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If the weight of negativity presses down on you, may you find the strength to overcome it, discovering the quiet strength and self-worth within.

––––––––
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Shannon, thanks for being louder than the not so little voice.

To the not so little voice, shut up!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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“Ugh, seriously, why?!”

The words bellowed out like a growl from a wild tiger.

“A tiger, seriously? Come on, you can do better than that!”

“And what if I can't?”

“Is that a real question?”

“Maybe.”

“You're serious?”

I sighed.

“How can you even have doubts like that? Do you know how many books sell five million copies?”

“Ten percent?”

“Try again.”

“Seven percent.”

“Be serious.”

“Two?”

“Not. Even. One. Fewer than half a percent of books sell over one hundred thousand copies.”

“And?”

“Less than one-hundredth of a percent ever sells a million copies. You did that. Five. Times. Over.”

My breath came out choppy, as if I were in a losing battle with my body to breathe.

“That's a big deal.”

“The book is a big deal.”

“And who wrote it?”

I bit my lip and clenched it to prevent myself from saying something foolish, shaking my head as I did so.

“What is it? I can't hear your brain rattle.”

I shook my head once more, this time with a gentle, deliberate motion.

“Use your big-girl words.”

I couldn't help but frown, and Shannon found it amusing, bursting into laughter. “How can you not see the beauty in your creation?”

“That was forever ago.”

“And what? You haven't written since?”

“I have...”

“Twenty-one. You have twenty-one books that have all sold over one hundred thousand copies.”

“Yes.”

“YES!”

She continued after I shrugged.

“That is how your 'yes' should sound.”

As Shannon's eyes bore into mine, I stopped the movement of my head.

“Too loud.”

“What's too loud?”

“YOUR, YES!” I coughed and cleared my throat.

“I'll never understand you.”

“You don't have to. You just have to promote the product.”

As Shannon laughed, her whole body shook with amusement, the sound filling the room.

I couldn't help but roll my eyes and let out another exasperated sigh.

“Maybe you should?”

“I should what?”

With my eyes squinted and my body leaning away, I prepared myself for the imminent event that I knew was coming next.

“Promote the product!”

Full-on air quotes and all.

“That's why you get paid.”

“Yes! And I'm damn good at my job.”

“I don't deny that. So why do you want me to take away your job?”

“So that you can see what your fans do.”

“Which is?”

“That your books are damn good.”

“Tell me that when I have a movie deal.”

“You want a movie deal?”

I waved her away.

“Seriously, there's interest.”

“Stop, you'll give me a swelled head.”

“I'd settle for slightly amused.”

Shannon couldn't help but giggle as my eyes rolled yet again. She continued to do so as she turned on her heel, gave a backward wave, and strolled away.

“It's not real.”

“I know.”

“It's. Not. Real.”

“I know.”

“IT'S NOT REAL!”

“I hear you, not so little voice. You know Shannon. She likes to get a rise out of you.”

“As long as you know your place.”

“As if I could forget,” I huffed in response.

My fingers flew across the keyboard as the word count rose. Shannon was hunched over her laptop, immersed in creating what I knew would be a collection of brilliant promotional pictures for the upcoming sale. Every so often, she glanced over at me; her smile stretching from ear to ear. There was a certain magic in my writing when I could express myself like this, and she adored it. The vivid scene played out in my head like a movie, causing me to type at a frantic pace, trying to capture every detail. Grinning with excitement, I kept typing without missing a beat.

A few hours later, the tantalizing aroma of sizzling bacon wafted through the air. Sniffing, I couldn't help but be drawn to the enticing sizzling sound emanating from the kitchen.

“Are you ready to eat yet?”

“Mm.”

“I never want to interrupt your creative process, but I also know when you are like this, you forget to eat.”

I couldn't resist taking a quick glance at the fry pan, my mouth watering at the sight of the bacon. That looks good.

“I guess I have time.”

As I placed eggs and bacon on my plate, I couldn't resist popping a slice of bacon into my mouth, the savory flavor immediately satisfying my taste buds. I must have been hungrier than I thought.

With each bite of the salted goodness, my senses were revitalized, fueling me to continue my keyboard assault for a few more hours with no interruptions.

My head snapped up as I caught sight of movement in my peripheral.

“Don't stop. I'm just heading out. Promise you won't fall asleep at your desk again.”

With a shake of my head, I couldn't help but roll my eyes, a playful smile playing on my lips. “That only happened once.”

We both knew I was lying, and her stern look proved it.

“I know, I know. I'll stop when I get tired.”

With a smile, she turned away, leaving me to face the relentless onslaught. A few hours later, I stretched my tired limbs, feeling the satisfying release of tension.

“Your writing is awful.”

“Yeah.”

“Your entire existence is worthless trash.”

“I know.”

“Seriously, why do you even exist?”

“To piss you off?”

“You're actually picking a fight with me? You realize I'm stronger than you, right?”

“Yep.”

“You're proving my point there, trash can.”

“Hey, you're arguing right back at me. So if I'm trash, so are you, little voice!”

Exhaustion consumed me as I sank into the soft comfort of my bed.
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Chapter 2
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The next day, the not so little voice won, and I stayed in bed binge-watching anime. From the doorway, Shannon's intense glare pierced through me, but I refused to acknowledge her presence. She and the voice could fight with themselves today.

Like the day before, I wrestled with the familiar challenge of getting myself out of bed. Instead of mindless entertainment, I went back to sleep. The sound of the voice was enough to make me cringe, and the idea of interacting with Shannon filled me with dread.

As day three arrived, I was on the verge of falling asleep again when Shannon's unexpected appearance by my bedside startled me. I sat up.

“What?”

“My question too. What in the world are you doing?”

“I'm trying to sleep.” Just as I settled back into my comfortable position, Shannon's sigh broke the silence, prompting me to open my eyes once again.

“What is it now?”

“It's been three days.”

“Three days?”

“Since you've been out of bed! But you know that and are just being difficult.”

“I'm tired.”

“You're hiding.”

“From what?”

“Your work. The world. Life. Take your pick.”

“That's ridiculous!”

“You're in bed for three days and I'm ridiculous?”

Pointing to my head, I screamed, “You know how it gets!”

“And you know I scream louder than that stupid voice inside your head.”

I chuckled. “Maybe.”

“Shall we test that theory?”

Shaking my head, I cupped my hands over my ears. “I'd rather not. I don't have the energy.”

“Then stop whining, take a shower, and eat something. Your fans want a sequel, and even if it kills me, you are going to give it to them.”

With an eye roll, I dragged myself out of bed. I managed the shower and eating, but I continued to whine.

“I don't know what to write.”

“You most certainly do.”

“If you know the story so well, you write it.”

“Are you suggesting we switch jobs?”

“Ugh, no. I don't make good promos, and I loathe social media.”

“We all have our strengths.”

“Or voices in our heads.”

Shannon shot me a piercing glance, causing me to flee to my desk.

It felt like an eternity as I battled against the relentless obstacles swirling in my mind. I finally managed to write fifty words or so. With a shake of her head, Shannon made her exit, leaving me sitting there. With a deep exhale, I slumped forward, my hands covering my face in frustration.

“Keep proving me right,” the not so little voice taunted.

The same pattern continued throughout the next week. No matter how much I pushed myself, my writing efforts would fizzle out after only a few paragraphs, leaving me feeling defeated.

“Keep proving me right, trash can girl.”

“Ugh, shut up,” I groaned, the sound muffled as I buried my head in my arms on the desk.

By the middle of the second unproductive week, Shannon sat me down, her words carrying a sense of urgency.

“So, what is it?”

“What is what?”

“The writing issues.”

“I write.”

“Really? How many pages in the last week and a half?”

“Stand in line if you want to judge me,” I sighed.

“Judge you. Is that what you think I'm doing?”

“Between you, the voice, and myself, I continually deal with a never-ending flow of negative self-esteem.”

“I...” Shannon blew out a breath and began again. “That was never my intention. Keeping you on task, okay. Lighting a fire under your stubborn ass, sure. But I never want to make you feel bad about yourself. I'm your... I'm here to help, not harm.”

“Were you going to say my biggest fan? Or perhaps something sappier, such as my friend?”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “Don't make me regret it.” She squeezed my hand and then sat down at her desk.

Color me impressed. The Ice Queen has a heart after all.

I woke early the next morning. Too early. At three o'clock early, and sat down at my desk. My cursor blinked for a moment, and then the sound of rapid keyboard depresses filled the air as words filled page after page. My typing continued uninterrupted, even in the face of Shannon's piercing gaze when she entered the room that morning, and again later when she stood over me saying something about food. It felt amazing, and I didn't want the feeling to fade away. At that moment, it was as if I had been transported to a time when writing was pure bliss, and ideas cascaded from my mind like water from an open tap. Uncertain whether I was penning a singular tale or multiple narratives, I kept my document open; resisting the urge to create a new one.

“HEY!”

My fingers froze just above my keys. As I lifted my head, Shannon's gaze met mine. I felt it before it happened. It felt like a raging fire, starting from my head and coursing through my body, settling as a tight knot in my gut. Contempt filled my expression as my eyes narrowed and my lips twisted into a sneer.

“I'm sor...”

“Don't!”

Shannon's breath caught. A faint whimper escaped.

I shook my head as her mouth formed its next word. My finger jutted outward.

“GO!”

Shannon's shoulders drooped, and a frown tugged at the corners of her mouth. The next sound I heard was the door slamming shut.

I peered down at my fingers, still suspended over the keys. To release the emotion, I squeezed my eyes shut, blocking out the world around me. With a sigh, my hands lowered, and I felt the familiar smoothness of the keys beneath my fingertips as I began typing again.

Sometime later, I felt a stinging sensation in my eyes. I shut and opened them several times, hoping to gain some relief. Letting out a deep breath, I leaned my stiff neck from side to side. I straightened in my chair, feeling the soreness in my hands. I massaged them, bringing them to my chest.

“Ugh.”

Turning to the left, I glanced at the clock. Three - thirty. Was it afternoon or early morning? I felt a twinge of pain in my lower back as I rose from my chair. I stumbled to the window, noticing the pure blackness of the sky. Twenty-four hours. I wrote for a whole day.

Ignoring the rumbling in my stomach, I made my way to my room and fell into bed.
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Chapter 3
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The following week was more of the same. Early rising, skipping meals, typing until the wee hours, and then collapsing into bed. I didn't see Shannon, or I don't remember seeing her. Whether she avoided me or stopped coming in is anyone's guess. But somewhere halfway through the next week, she appeared across the room as normal.

I stared at her as she added the finishing touches to her latest creation.

“I can feel your stare.”

“Sorry. It's been a while since...”

“Since you scolded me and kicked me out?”

I sighed.

“It's fine. I'm used to your mood swings by now.”

A twinge of guilt settled in my gut as I stared at the blinking cursor.

“No one needs you.”

Despite being a small voice, it had a profound impact. A punch to the gut would have been more subtle.

“I...” I sighed. “Yes, I am aware. I don't even know why I'm putting in the effort to finish.”

“Exactly. Give up.”

I stood. “I'm going out!”

“O-out? You don't go out. Where are you going?”

“Does it even matter?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you asked if it matters.”

I sighed and slumped back into my seat, putting my head in my hands. I groaned.

“Tell me.”

“No.”

Shannon pointed toward her head. “How bad is it?”

“I can't even put it into words.”

“Do...” Shannon blew out a breath. “Do you have a P-plan?”

“Yes.”

Shannon gasped. “Can I call...” she stopped talking.

Helplessness hung heavy in the air as we both realized there was no one to turn to for help.

“Can I talk you out of this?”

With a careless flick of my wrist, I shrugged, my indifference clear in the nonchalant movement.

“I'm sorry, I should've known.”

“I'm getting pretty good at pretending.”

“No. Not from me. I...”

“Even from you.”

“But...”

I nodded.

Shannon closed her eyes. The sadness filled her. “I'm so sorry.”

Opening my eyes, I glanced around my empty apartment. I raised my head and locked eyes with Shannon, seeing my reflection staring back at me from the mirror.

“I'm sorry too, Shannon.”
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Chapter 1
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Thick gray clouds filled the sky. The cold air chilled my skin through my thin jacket. The coffee helped warm me, waking up my senses as a light mist of rain fell around me. Although I enjoyed the rain, my visit wasn't a vacation. Remembering my purpose, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I won’t let you down.” Setting my cup down on the table, I picked up my pen and notebook. Six am, head to Steamin’ Mugs Café, check.

Hearing a shuffling sound, I shut my notebook and spun around in my seat. A man stood behind me. Water dripped onto the floor from his charcoal-gray raincoat. Between his zipped jacket and his hood, I could not see much of his face. I gave him a once-over, and he sized me up, neither of us speaking.

He made his way to the empty seat in front of me and sat down. “Sara?”

I nodded. “So, you must be Connor?”

He gave a brief nod. His eyes darted right and then left. He shook his head and then stood. “Not here. Follow me.”

Grabbing my notebook, I shoved it into my bag. With a slow bend of my head, I hoisted the leather strap of my oversized duffel bag over my shoulder. The bag resting on my left hip. I shifted my backpack to the other shoulder. Leaving the café's outside seating area, I followed Connor onto the street. I pulled up my hood as we traveled for half a block and then stopped in front of a rundown apartment complex.

He opened the door and stood in the doorway when I didn’t follow right away. “It’s drier inside.”

I squinted and pursed my lips.

Connor chuckled. “You called me.”

I sighed and then took a step toward the door.

We made our way up a creaking flight of stairs and then down a long hallway covered with a thin red runner. The closed up smell of aged carpet and dust filled the air. Connor stopped in front of an apartment and unlocked the door. He opened it and then motioned for me to go inside.

I gasped as he grabbed me from behind, spun me around, and slammed me against the wall.

My widened eyes stared into his glare.

“Who are you?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but Connor covered my mouth.

“Your story seems far-fetched. Who really sent you here?”

A hard swallow escaped me as he uncovered my mouth. “I wasn’t lying when I contacted you. I need your help.” My eyes filled with tears. “You’re my last hope of finding him.”

Connor let go of me and took a few steps back. He sighed.

“I-I have the money.” I unzipped my bag, throwing it open. Other than my notebook, the bag overflowed with bills.

Connor cocked an eyebrow. His stare was fixed on the contents of my bag.

I took my notebook out of the bag and then tossed the bag onto the floor. “It-it’s all there.”

“What’s that?”

I held up my backpack. “Just some clothes and toiletries.”

“Not the backpack. That.” He motioned to my notebook with his chin.

I clutched the book to my chest. “My notes.”

Connor studied me. Before I knew what was happening, he had me pinned against the wall and was prying the book from my hands. His eyes scanned the contents of the page. I felt his body stiffen against mine. “Shit.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. He knew everything now. My heart pounded in my chest as I wondered what he would do with this new information.

“It’s all true? He really did that to your family?”

I opened my eyes. My shoulders sagged, and my lower lip trembled as the memory played out.

I tiptoed through the front door. I had come home from my business trip early. My goal was to surprise Tyler and Liam. At ten o'clock, the quiet, dark house came as no surprise. Leaving my luggage by the front door, I made my way down the hall. I heard the shower running, so I moved down the hall to check in on little Liam first.

––––––––
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THE TEARS WELLED, BUT I fought them back.

Connor handed me my notebook back. Pulling away, he began pacing the room. Unzipping his jacket, he flipped the hood off his head. He stopped pacing and took off his jacket, throwing it over the side of a worn-out brown stuffed chair. His hand moved through his chocolate-brown hair. When he turned back toward me, his expression had softened. A kinder, gentler side stared at me from behind a pair of hazel eyes.

“You’re going to need help with numbers eight and ten.”

Of all the things Connor could have said, I had not expected him to say that.

“What?”

He chuckled at my confusion. “Let me help you.”

“You want to help me? No, I can’t ask you to—”

“I’m offering. Besides, you’re going to need an alibi.”

I lowered my head. “I need your help to find him.”

“And I will help you with that.”

“You could have played your part and walked away. You had plausible deniability before you read my notes.”

“Plausible...” Connor laughed.

I glared at him, which only made him laugh harder.

“What’s so damn funny?”

He stopped laughing, and his expression hardened. “Have you ever killed anyone before?”

I dropped my gaze and shook my head.

“Then you’re going to need my help.”

Realization struck me. I wrung my hands together to keep myself from falling apart.

Connor motioned for me to follow.

We sat at a small, round, wooden table.

“Let me see your notes again.” He reached his hand out across the table.

I handed him my notebook and watched him as he studied it. He took the pen and began writing. “There are a few other things we need.”

I strained my neck to see what he was writing. “Like what?”

Connor chuckled again. “Have you gone shopping yet?”

“No, meeting you was number one.”

“So, let’s move on to number two.”

I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “You know where he is?”

He lifted an eyebrow, and his lips turned up into a sly smile.

It was happening. I would have my vengeance.

I opened the door to Liam’s room. The night light was off, so I crossed the room to turn it on. When I turned around, the color drained from my face. A great sob escaped me, and I covered my face with shaking hands. I fell to my knees. My chest tightened. My breaths came in shallow puffs as I crawled toward Liam’s crib.

––––––––

[image: ]


I STRODE DOWN THE AISLE, my face void of emotion. My insides were a jumble of fear, determination, and excitement. I would do this. The offer of help from Connor lifted the heavy weight of self-doubt. He grinned, treating our shopping trip like a friendly outing.

We finished our shopping and headed back to Connor’s apartment. He pulled out a street map and a red marker. He glanced at the map and then drew a circle on the left-hand side of it.

Wandering over from the kitchen, where I was drinking a bottle of water, I stood beside him. “What’s that?”

“The area where I’ve seen him.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Before meeting you this morning.”

I rubbed my palms together as I nodded my head. “When do we pick him up?”

“Tomorrow. Tonight, we eat and get a good night’s sleep.”

“All right.” I agreed, though I felt disappointed. It took so long to make it this far, and now that he was so close, I could almost taste the sweetness of my revenge.

It’s juice. It has to be. I knew it wasn’t, but my heart couldn’t accept what my eyes were seeing. My fingertips hovered over the crimson stain on the carpet. Looking up at the ceiling, I hoped this was a nightmare caused by guilt for returning to work too soon after Liam's birth. I made it as far as my knees before a glimpse at the remains that were once my precious son compelled me to fall forward onto my aching stomach.

I felt warm tears running down my cheek, though I felt something else as well. When I opened my eyes, I confirmed I was indeed not alone, and two arms embraced me. I was held firm to Connor’s chest as he murmured words my nightmare-racked brain could not comprehend. When I squirmed, he released me.

“I’m sorry. You were screaming so loud...”

I swallowed hard, wiping the last of my tears from my face. I rose from the couch, kicking off the blankets as I went. Stumbling, I made it to the overstuffed chair. I retrieved my jeans and pulled them on. Turning around, I saw sadness clouding his features. I rubbed my forehead in a circular motion with my fingers.

“What time is it?”

Connor studied me for a few seconds more before pulling out his phone. “Just after four.” He opened his mouth to speak again, but it snapped shut.

“What were you going to say?”

He pointed towards my thigh.

I knew he had seen it. Who could miss the seven-inch deformity that ran from mid-thigh to just above my knee?

I glanced down at my leg and then back at Connor. “It's a souvenir he gave me.”

He rubbed the back of his neck and then headed toward the kitchen. “Coffee?”

I nodded once before following him to the kitchen. “Sure.”

We sat together at the table. Connor took a sip of coffee and then placed his finger on the circled area of the map.

“Auto Innovations.”

I ran my thumb along the rim of my cup as I raised an eyebrow. “Are we buying a car?”

“I’m going to pay a friend a visit.” He winked at me.

I put my cup on the table. My brow furrowed. “You mean, we.”

Connor took another sip and then placed his cup down on top of the map. He stood and made his way to the kitchen. “Nope, I mean me. You are going there.”

I stood, the chair scraping against the floor as I pushed it back. Moving toward his cup, I lifted it. The map showed only dense forest; it was a completely secluded area, and I traced the perimeter with my finger. “What’s that?”

“Your playground.”

His words, purring into my ear, caused me to flinch. I took a sharp breath as he brushed his cheek up against my jaw to the top of my head. I stood motionless as his hands rested on my arms, his head leaning against mine. Trembling, I felt his chest rise and fall against my back, his erection poking into my buttocks. My mind was a whirlwind of emotions: surprise, fear, and anticipation. I closed my eyes and bit my bottom lip. His hands traveled down my arms, over my wrists, and across my hands. Using his left hand, he took his cup out of mine. Leaning back, his right hand squeezed my hip, traveled up my back, lingered on my shoulder, and finally disappeared altogether as he stepped back into the kitchen. I blew out a breath as I brought my arms up, crossing them over my chest as I hugged myself.
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