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      I sighed, looking at my dad who was passed out on the couch. It was a regular thing for me to find him like this – drunk and unconscious. After using me as a punching bag until about twelve o’clock last night, he had drunk himself sick. I had heard him throwing up in the bathroom until the early hours of the morning, and then eventually, all noise had stopped when he finally passed out.

      I knew what he did to me was wrong, but I couldn’t leave him, couldn’t tell anyone what he did. I couldn’t run away.

      I was all he had left. As fucked up as it all was, I would never leave him.

      I knew somewhere deep inside of him, he just had to love me. I was his daughter after all - his only child. He couldn’t absolutely hate me.

      I trudged out of the house and down the dirt path that led out toward the main road. I walked to school every morning. It was about a forty-five-minute walk, but I refused to ride the school bus, and my dad didn’t take me to school. We couldn’t afford another car, so this was my only option.

      When I walked into the doors of the school, my body was already aching from the bruises I had recently obtained. It had hurt like a bitch this morning to cake the make-up on my face, but I had to hide the bruises and the cuts.

      I had to hide it for his sake. I couldn’t let him rot in a jail cell. I had to be there for him. I was all he had.

      I grabbed my things out of my locker, smiling as my best friend, Carley, ran up to me. She was always such a happy and hyper person. I wished I could be like her for just a second - to feel the happiness that she always felt.

      Her parents absolutely adored the ground that she walked on and wanted nothing but the best for her. She had everything a girl could ask for, and she was so nice to everyone despite her popularity and the fact that her parents spoiled her rotten.

      I didn’t know how we were friends, much less best friends, but we were. I was the complete opposite of Carley. I had the tendency to run people away if they spoke to me. Not many people noticed me though, even though Carley was so popular, but that was mostly due to the fact that I didn’t interact much with others. I kept to myself. It was better that way.

      “Hi, Natalie!” She exclaimed, throwing her slender arms around me.

      I flinched at her unexpected hug, but returned the gesture quickly, and then took a quick step back even faster. I loved her to death, but I hated being touched.

      I always felt vulnerable when someone touched me without my consent.

      I turned to grab my stuff out of my locker, closing it as Carley began to tell me what happened to her over the weekend. “So, I met this cute guy named Joshua.” She gushed. I smiled at her. “He hangs out with Kaden Brookes - you know who that is, right?”

      I nodded at her, my smile fading a bit in concern. Everyone knew who Kaden Brookes was. He was the notorious bad boy of Falls High - and also the son of a biker club president.

      “Anyway, he came in during my lunch break at work, and I was really upset because for some reason Saturday, customers were so frustrated and angry, and they all seemed to be taking it out on me.” Carley was the kind of person that didn’t take being yelled at too well. She tended to get upset, and sometimes, she even cried. She was a very soft-hearted person, and she had a very passive personality.

      “So, he came over to my table where I was sitting on my break and asked me if I was okay, and we started talking. He took me out to dinner after my shift.” Her eyes were all dreamy, and I couldn’t help but smile at her despite the fact that she was potentially getting mixed up with someone really bad for her.

      Carley deserved to be happy. I hoped this Joshua guy didn’t fuck things up with her. I didn’t know much about him, and there were never many rumors around school about him, but the fact that he hung out with Kaden Brookes was a warning in itself.

      “Just be careful, okay?” I told her.

      She sighed, smiling at me. “You worry too much.” She said, laughing at me. I shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve got to get to class. Lunch today?” She asked, a tinge of hopefulness in her voice.

      Every couple of days, I would eat my lunch outside on the benches. Some days, I didn’t want anything to do with people. Lunch was my safe haven. I didn’t have to worry about people trying to strike up conversations with me.

      Carley thought that I was just a closed-off person. I told her I suffered from depression after my mom died, but she didn’t know the real reason behind my mom’s death, and she didn’t know the true reason why I hid away from people.

      Depression was my story.

      Carley and I had a mutual understanding. I was her best friend, but she didn’t pry for information about my personal life. I hated talking about it.

      I was so closed off from her that Carley didn’t even know where I lived. And to most people, that may make her seem like a shitty best friend, but for me, she was perfect. I had to hide a lot of secrets, and I desperately needed boundaries. Carley had always respected my boundaries – never pushing too hard.

      I shook my head at her, giving her a sad smile. “Not today, Carley.”

      She sighed, her smile dropping off of her face. I instantly felt bad for hurting her feelings, but I shoved it aside. I had to do this for myself.

      “Oh, okay.”

      She turned around and walked off towards her next class without another word. I sighed and chewed on my bottom lip, turning to go towards mine. I didn’t go far though before someone crashed right into me because they were too busy looking at their stupid fucking phone.

      “Ow, fuck.” I muttered as I went crashing to the floor, a very heavy body falling on top of mine.

      I felt my body screaming in pain at the impact. This dude wasn’t helping the fresh bruises that covered my body.

      Jesus, this mother fucker was heavy.

      “For fuck’s sake.” A deep voice rumbled from above me as he stood up. “Do people never watch where the fuck they’re going anymore?”

      I glared up at the handsome bad boy. I knew exactly who he was - Kaden Brookes. He could practically make a girl’s panties drop with one look. He had dark blue eyes and blonde hair that looked like he had run his fingers through it multiple times - or maybe some girl had.

      He was notorious for his numerous flings.

      He was also well known for his extensive criminal record. He was part of a motorcycle club around here. He was the son of the president, and he sure as hell acted like he was part of some bad shit, too. Satan’s Demons weren’t people you wanted to fuck with from what I had heard.

      And from the fights I had seen and the rumors that circulated about him, Kaden Brookes was also a force to be reckoned with.

      I grunted as I stood up. My body ached like a bitch, and part of the reason it did was his damn fault for not watching where the hell he was going.

      “If you hadn’t been so busy texting, you would have seen me.” I spit at him.

      I bent down to pick up my books, ignoring his stare that was boring into the back of my head. “You’re a little spit fire thing, aren’t you?” He finally asked.

      I ignored him. The day was just beginning, and I wasn’t trying to find trouble. I just wanted to go to class and get out of here. I didn’t need someone like Kaden Brookes up my ass. God forbid my dad found that one out.

      “It’s not nice to ignore people.” Kaden taunted.

      I stood up with my books in my arms, completely ignoring him. I began to walk away, but his hand clamped around my elbow, spinning me around to face him. My heart tripped in my chest. I could feel the eyes of people staring at us. I could hear their whispers. No one had ever noticed me before, and now that Kaden Brookes, the school and town bad boy, was talking to me, I knew I was no longer going to be that unnoticed girl anymore.

      And I could tell by that sinister smirk that tilted his lips that life was about to change for me - and it wasn’t going to be for the better.

      “Let me go.” I ground out through clenched teeth, panic clawing at my chest.

      I hated it when people touched me without my consent.

      “Touchy, are we?” He asked, that infuriating smirk of his twisting his lips.

      Great, now he thought I was something fun to toy with.

      If he didn’t fucking let me go, he was about to learn very quickly I wasn’t a goddamn toy, and I really fucking hated him touching me.

      “Let me the fuck go.” I spit at him, pushing down the panic in my chest.

      Just get your goddamn hands off of me!

      He stepped closer to me, and I took a step back, glaring up at him defiantly, a sneer twisting my features. “I love a girl that’s feisty, baby.” He said, that devilish smirk still playing across his lips.

      I tried ripping my arm away from his grip, but he just held tighter. I winced, knowing he just made the bruise on my elbow that much worse. He caught my wince though, and he instantly let me go. The warning bell sounded loudly through the hallway, and I turned away from him, glaring at the ground in front of me. I would take the long way to class and catch a tardy. I didn’t want to even try bypassing the cocky son of a bitch.

      “Hey, Natty baby, you’re going the wrong way!” He called after me.

      I cringed at his nickname for me. Jesus, he was insufferable, and I hadn’t ever talked to him before today.

      I flipped him the bird over my shoulder, walking hastily away. I didn’t want to interact with him, and I sure as hell wasn’t trying to bring trouble into my life.

      I already had too much to deal with as it was. Kaden was an unnecessary problem that I did not need in my life.

      I checked my phone before I entered the classroom to make sure I had no calls from my dad. If he called me or texted me to come home, then I left school, no questions asked. Yes, I knew what awaited me at home every single day, but it was something I was willing to live with to make sure he didn’t kill himself or end up in jail.

      At the end of the day, we were all each other had.

      I walked into the classroom after seeing no missed messages or calls from him and stepped inside, cringing when everyone’s eyes turned to me. I hated being the center of attention, and it was all Kaden’s fault.

      All eyes quickly left me though when the door burst open behind me and someone else sauntered in.

      “Mr. Brookes, how many times do I have to tell you not to make grand entrances into my classroom?” Ms. Terrance asked.

      I felt his presence behind me way too close for my liking. I quickly moved away from him, scampering to my desk. I hadn’t ever noticed that Mr. Cocky Ass was in this class. I didn’t know how. It seemed like this wasn’t the first time he had been late.

      But I normally did my best to ignore everyone. And considering I usually had headphones in my ears in here, it would probably make sense why I’d never noticed him before.

      “Sorry, Ms. Terrance. I’ll try to keep my dramatics down.” Kaden said with a cocky smirk on his lips. “Just practicing for the school play, you know?” Giggles erupted around the room considering everyone knew Kaden Brookes would never be caught dead in a school show.

      “Mr. Brookes, would you care to explain to the class why you decided to disturb us so rudely?” She asked, placing her hand on her hip and leaning against her desk, not amused by him at all.

      Kaden looked directly at me, and a devilish twinkle lit up his eyes. I cringed. I knew the next thing to come out of his mouth wouldn’t be good.

      “Oh, I was just talking to my new friend right there.” He said, gesturing to me.

      I sighed as everyone turned to look at me.

      Fuck my life, and fuck Kaden Brookes.

      The teacher turned to me, and I swear, I saw her struggling to remember my name. I was so invisible to people in this school that teachers didn’t even realize who I was.

      “Would you like to explain to me why you were late?” She asked me.

      I sighed. “I got knocked over in the hallway, and I had to pick my books up,” I told her, partially lying, not bothering to tell her that Kaden had actually made me late.

      I hated all of the eyes on me. I wanted to run out of the room, away from all of the prying eyes.

      I glared at Kaden with absolute hatred. This was all his fault. If he hadn’t decided to talk to me, if he had just knocked me over in the hallway and moved on with his life, I wouldn’t even be in this predicament.

      I would still be the invisible girl, just as I needed to be.

      “Take a seat, Mr. Brookes.” Ms. Terrance snapped at him, drawing her attention away from me considering I was basically a nobody on her radar. “Do not disrupt my class again, understand?”

      He smirked, nodded his head, and walked over to the empty seat next to me. I sighed, dropping my head on my desk with a thunk. Kaden laughed softly from next to me, obviously amused by my frustration.

      Could this day get any fucking worse?
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      I closed the front door behind me quietly, listening for him - my dad. I knew he was home; he hardly ever left, and his car was sitting outside still. The only time he ever really went somewhere was when he was going to get drinks.

      We barely had any food in the house, so I never ate at home. I always ate my meals at school since it was free for me because of my dad’s low income. We lived off of his social security check, and we barely made it every month because of his alcohol addiction.

      Sometimes, it made me extremely angry at him for making me live like this, but then I remind myself that he was still my dad despite everything he has done to me, and I just had to try to understand him the best that I could.

      “Natalie!” I heard him roar.

      I cringed, knowing I was already in for it, and I hadn’t even done anything. I slowly walked into the living room where he was sitting on the old, stained couch holding a bottle of dark liquor in his hand. He got up, storming over to me. I cringed back against the wall, looking away from the rage twisting his features.

      He terrified me, but I wouldn’t run away from him.

      It hurt his feelings if I ran away, and it made everything ten times worse when I finally came back.

      I cried out as his fist came in contact with my already bruised cheek, making my head snap to the side. My hand fluttered up to my face, tears springing to my eyes. “Her anniversary is in two days, Natalie.” He spit into my face, his words slurring. I knew who he was talking about. He had accidentally killed my mom twelve years ago on Wednesday. His anger and drinking had gotten the best of him, and he had beat her until had she died at his hands.

      I knew that same fate could be mine, but I wouldn’t give up on him.

      I whimpered as he gripped my upper arms tightly, shaking me, making my head slam back into the wall over and over. “We were happy before you fucking came along, you stupid girl.” He snarled down at me, his words hurting me more than any punch or kick ever would.

      I shook my head at him. I wouldn’t believe his words - couldn’t. Mom had always said Dad’s behavior was never my fault. She had always said he just had problems that he couldn’t deal with, and we just had to try to understand him – continue to love him.

      “I never hit Rebecca until you fucking came along. You took her from me!” He roared down into my face.

      Tears streamed endlessly down my face at his words. I didn’t want to believe his words, but I couldn’t ignore them either. “I fucking hate you, Natalie.” He spit at me. I flinched at his words. “Because you fucking made me kill her, you’re not going to see her grave on Wednesday.”

      He followed his words by striking me across the face so hard that I collapsed into the shelf next to me, knocking everything off of it. I looked up at him with wide, terrified eyes, watching the rage in his eyes become so much worse.

      He hated it when I knocked stuff over.

      I curled into myself as his first blow of many came raining down on me.
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        * * *

      

      I leaned against my locker, wincing as I flexed my fingers. They were badly bruised and swollen, but I didn’t have gloves to cover them. My only hope was that no one would notice them.

      Dad had slammed his booted feet on my hands over and over last night in his rage. It was honestly a miracle that they weren’t broken.

      I jumped in fright when someone leaned next to me unexpectedly, and my eyes trailed up from black boots, dark wash jeans, a white t-shirt, and a leather cut with Satan’s Demons and Vice President on it to Kaden Brooke’s mischievous blue eyes.

      I sighed. He just didn’t give up, did he?

      “Something wrong, Nat baby?” He asked me.

      I quickly shoved my hands into my hoodie pockets, thankful when it seemed as if he didn’t notice my hands. I didn’t need Kaden to get ideas. He was well known for his ruthlessness and getting what he wanted, and his dad - the president of Satan’s Demons - would back Kaden up in anything he wanted to do.

      I couldn’t run the risk that Kaden would know something was up with me.

      Everyone in this shitty, small-ass town knew that Michael was raising his son to be the same ruthless, cold-blooded killer that he was. Kaden was the last person I needed in my life.

      Getting involved with him in any kind of way would put my own dad in danger.

      And I had to protect him at all costs.

      “The only thing wrong with me is the fact that you keep bothering me.” I snapped up at him.

      His lips twitched up into a smirk, and a mischievous spark lit up his eyes. Despite how hot it made him look, I scowled up at him. I wouldn’t let him past my barriers.

      “Babe, arguing with me isn’t going to make me go away.” He told me with a shrug. “I happen to enjoy someone who’s brave enough to argue with me.”

      My scowl deepened. Kaden was twisted in so many fucking ways, it was almost unbelievable. He had to be the only person who could irk my nerves so easily.

      I snatched my books out of my locker without another word to him, reaching up to slam it closed. I ended up slamming it so hard that it actually just flew back open, almost hitting Kaden in the face.

      Fuck, I wished it had. It might have wiped that cocky ass smirk off of his face.

      He pushed the locker door closed slowly, and I hid my fingers under my books so that he couldn’t see them. He looked a little bit pissed off that I had almost hit him in the face with the locker door, but he quickly smothered it, surprising the hell out of me. The normal Kaden Brookes would have had me crying on the floor as I begged him not to beat the shit out of me.

      “Tell me, Natty babe, what has you so angry all of the time?” Kaden asked me, tilting his head to the side the tiniest bit as he gazed down at me from his tall height.

      I backed up a full step as he stepped towards me, desperate to keep some distance between us. I fucking hated people being in my personal space. I felt threatened when people got too close, especially people like Kaden Brookes. I knew once he got his way, I would be drawn to him.

      I couldn’t afford to be drawn to someone like him. It was too dangerous – too risky.

      Though, I did have to admit that he was intimidating. His blue eyes seemed to stare right through me, right into my soul. It definitely didn’t fucking help that he was well over six feet tall, easily towering over my five-foot-three frame.

      “I’m not angry all of the time.” I snapped at him, wishing I could make him stop walking towards me. I wasn’t good at walking backward, and I knew I was going to trip and fall any second now. “You just piss me off.”

      If it were even possible, his smirk got even fucking wider.

      He was so fucking infuriating, and I hated that he found me so fucking amusing.

      “And why’s that?” He asked me.

      A shocked gasp left my lips as I lost my footing, falling backward. My books flew from my hands, and before I could hit the floor, I was caught in strong, muscular arms. My heart was beating extremely fast and hard, but whether it was from being in close proximity to someone like Kaden or my near-death experience, I wasn’t sure. My eyes blinked up Kaden who was biting his lip, laughter shining in his eyes.

      Damn him, he was fucking laughing at me!

      “Let me go, you fucking egotistical asshole!” I snapped at him.

      He helped me back up onto my feet, and I instantly took a few steps back from him, my chest heaving up and down. I was pissed off that he was laughing at me, and I was panicking from being so close to him.

      But I couldn’t help but notice how well he had fit with me.

      I didn’t know which had me more worked up - falling or being close to him.

      I glared up at him, putting a hand on my hip in irritation. “Stop laughing!” I yelled at him, which only made him laugh harder. By now, everyone’s eyes were on us. I fucking hated him for all of this.

      If it weren’t for him, I would still be the unnoticed girl of the school. No one would know who I was. It was how I needed it to be.

      Goddamn Kaden, though, he just couldn’t fucking watch where the fuck he was going, and he didn’t know how to leave me the fuck alone.

      I pointed my finger at him, quickly dropping it as I remembered the bruises and the swelling. “This is all your fucking fault.” I spit at him as I knelt down to pick up my things.

      I heard everyone whispering as Kaden slowly started to calm down from his insane laughing fit. I glared up at the group of girls standing close by, whispering and pointing at me. “Move the fuck on before I make you!” I snapped at them, making them quickly turn and scamper away.

      Good fucking riddance.

      Kaden chuckled as I stood up with my books in my hands. “I have a feeling you and I could be great together.” He stated as if it were something he said every day, that smirk still present on his lips.

      I swear to God, does that damn irritating ass smirk ever go the fuck away?

      I curled my nose up in disgust at him, making him chuckle softly. “Never.” I spit at him, turning on my heel and storming away.

      “Don’t deny it, Natty baby!” He called after me.

      I rolled my eyes, resisting the urge to throw one of my textbooks at him as I stormed into my first-period class.

      I swear, that stupid boy always managed to get on my last fucking nerve with almost no effort at all.
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        * * *

      

      I walked into the house after school, noticing it was eerily quiet - way too fucking quiet for this time of day. He was always awake at this time of day, normally watching TV or something, and I knew he hadn’t gone anywhere since his car was still parked in the yard.

      A bad feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. “Dad!” I hollered, my voice echoing in the empty house.

      I searched the rooms, desperately trying to find him. Oh God, where was he? He was never in the right state of mind and drinking never helped it. He wasn’t capable of making good decisions.

      I was only praying he hadn’t drunk himself into an early fucking grave.

      I almost threw up when I entered his room and found blood on the carpet. My breath hitched in my throat, and I had to swallow bile. “Dad?” I whispered, my voice almost failing me.

      My eyes followed the blood trail to his closet, a puddle of it forming in front of the door. I choked back a sob, running out of the room, slamming his bedroom door shut behind me. I didn’t want to know what or who was in that closet.

      I didn’t know what to do. I was so fucking terrified.

      Where the fuck was my dad?

      I couldn’t even begin to think it might be him in that closet. I refused to even acknowledge that thought.

      “Dad!” I hollered, my voice coming out extremely high-pitched, the hysterics I was feeling tinting my voice.

      I ran to my school bag, snatching my phone out of it. It took me three different tries, but I was finally able to blink away most of the tears and get my hands to stop trembling long enough to dial 9-1-1.

      “9-1-1. What’s your emergency?” The dispatcher asked in a soft, feminine voice.

      A sob broke its way out of me. Why did my dad have to run off? What the fuck had he done?

      “I-I just g-got home from s-school.” I choked out. I drew in a shaky breath, desperate to calm my breathing before I passed out. I could barely breathe through the panic I was feeling. “Th-there’s blood everywhere.” I sobbed, finally breaking down, the sobs wracking my chest painfully as I struggled to breathe.

      “Miss, calm down. I need your address.” The dispatcher told me in a firm voice.

      I managed to rattle it off, and then I set the phone down, no longer able to hold in my tears. I fell on the floor, clutching my chest as all of the emotions that I was feeling began to overwhelm me, and pain like no other gripped my chest like a vice, squeezing the air from my lungs.

      Dad, what have you done?
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      “Kaden, Deputy Carl just called me and asked if some of us could ride out to a property with them.” My dad told me as he walked up to the garage where I was working on a truck. I grunted. “Some girl just called reporting a lot of blood, and they’re not sure what they’re walking into.”

      I sighed, dropping the wrench on the ground and sliding out from under the truck I was working on. “Yeah,” I muttered gruffly in reply to my dad. “Let’s go ahead and ride out. Got the address?” I asked him.

      He rattled off the address from memory, and I looked at him curiously. “What the fuck is somebody doing living that damn far out?” I asked him. All that was really out there was a bunch of random fields and woods. I had no fucking idea someone even lived out there.

      He shrugged at me. “I don’t know, hence why the officers are a little afraid to go out there without some help. You know they look to us when they need back up, Kaden.” He reminded me.

      I stood up, wiping my hands on a grease rag, shrugging my cut back on afterward. “Let’s ride out,” I told him, sliding my bike keys from my pocket.

      I followed behind my dad in my Vice President position with his Sergeant at Arms, Yowler, and the Treasurer, Billy, riding behind me. We pulled up at the same time the cops did. I already didn’t like the feel of this place. The weeds in the yard were knee-high, making it hard to walk through. The whole place just gave off an extremely eerie vibe. How someone lived out here was beyond me.

      An EMT truck pulled into the yard. I walked up to Deputy Carl with my dad. “Let’s go in.” My dad said, shoving his way through the thick weeds to the front door.

      Whoever lived here didn’t have much for a porch, just some cement blocks that led up to the beat-up front door. The door looked like it had its fair share of kicks. The feeling of this place left me weary. Whoever lived here had some kind of issues, that much was obvious.

      The door pushed open easily, and I heard someone gasping for air as soon as we opened the door. I stepped inside after my father, and my eyes instantly fell on a girl who was curled into a ball on the floor. Her long dark hair was covering her face, but I could see she was clutching her chest.

      I stepped forward, lifting her up into a sitting position. My eyes widened in shock when my eyes met Natalie’s own pretty, brown ones.

      Jesus Christ, what the fuck was she doing here?

      I leaned her up against the couch, gripping her face in my hands afterward, forcing her eyes to lock on mine. They were clouded over. She was so lost in her panic attack that she was beginning to slip from reality, getting ready to black out.

      “Natalie, I need you to breathe,” I commanded, my voice stern, but gentle at the same time. I had dealt with my fair share of terrified girls and women. I knew how to get them to calm down.

      She just needed to focus on me.

      “Blood.” She whispered, squeezing her eyes shut. When she opened them again, her eyes scanned my face, and my heart squeezed painfully in my chest. She looked so broken, so lost.

      This wasn’t Natalie.

      “I don’t know where Dad is.” She said so softly that I almost didn’t hear her.

      “Nat baby, where’s the blood?” I asked her softly, rubbing my thumbs over her cheeks, feeling the wetness on her cheeks from her tears.

      She stood up to shaky feet, and I instantly pulled her against my side to stop her from falling back to the floor. Natalie wasn’t this girl. She wasn’t scared and shaken. She was strong with a temper.

      Something had happened, and it had terrified her. It made the blood boil in my veins as a strong urge to protect her clouded my brain.

      She began walking towards a bedroom, her hand slowly twisting the door handle, pushing the door open so we could see into the room. A choked sob left her lips as her eyes landed on the blood on the floor. I pulled her back from the room quickly, turning her so her face was buried against my chest. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and put my other hand on the back of her head to hold her there. Sobs wracked her body, and my eyes met my dad’s over her head.

      I had a damn good feeling that her dad was the one in that closet, and I wasn’t leaving her side.

      He nodded once at me, stepping into the room, letting me know he understood that I was staying with her. He knew I wasn’t going in there. He had figured out I knew her, and I was probably the only thing that would keep her sane during all of this.

      “Shit.” I heard one of the officers curse.

      An even worse feeling settled into my stomach when he stepped out of the room, a sad look in his eyes. His eyes flickered to Natalie, and I knew that she was about to lose her shit.

      I gripped the back of her neck with a firm but gentle grip and tilted her head back to look at me. Her broken expression crushed my heart. It was as if she already knew who was in that closet, and she was begging me to prove her wrong.

      I hated to be the one to destroy her heart.

      “Nat baby,” I whispered, desperate to console her in some way as the words began slipping past my lips, “we’ve got some really bad news.”
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