

“Over here!” he calls, but I’m already swallowing the ground between us.

When I’m about a hundred feet away, my ears get hit with the sound of rustling and muffled squeals. I pump my legs harder, frantically chasing a girl’s voice to a body writhing on the ground, hidden behind the faces of a couple of tombstones.

It’s Charlotte!

My best friend is frantically squirming to free herself from a pair of handcuffs behind her back when she sees me approaching. A wave of relief floods her face, and she chokes on a sob when I skid to a stop beside them. 

“You’re okay now. We’ve got you,” Gavin reassures her. He’s already crouched down at her side, pulling a piece of fabric from between her teeth. 

My face contorts with a grimace, seeing my friend bound and terrified, but I’m so damn conflicted—because truthfully, I’m deeply disappointed she isn’t Hannah.

Gavin grips my shoulder and squeezes it, lifting his chin to silently tell me he understands. I nod back, not sure how I should feel about being on the receiving end of his empathy—the guy who stole my fiancée.

He carefully guides Charlotte to a sitting position. She doesn’t appear to be hurt too badly, just a few minor scratches across her forehead and arms. Her shoulders are still trembling when she manages to turn her panicked stammering into something resembling real words. 

“I’m s-sorry! I’m so s-sorry! I had no choice. He said he’d kill my f-family, and…” Her eyes beg me to understand. “…you.”

“Where is she?” I press.

“He threatened everyone if I didn’t call her. Please forgive me. I had to choose.”

I stumble backward, feeling unmoored.

She gave up Hannah!

My world goes muffled as Gavin keeps questioning her. I drag my fingers through my hair and turn away, counting back from ten. When I spin back around, Charlotte at least has the decency to look distraught and apologetic over what she’s done.

“Did you see him? Do you know who it is?” Gavin continues.

She shakes her head. “I didn’t see his face because he had a hood pulled over it. He held a gun to my head…and then there was a prick in my neck and…I-I woke up here, surrounded by tombstones. Why am I surrounded by tombstones?” Her voice breaks as more sobs wrack her body.

Seeing I’m still too raw to go near her, I can only stare as she falls apart. Hiccuping through her sobs, she shimmies to the side, revealing another folded paper.

“He—he gave me this. He warned me not to read it. Not before you saw it.”

Her eyes flick to me when Gavin reaches for the paper, taking it. He unfolds it and spreads out the folded edges. 

“I know where she is!”

[image: SceneBreak]

AS WE STARE AT the head of the Rivas Canyon Trail, vivid clips of the last time we were here flash behind my eyes.




Everything comes full circle.




That’s what the note says. It’s a sickening reminder that we’re back at the place where Hannah shot Gabby in self-defence—where we had to watch her bleed out on the ground as the life faded from her eyes.

Gavin had blamed himself for how the obsession spiralled out of control and convinced me to let him take the fall for her murder. It was the only way to protect the girl we both loved from any more suffering. We made sure the evidence pointed directly at him—right before realizing Hannah had suffered a blow to the head during the fight.

She got amnesia. Forgot about him completely. 

It was a miracle she still remembered me—our friendship, our relationship. Because of her memory loss, I was given a second chance to love her.

And we fell in, deep. 

We spent over a year consumed in each other—exactly how I knew we would—until Gavin was released on a lesser charge and wedged himself between us again.

Too many bad memories live here, and I swore I’d never step foot in this place again.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” I ask Charlotte as she snuggles deeper into the backseat. 

After Gavin picked the lock on the cuffs and shackles binding her wrists and ankles, I carried her back to his car, placed a blanket over her, and consoled her the entire drive over.

“Yeah.” Her trembling body betrays the strength in her reply.

One of us should stay behind, but neither of us is willing to volunteer.

Any other time, I’d stay here with her, but there’s no way I’m leaving Hannah out there, in the hands of a psychopath while she’s inside the security of Gavin’s car.

I turn my gaze to him next, wordlessly telling him as much. Yet he glares right back—standing his ground, staring me down. Just as stubborn. Just as unwilling to bend. But there’s no way in hell I’m waiting here while he goes off playing hero again when I’m fully capable of protecting her myself.

“Hey!” Charlotte smacks the backs of our seats, startling us and ending the silent standoff with a glare of her own. “She needs both of you. Not this macho bullshit. I’ll be fine, so get out of here. Go!”

She straightens defiantly, and we give her a nod of respect before jumping out. I’m already crossing the entrance to the trail when Gavin finally catches up to me. 
The wooded path forms a canopy overhead, and with the daylight already blanketed by night, our visibility is basically gone.

We pull out our phones and turn on the flashlight app. They give us just enough light to keep our stride steady in the moonlight. Our long legs pump hard down the path—calves burning, adrenaline rampaging. 

Just as we’re about to round the corner to where everything went dark last time, we slide to an abrupt stop, tripping a little when a beam of light hits us in the face. 

We immediately throw up our hands, shielding our eyes from the sharp burn.

“I can’t say I’m surprised to see you here, Hunter. But Erickson?” 

I remember that voice. 

I also remember the arrogance, the warning, and the general loathing wrapped around it the last time I heard it.

Rage floats to the surface of my skin as I clench my fists.

“Since when did you girls kiss and make up?” Detective Miller scoffs, moving the beam aside. 

Once the red spots across my vision fade, I see him eyeing us with thinly veiled annoyance.

Little does he know—the feeling’s mutual.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I seethe, not bothering to ask how he knew anything about what happened between Gavin and me.

He slants his head, pressing his lips into a thin line. 

“You could say I have a vested interest in this place. Your friend should know why.” 

Gavin grits his teeth, jaw pulsing. “Does your boss know you’re here? Or are you trying to surprise him for extra credit?”

Miller’s face remains stoic, but the cords in his neck tighten. It’s the only sign he’s affected at all.

“Where’s Hannah?” I cut in, stepping closer, readying for a fight.

“I assume not far from here. But you need to leave. You’re not involved in this, Erickson.”

“If Hannah’s here, I’m not going anywhere.”

The detective pulls out his gun and aims it at the centre of my chest. It tightens reflexively—heart raging—and I throw up my hands. 

“What the hell, Miller!”

“You need to get the fuck out of here,” he snaps, visibly agitated. “This only has to do with Hunter. After what she did to you, you’d think this would be the last place you’d want to be.”

“How did you…?” I stumble over my words. 

Has he been watching us?

“I know everything around here. Eyes and ears. Isn’t that right, Hunter?”

“If you laid a finger on her…” Gavin’s voice turns lethal, a growl rumbling in his throat.

“You’ll what?” A deep baritone cuts through the night. I whip my head toward a stocky figure sauntering around the corner from behind dense bushes.
 
He looks vaguely familiar. 

Miller doesn’t flinch, like he was expecting him. I’d even go so far as to say he was waiting for him.

“You better think twice before you finish that thought.” The man glares through the eyes of a man with nothing left to lose—no limits to the damage he’s willing to inflict. 

Is he the one who has Hannah?

“What are you doing here, Detective?” he asks, eyes narrowed.

“I could ask you the same thing, Chief. Do you always go for walks in the dark…? By yourself?”

Chief? As in Chief Tate—Gabby’s father?

A memory filters in of a picture frame. It was sitting on the corner of Miller’s desk. Two men were shaking hands in the centre of it—standing on a stage, all smiles. Miller and… 

What the hell?

“Who said I was alone?” the chief replies smugly, directing his comment to Gavin. His brow deepens. “I have a few things to settle.” 

Gavin growls and lunges. 

Leaping ahead, I grab his shoulders, yanking back, trying to get in front of him. But damn, the bastard’s strong. 

I’m struggling to keep him from plowing me over—hands against his chest—when I realize the only way to get through to him is to reason with him. 

I lean in, growling next to his ear, “Calm down! You won’t be able to save Hannah if you get yourself killed!” 

At the mention of her name, the worst of his fight drains, and he exhales sharply, shaking me off.

“I assume these ‘things’ you mentioned have to do with your daughter?” Miller deflects, bringing the conversation back to the chief’s previous comment. He casually relaxes his stance—not at all concerned that he’s still aiming a gun at my chest.

“Of course, they do. You know I can’t let him get away with what he did. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll take the plus-one and walk away. While you still can.”

“With all due respect, Chief, I don’t think I will.” Miller shrugs unapologetically. “We have a common interest. We both want justice.” His expression hardens before he shifts his aim to Gavin and steps back—aligning himself with the enemy.

I huff out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

His boss regards him with pride.

“I knew you were fucking dirty.” Gavin glares, disgust twisting his features.

Miller smirks—unbothered.

Both men keep their gazes trained ahead as they speak.

“I have to admit, it surprises me to see you turn a blind eye here.” 

“I can see just fine. I’m thinking about my future. I’m sure we’ll have a mutual understanding by the end of this.”

“If you play your cards right,” Tate says with a nod.

“I plan to.” Miller’s gaze bounces between us, assessing.

The casual tone of their conversation makes my anger burn the back of my throat, and I’m struggling to keep it from spilling over. 

Gavin doesn’t bother.

“You two done with career day? Where’s Hannah?” he snaps, tired of this useless banter.

Chief Tate studies him for a moment, then draws a gun from behind his back, extending it toward him. He flicks the barrel toward the woods. 

“Toss your phone. Then walk.”

“You too, Erickson,” Miller adds, motioning me forward.

I flinch, sucking in a sharp breath when one of the lights reflects off the metal of the barrel.

Phoneless, we march forward with guns at our backs. Several minutes pass before we reach a sharp bend in the road. As we round the corner, a floodlight flares in the distance, lighting up something ahead. That’s when I see her—two silver glints staring back. 

Wide. Panicked. Glistening.

My knees buckle. 

Hannah’s whimpers break around the cloth shoved in her mouth as tears stream down her cheeks. She’s terrified, bound and gagged like Charlotte had been—only her arms are cuffed in front of her, and she’s lying in the middle of the trail. 

Bruises paint smudges over her normally flawless skin as her shimmering eyes dart between Gavin and me, flickering with confusion.

“I’ll fucking kill you!” Gavin’s voice shakes with rage.

“I already know what you’re capable of.” Tate’s voice cracks—then hardens. “But this time, you’re not walking away.” 

Tate strides around Gavin and heads for Hannah, leaving his back facing us. Gavin lunges but freezes at the sharp click of Miller’s Glock. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“He won’t be so daring in a minute,” the chief sneers, gripping Hannah’s hair. He whips her head to the side, reminding us of what’s at stake—who has the power. A muffled scream peels from her throat as she claws at his wrist, her body swaying like a pendulum. The sight alone spears me in the chest, and every whimper that follows shoves it in deeper, tearing me the fuck apart.

Gavin tries to steady his voice, to reassurance her, but he’s not fooling anyone.

He’s just as petrified as I am. 

“Baby, we’re going to get you out of this.”

“Hear that quiver in his voice?” the chief mocks. “He doesn’t believe that. He knows he’s finally going to pay for killing my Gabriella.”

Hannah’s face twists, working her mouth, scrunching and curling to remove the cloth from between her teeth until it sits just below her chin. 

“He didn’t do it!” Hannah pleads, defiant, still thrashing against the grip holding her. “I killed her. Just let them go!”

“She’s lying!” Gavin blurts, desperate to keep the blame, to keep Tate focused on him. “She’d do anything to protect me!”

Tate studies her, searching for any crack in her expression—any sign she’s trying to deceive him. When she gives him nothing, he pushes the tip of the gun into the side of her head. 

“Whoa, whoa—wait! WAIT!” Gavin and I both lurch forward, but Miller yanks us back by our shirts.

“She didn’t do it!” I shout, fear vibrating through me as Gavin yells, his plea breaking in his throat, “It was me! IT WAS ME! You don’t need to do this. I’m begging you! Just let her go!” 

“Don’t listen to them!” Hannah stubbornly shoves farther into the gun, lip quivering but voice like steel. “Gabby attacked me. She was going to kill me. I had no choice. It. Was. Me!”

Hannah, no! 

Gavin’s eyes gloss over. “Baby, what are you doing?” 

“You’re not the only one who wants to make things right.”

Tate’s jaw tightens as he stares her down, chest rising, fury boiling. 

The swing comes quick. Brutal. 

Metal hits skin and bone. 

“HANNAH!” Gavin and I cry out at once, my stomach heaving at the sound.

After one of the longest seconds of my life, she slowly brings her head back around, eyes wide. Her trembling palm rises, splaying over a gash on her cheek, blood racing her tears toward her chin.

Tate drags her back to her feet and slams the barrel hard against her temple. This time, she whimpers, folding inward, cowering. 

“Gavin?” she calls out his name on a broken sob, and it feels like my heart’s been ripped clear from my chest—because even now, it’s still him she needs. 

He forces calm into his voice. “I love you, baby. You’re so damn strong. If anyone can survive this, it’s you.” He turns toward Tate. “What do I have to do? I’ll do it. Beat me, torture me, I don’t care. Just don’t hurt her!” His words crack at the end, hammered by fear.

“But that’s the whole point—to hurt her. And by doing that…I’ll hurt you.” A slow grin blooms on his face, dark and menacing. “Only now, I’m going to enjoy every minute of it. Because if what she says is true, either way, Gabriella’s killer will die tonight.”

“You’ll never get away with this!” I spit, trying to sound more certain than I feel right now.

“I already am.” Tate cocks the trigger and Miller steps forward. 

“It’s too bad Hunter’s car didn’t finish the job, the way it was meant to. It wouldn’t have had to come to all of this.” He waves his hand around, gesturing at the scene unfolding.

“True,” Tate says slowly, watching him now. 

“Am I right to assume you were behind that?” Miller tilts his head.

“I was.” Tate’s voice turns guarded.

Miller chuckles, shaking his head. “Honestly? It was impressive work. Almost fooled the team. It looked just like regular wear and tear on the brake line—at least until Yamine caught one segment that was cut too clean. Did you have someone else do it?”

“Sureno. Said no one would catch it. Apparently, he wasn’t as skilled as he claimed to be.”

“And the alley? The tailing?”

“Sureno, too. I just supplied the props.”

“Good to know.” Miller purses his lips and gives a slow nod, letting his gaze lazily sweep over our surroundings. When it finally circles back, his smile’s gone—any trace of an alliance wiped clean.

He moves next to Gavin, cool and steady, and shifts his aim. “Put the gun down, Chief.”

Tate’s eyes round, and he takes a step back, pulling Hannah with him. 

“What do you think you’re doing, Miller?”

“Serving and protecting. Getting justice.”

“I’ll have your head for this,” Tate snaps, agitated, looking for a way out.

“With the evidence I have against you? I’d like to see you try.” Miller scoffs, bitter. 

“You know I hate to say it,” he continues, “but at the start, I let our friendship cloud my judgement on this case. I told myself: ‘No—no, there’s no fucking way the chief would be involved in this. Not my chief. The man who’s become like a father to me.’ Even with you having more motive than anyone.” 

He grimaces, failing to mask his hurt.

“When evidence from this case first went missing, I knew it had to be someone internal. Someone with a hell-of-a-lot of pull. Then the car crash, the alley, the tail… Everything circled back to the case that was supposed to be closed. 

“I tried to rearrange the pieces. Tried to see something different. Hell, I needed it to be different. But no matter how I put them together, it was always your face staring back at me. 

“That’s why I followed you today. 

“Imagine my surprise when I saw you, peeling out of the cemetery like you already had someone chasing you. So I called my team. Had them investigate. They found a folded cloth between a couple of stones that looked an awful lot like a gag. And when they found a handcuffed girl in the back of Hunter’s car—one more than willing to sing his and Erickson’s praises for saving her—it all clicked again. 

“My men have her at the hospital now. She’s getting checked out. Giving her statement.” 

He taps his earpiece to let us know he has ears on the outside.

“This ends tonight.”

“What about Gabriella?” Tate barks. “Her death? Someone has to pay for what happened to her!”

“No! It ends now! You want justice? Acknowledge her part in all of this and accept the system you swore to uphold!”

“IT’S FLAWED!”

“THAT’S NOT FOR YOU TO DECIDE!” Miller booms, firing back—face flushed, fury setting his jaw. His nostrils flare as heavy breaths piston his chest. 

“I’m not leaving until Gabriella’s killer is dead!”

“No one’s dying—unless you force my hand. Now, drop the gun and put your hands behind your head!” Miller widens his stance, bracing his arm. 

Instead, Tate grinds the barrel harder into Hannah’s temple, his finger hovering over the trigger. “That’s not going to happen!”

“You’re already facing abduction, assault, and attempted murder. And if you pull that trigger, I swear to God there will be a first-degree murder charge added to that list!”

Miller cants two fingers in the air, and two more officers rise from behind their leaved camouflage, their guns already poised.

Tate hesitates, eyes bouncing around, looking for an escape that isn’t there. He roughly shoves Hannah, using the distraction to put more distance between him and the circle tightening around him—his gun still raised. 

She pitches over, dropping to her knees. When she topples to her side, dust kicks up in a cloud around where she lands. 

Gavin throws himself into the centre of it all—guns aimed in every direction, warnings thrown. The chaos. He scoops her into his arms, curling around her, then runs her behind the cover of Miller’s outstretched weapon while I search for a key to her cuffs and shackles. 

A nearby officer tosses me what I need, and I rush to Hannah’s side, fingers fumbling with the locks. My chest tightens at the sight of her wrists and ankles—the skin chafed, raw, her body shaking.

“He can’t hurt you anymore,” I whisper, fighting the urge to pull her into my arms—where I swear she still belongs.

Hannah’s gaze traces over my face like she’s scared she might never see it again, her lip quivering. She reaches for my hand and squeezes it as her mouth parts to speak.

“Now’s not the time, Nah,” I answer the unspoken apology in her eyes as sadness shimmers in mine. Her breathing stutters, and after several seconds of hesitation, she nods.

“You made the right decision, Chief. Now drop your gun.” Miller’s gruff voice demands again as he stands firm—gun extended, safety off, finger on the trigger. 

He’s ready to do what’s necessary to protect everyone involved. 

Two more guns close in to maintain a half-circle around him, and the side of Tate’s mouth tips up. He tosses his gun, and it skitters across the gravel path into the brush at the side of the road.

“You were always a good cop, Miller. That’s why I came up with a contingency. I refuse to let either of them walk away from this. And now that you’re here? Sadly, you won’t either.”

“Big words for someone surrounded. Now, put your hands up!”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He levels a glare on Hannah—on Gavin—then reaches behind his back.

“I SAID PUT THEM UP!” Miller screeches, firing off a warning shot. 

He freezes before grudgingly bringing his hands forward, lifting them in the air—palms out—to make a show of them being empty. Then his mouth quirks with a “gotcha” smirk, the side curling as his thumb slides to the side, revealing something hidden beneath it.

A capsule. 

A small remote.

“BOMB!” I launch off the balls of my feet before my brain catches up, fuelled by pure adrenaline alone. 

“RYAN, NO!” Hannah’s scream hits like a forcefield, but I push through it. 

I need her safe!

“GET HER OUT OF HERE!” I roar, just before I slam into Tate, taking him to the ground. I knock the remote from his hand, and it skips across the gravel, spinning under a tangle of bushes. We grapple for it, and in the fight, the bottom of his shirt slides up, a vest of explosives peeking out from beneath.

My stomach bottoms out, seeing the proof right in front of my eyes.

Instinctively, I jerk off him but throw my fist forward, connecting a solid hit to his jaw. I hastily fire off two more, just to make sure he’s seeing stars, then search again for the detonator. Just before I grab it, thick knuckles slam just beneath my cheekbone, pitching my head to the side. Fiery heat burns through my cheek, but I shake it off.

Too many lives depend on me. 

Hannah’s life depends on me.

Blocking an oncoming hit, I throw myself into more punches, needing to knock the bastard out, but he’s too strong—too well-trained.

Just as I’m going in for another, Tate lands an uppercut beneath my ribcage, stopping me cold. My stomach heaves and I gasp, falling back, clutching it. Clawing at the dirt, he dives into the underbrush, scrambling on his hands and knees. He digs around for the detonator we sent there during our fight.

It won’t be long before he finds it.

Nearly powdering my teeth, I clench down, pushing through the pain to go after him, but Miller wrenches me back, pulling me to my feet. 

“MOVE! NOW!”

He takes aim, but he can’t get a clear shot. Tate is too low—too hidden in the shadows.

Any error could end up disastrous.

He curses, then spins around, yanking me in the opposite direction.

“GO, GO, GO!”

Pumping my legs, searing my lungs, I push myself hard—chasing down the line of people already escaping, a clock in my head counting down.

There’s not enough fucking time!

6…

Everyone rounds the corner.

With Hannah in Gavin’s arms, he’s already fallen to the back—but he’s still speeding, still lightning-fast.

5…

Miller’s close behind, his extra inch of height helping him move past me. We slice through the woods, cutting at a forty-five-degree angle to catch up.

4…

Branches tear at my skin as I rocket forward, the treads of my sneakers barely gripping the underbrush. 

3…

An opening. 

I slam into two bodies, shielding them.

2…

The world gasps.

1…

A wave of fire surges over us—
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They thought they had everything figured out, but the one
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