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      Alone in the woods and left for dead, I was counting the moments until my last breath. Then, an angel appeared.

      Lily offers me a safe haven where I can heal, but my time here is limited. The men I escaped will never stop looking for me. To keep her safe, I’ll have to keep moving. Except… I don’t want to leave.

      Lily’s a complication I wasn’t expecting. The more time I spend with her, the more I want her. But when she’s drawn into a deadly game of retribution, I’ll do anything to save her…
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      Shock rooted me to the floor, the slap of skin, the throaty cries of pleasure echoing off the walls, surrounding me. My stomach churned violently, and bile crept up my throat, threatening to choke me.

      For a moment, I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. I just stood there, frozen in shock and disbelief. But disbelief quickly morphed into something hotter. Darker.

      Anger billowed up inside me like a thundercloud, gathering strength until it shook every fiber of my being. My hands trembled, my legs shook, and my chest heaved as the storm inside me grew.

      I’d known he didn’t love me—not really. Steele wasn’t a good man, and I’d always known that, too. He was reckless, selfish, capable of things I preferred not to think about. But he’d promised to protect me, and somewhere deep down, I’d clung to the illusion that protection came with loyalty.

      I bit back a bitter scoff. I was such an idiot. To believe that someone like Steele could be faithful when he couldn’t even be honest with himself.

      And yet, the sight of him kneeling behind the woman hit me like a sucker punch to the gut. The curvy blonde with her too-tight clothes and coy little smirks. She was new to the club, bold and flirtatious, and she had more than one man panting after her.

      But even from the beginning, she’d only had eyes for Steele. The moment she arrived, she’d done her best to capture his attention. Showing off a little too much skin, sending him sultry, sidelong glances that dared him to make a move. I’d noticed. Of course, I had. But I hadn’t believed he would actually do anything about it. Not until this very moment.

      What stung the most wasn’t just the betrayal—it was the cruel irony of it all. Because the woman looked like me. Same slight build, similar golden hair, as though I was nothing more than a prototype, and she was the upgrade.

      It shouldn’t have mattered. But it did. It sliced through me like a blade. It would have been bad enough if he’d taken any other woman to bed. Maybe he had. For so long I’d tried to tune out the dismal world around me that maybe I just didn’t want to acknowledge it. But the fact that he’d cheated on me with my doppelgänger… Somehow it was just too much.

      My heart pounded in my chest, the blood rushing rapidly in my ears. I’d been questioning my place lately—not just in the club, but in Steele’s life. I guess now I had my answer.

      Dredging up every ounce of strength in my body, I managed to move. My fingers wrapped around the knob and I eased the door closed as softly as possible, careful not to let the wood click together and give away my presence.

      A strange calm settled over me as the door closed, sealing off the image of the couple inside. The storm inside me wasn’t gone, but it had shifted, solidified into something else completely. The moment I’d seen them together, something inside me had changed.

      It was obvious that Steele didn’t want me, and I’d only been with him out of necessity—for safety, security. It would be a cold day in hell before I forgave him. I couldn’t live with myself. And no way would I just step aside; doing so would only make me a target to the other men of the club. They traded women like commodities, treated them like property, little better than animals. I’d rather die than live that life.

      There was only one option left. I had to leave.

      I owned hardly anything, and what little I did have was in the bedroom. With them. The thought sent my stomach rolling, disgust and fury warring within me. I refused to go back in there, not even to retrieve the meager scraps of a life that no longer felt like my own. Whatever I needed, I could buy later—when I was far, far away from this place.

      First and foremost, I needed time to make my escape. I wasn’t certain how long they’d been in there, but Steele would be expecting me to be home soon. More than likely, he would want her gone by the time I “arrived.”

      It seemed like fate somehow that we’d finished up in the kitchens earlier than usual tonight. I typically stayed behind to help clean up after dinner, dreading making my way back to Steele’s house at the back of the compound. I wasn’t certain why at the time, but an itchy sensation had settled in my shoulder blades, screaming at me that something wasn’t quite right. Instead of dragging my feet and taking my time, I’d rushed through the job to get home. Now I knew why.

      Moving as quietly as I could, I tiptoed toward the front of the house. My fingers brushed against the wooden doorstop near the threshold, and I picked it up, then carried it back to the bedroom. I needed to block them in there, just for a bit, just to buy myself a little time to get away. It was going to be hard enough to evade the men making their rounds; I didn’t need Steele on my trail as well.

      Careful not to let it scrape against the floor, I wedged the block of wood under the door leading to the bedroom. It wasn’t much—it certainly wouldn’t hold them for long—but it didn’t need to. It just had to give me enough time to escape.

      Not giving myself a moment to reconsider, I padded quietly down the hall to Steele’s makeshift office. This was his command center when he wasn’t at the clubhouse, and if there was anything valuable in this house, it would be here. The door creaked the tiniest bit as I pushed it open, and I flinched at the sound, praying Steele hadn’t heard.

      Almost simultaneously, the woman let out a moan that could have rattled the windows. My stomach churned with disgust, anger and humiliation spurring me into action as I shoved my way into the room. I yanked open the top desk drawer and rummaged frantically through the contents. Papers, pens, a pack of cigarettes—nothing useful. The second drawer wasn’t much better. My heart raced in my chest. I was running out of time.

      At the very back of the third drawer, buried under a sheaf of papers, my fingers brushed against a thick envelope. My breath caught as I pulled it free and peered inside. A stack of green bills stared back at me, and vindication bubbled up inside me, hot and sharp. Steele owed me this, at the very least.

      Without hesitation, I shoved the envelope down the back of my jeans, the crisp corners digging into my flesh. I glanced around the room, and my gaze snagged on a dark sweatshirt draped over the back of his chair. Perfect.

      I snatched it up and shoved my arms through the sleeves. It hung loosely on my frame, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. It would cover my hair and skin as I moved through the moonlight, helping to shield me from the men on patrol.

      The fabric smelled faintly of him—of motor oil, cigarette smoke, and cheap cologne—but I ignored the sting of familiarity. I had bigger things to worry about.

      Moving cautiously, I crept to the side of the window. The last thing I wanted was for Storme or one of the others to spy me in Steele’s office. Tonight, of all nights, I had to be extra cautious. Steele’s brother was a wildcard—a loose cannon with a mean streak a mile wide. If Steele was dangerous, Storme was twice that, because he was unpredictable. He had the temper of a rattlesnake—quick to strike and twice as deadly.

      I’d always had the sense he didn’t like me. Maybe it was my presence in Steele’s life, or maybe it was just Storme being Storme. Either way, I knew one thing for certain: if he caught me sneaking out, I wouldn’t live long enough to explain myself.

      Peeking around the frame, I peered out into the night. The clubhouse loomed a few hundred yards away, its windows glowing faintly. While they were drinking and carousing, I would be long gone.

      Regret surged up, threatening to pull me under, but I ruthlessly shoved it down. This place, this life, wasn’t mine anymore. It had never truly been my choice; now it was time to take control of my life.

      I whirled away from the window and yanked the black hood of the sweatshirt over my head to cover my blonde locks. It was time to go.

      The front door was a death trap. I would be far too exposed if I exited that way. The living room was on the side of the house opposite the compound; a lamp glowed brightly on the end table near the window, obscuring my view outside.

      I grimaced. There was a possibility of someone seeing me before I saw them, but I didn’t have another option. It was this or nothing. My breaths came shallow and quick as I crept across the house, the harsh creak of the floorboards betraying my movements. The faint murmur of voices from the bedroom spurred me on. My time was quickly running out.

      Darting quickly across the living room, I grabbed for the window. My fingers trembled wildly as I fumbled with the lock. Finally, the seized metal gave way and the lock turned with a snap. I winced as I yanked upward on the sash and the wooden window casing gave a loud groan as it reluctantly slid up.

      I cast another quick glance outside, scanning for movement. The coast looked clear, but I knew better than to trust appearances. Storme could be anywhere, prowling like the predator he was.

      Without hesitating, I clambered onto the edge and swung my legs over the sill. My foot caught on the edge of the end table, and before I could steady myself, the lamp toppled to the floor with a deafening crash. I froze, panic seizing my chest like a vice. For a split second, I didn’t move, listening for any sign of pursuit.

      Voices arose, both from inside the house and without. My heart lurched into my throat, pounding wildly as adrenaline surged through my veins. There was no time to waste. I threw myself through the opening and dropped to my belly in the cool, dewy grass, the moisture seeping through my clothes in an instant. Swearing softly, I pressed myself as low as I could and began to crawl, desperate to put as much distance between myself and the house as possible.

      The voices grew louder, closer. It was now or never. Summoning every ounce of courage I possessed, I scrambled to my feet and bolted across the yard, keeping to the shadows as I ran. The world around me was a dark black-green blur of grass and trees, my focus narrowed on the path ahead. Every step felt like a gamble, every second like an eternity as I sprinted for the bordering tree line.

      Behind me, shouts pierced the night air, sharp and frantic. My steps slowed, and I risked a glance over my shoulder. A strange yellowish glow flickered in the window where I’d escaped, and a thin wisp of smoke curled upward, carried by the light breeze.

      Oh, shit. The house was on fire.

      On the heels of that realization, another slammed into me. Steele was in the bedroom—with her. And I’d barricaded the door.

      My heart clenched and my lungs seized into a tight knot. For a moment, I stood rooted in place, paralyzed by the sight. Flames began licking at the edges of the frame, their eerie glow casting sinister shadows on the dark lawn. The shouts grew louder, angrier, as more voices joined the fray. It jolted me from my stupor. There was no time to dwell, no time to second-guess. If they found me standing there…

      No.

      That wasn’t an option. I turned and threw myself toward the fence that encircled the property, my legs pumping furiously beneath me. My heart thundered in my ears, drowning out the crackle of flames and the rising chaos behind me. The chain link fence loomed ahead, its jagged points gleaming like teeth in the silvery moonlight.

      I zeroed in on the narrow break in the chain link that I’d spotted weeks ago but had forgotten to mention to Steele. That slip now worked in my favor. Dropping to my knees, I shimmied through the opening, the sharp metal edges tearing at my clothes and scraping against my skin. A hiss escaped my lips as a piece of metal latched onto my side and sliced through the delicate skin.

      Fuck, that hurt!

      I pushed through the pain, focusing only on escape. Twisting my body, I carefully detached the sliver of metal then slid through the opening and landed with a hard jolt on the other side.

      Once free, I rose and pressed one hand to my side as I turned back to survey the scene. The house was completely engulfed now, flames writhing like a living entity, smoke billowing into the sky and blotting out the faint stars above. The fire painted the night in hues of orange and red, a hellish beacon that would bring the rest of the club running in moments.

      Guilt clawed at me as I stood there, helpless. Steele was a bastard, but I hadn’t meant for this to happen. Not the fire, not the destruction, not… this.

      My stomach churned, the weight of what I’d done pressing down on me. But I couldn’t afford to linger.

      I tamped down the guilt, shoving it into a dark corner of my mind. Survival was all that mattered now. Turning my back on the inferno, I sprinted toward the woods, the promise of freedom stretching out before me. Each step carried me farther from the flames, from the shouting, from the wreckage of my old life.

      I ran.

      And I didn’t look back.
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      My feet screamed in protest, each step sending a sharp jolt of pain up my legs. But I didn’t dare stop. The compound sat deep in the heart of thirty acres of wooded land—a deliberate choice by Steele’s father, meant to keep outsiders away and insiders firmly trapped. It was brilliant in its cruelty: isolated enough to ensure control, yet close enough to the highway to intercept anyone foolish enough to attempt escape.

      The sound of sirens split the quiet night air, and I stumbled a bit. It shouldn’t have surprised me that someone from the club had called in the fire department, and yet it did. Steele hated outsiders. Except for the cops and politicians he quietly paid off, no one was allowed to enter without explicit permission.

      Of course, it was possible that someone else had seen the smoke and called it in. Maybe this would work in my favor. Hopefully the men would be distracted by the arrival of the authorities and it would slow their pursuit of me. Spurred on by the small burst of hope, I pushed on.

      The trek through the dense forest was brutal. The ground dipped and rose unpredictably, the uneven terrain forcing me to slow my pace. One wrong step could result in a broken ankle—or worse. Low-hanging branches slapped at my face and hair, and briars clawed at the fabric of my clothes, snagging at the tender skin beneath.

      Another particularly vicious thorn ripped through the back of my hand, and I hissed in pain. Lifting my hand to my lips, I sucked at the wound, catching the iron tang of blood on my tongue. Tears of pain and frustration glazed my eyes, and for a moment I was almost tempted to turn back.

      Shaking away the weak, impulsive thought, I forged onward. It didn’t matter how long it took me to make it through the seemingly endless forest, I was going to escape this hell, one way or another.

      My one consolation was that vehicles, even small UTVs, couldn’t traverse this land—it was too wild, too untamed. But on the other side, things would change.

      I ran as fast as I dared until the trees began to thin and the moonlight grew stronger, dappling the ground like fragments of a broken mirror. My breath came in harsh, painful gasps. A stabbing pain splintered my side, and my legs felt heavy and sluggish, but I forced myself to keep moving.

      The leaf-covered forest floor suddenly dropped away into a steep incline, the sheer edge of a cliff plunging into darkness below. I skidded to a halt, arms pinwheeled for balance, dirt and loose stones sliding out from under my feet. My heart leapt into my throat, and time seemed to freeze as I fought to stop myself from tumbling over the edge. Throwing myself backward, I sat down with a hard thump.

      Holy shit.

      I sat there for several minutes, one hand pressed to my chest, willing my pulse to slow. Scooting closer, I peered cautiously over the edge. Fifty feet below, I saw the faint outline of a road illuminated by the moonlight. Relief surged through me, and a giddy smile curled my lips.

      I’d made it.

      From my spot on the edge of the cliff, I scanned the winding stretch of asphalt below for headlights, listening for the telltale rumble of engines. But all was silent and still.

      Pushing to my feet I walked along the cliff’s edge, searching for a gentler slope to descend. Gliding my hands over the thick tree trunks for balance, I edged my way downward. The incline gradually grew less severe, and soon I was picking my way carefully down to the roadside, loose gravel crunching beneath my boots.

      I recognized this road; I remembered it from when my father used to take me into the city as a child. Before Steele. Before my father died and I became a commodity, passed into Steele’s care like property.

      For the past ten years, the compound had been my prison. Steele had made me his personal slave under the guise of protection. I cooked, cleaned, and kept Steele happy. Mostly, I just stayed out of the way. He hadn’t shared me, and for that, I was grateful. But his fidelity had been an illusion, a lie meant to keep me loyal while he toyed with others behind my back. How long would it have lasted? Would he have cast me aside, given me to another club member when I was no longer of use to him? The thought sent an icy shiver down my spine.

      Headlights suddenly cut through the inky blackness, slicing across the road and spilling into the woods. My heart stuttered, and I threw myself into the ditch alongside the highway. Tugging the hood of the sweatshirt over my blonde hair, I flattened myself against the ground. Coolness from the damp earth seeped through my clothes into my skin, but I tuned it out as I listened for the approaching vehicle.

      My breath turned shallow and frantic as it drew closer… And closer still. I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the screech of brakes or the bark of angry voices. Every cell of my body shook with fear, and it felt as if my lungs had seized in my chest.

      My pulse accelerated, the rush of blood in my ears blocking out everything but the rumble as the car drew even with me, then… flew by.

      For several long moments I just lay there, frozen in place. I didn’t dare move until the soft roar of the engine disappeared. When the last strains drifted off in the distance, relief coursed through me like a drug, turning my limbs limp. My breaths came too fast, my chest heaving as I tried to regain control.

      Willing my shaky body to cooperate, I awkwardly pushed to my knees and lifted my face to the sky, sending up a silent thank you to every deity, spirit, and cosmic force out there. I hadn’t been caught. But I couldn’t afford to let my guard down. Not now. Not yet.

      I clambered to my feet, my movements clumsy and frantic. My hands instinctively went to the back of my jeans, checking to make sure the envelope of cash hadn’t been lost in the scuffle. The small bulge reassured me it was still there.

      My head dropped forward on a harsh exhalation. Thank God. That money was my ticket out of this hell hole.

      Glancing in the direction the car had gone, hope suddenly suffused my chest. Lights shimmered in the distance, drawing me like a moth to a flame. My legs burned, my lungs screamed for rest, but the thought of freedom spurred me on. I was so close; I couldn’t give up now.

      The black of midnight slowly melted into the soft gray hues of early morning, the sky streaked faintly with the first hints of pink and orange. By the time I reached the outskirts of town, exhaustion had settled into my bones, making my feet drag with each step.

      I stood at the crest of the hill, swaying slightly on my feet, my lungs burning from the cold night air and the miles I’d forced my body to travel. Every muscle ached. My legs trembled with the kind of exhaustion that made the ground feel unsteady beneath me.

      I wrapped my arms around myself and stared at those distant lights.

      So close.

      And still impossibly far.

      I wouldn’t make it.

      The truth settled over me with a dull heaviness. I had been walking all night—stumbling through woods, climbing over fallen logs, slipping down muddy slopes. The adrenaline from the fire had burned away hours ago, leaving nothing but raw fatigue and the steady drum of fear.

      Steele’s men would already be searching.

      They would spread out through the forest at first light. They knew these woods better than anyone. They’d track me the way they tracked everything else—quietly, patiently, until the chase ended.

      And it always ended.

      My gaze swept across the valley below, searching for anything that might buy me time.

      A cluster of houses sat at the base of the hill, their roofs barely visible through the thinning darkness. A neighborhood. Quiet. Still asleep.

      Hope flickered.

      If I could hide somewhere… just for a little while.

      I pushed myself forward before doubt could stop me.

      The descent down the hill was slow and clumsy. My boots slipped on loose dirt and damp leaves, and twice I caught myself on tree trunks before I could tumble the rest of the way down. Branches scratched my arms and face as I pushed through the undergrowth.

      

      The sky had begun to pale, a faint gray spreading across the horizon.

      By the time I reached the edge of the neighborhood, the houses loomed larger—big, quiet homes spaced far enough apart that the yards felt almost like small fields. Most of them backed up to the woods, their fences forming a neat boundary between civilization and wilderness.

      I kept to the shadows, moving along the tree line. My eyes landed on a tall wooden fence surrounding one of the backyards. It was easily six feet high, maybe more. Solid boards. No gaps.

      Perfect.

      I approached slowly, listening.

      Nothing. No voices. No footsteps. Just the soft hum of insects and the faint rustle of leaves in the morning breeze.

      I placed my hands on the fence and pulled myself up just enough to peek over. A pool shimmered faintly in the dim light, its surface still and glassy. Patio furniture sat neatly arranged beside it. A small shed rested in the far corner of the yard, half-hidden by a line of bushes.

      It was exactly what I needed.

      Then a dog barked somewhere nearby.

      My heart slammed into my ribs.

      Another bark followed, closer this time.

      The sky brightened another shade.

      It was now or never.

      I hooked my fingers over the top of the fence and hauled myself up. My arms shook violently as I swung one leg over, then the other, scraping my knee on the rough wood as I dropped down into the yard.

      I crouched low the second my feet hit the grass, my pulse roaring in my ears.

      The dog barked again, but farther away now.

      Maybe a house down the street.

      Maybe not directed at me.

      I didn’t wait to find out.

      Keeping low, I hurried across the yard toward the shed. The grass was cold and damp beneath my boots, soaking through the fabric almost instantly. The pool water reflected the growing light of dawn, casting pale ripples across the side of the house.

      The shed sat tucked into the far corner, its back pressed against the fence line.

      I slipped behind it, pressing myself into the narrow strip of space between the wall and the bushes.

      For the first time in hours, I let myself breathe.

      My entire body sagged as the adrenaline drained away. My legs folded beneath me and I sank down onto the cool ground, my back resting against the rough wooden boards.

      The quiet felt unreal after the chaos of the night.

      No shouting.

      No flames.

      Just birds beginning to stir in the branches overhead.

      I forced myself to stay alert.

      My eyelids grew heavy.

      The long night caught up with me all at once, exhaustion crashing over me like a wave. My body ached for sleep with a desperation that bordered on pain.

      I wouldn’t—couldn’t—sleep. I just needed to rest. Just for a minute.

      I shifted slightly, curling into the corner where the shed met the fence, making myself as small and invisible as possible.

      Hidden.

      Safe.

      At least for now.

      My eyes finally closed, one ear still tuned to every sound around me as sleep pulled me under.
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      At first every sound jerked me awake—the slam of a car door, the distant rumble of an engine, the crunch of tires on gravel. Each time my eyes snapped open, my heart pounding as if I expected Steele’s men to appear over the fence.

      Morning had arrived and, with it, the sounds of another normal day in suburbia. I kept perfectly still behind the shed, barely daring to breathe while the neighborhood came to life around me. Doors opened and shut. Engines started. A garage door groaned somewhere nearby. Voices carried faintly through the warm morning air. People left for work. Children boarded buses that would take them to school.

      I listened carefully, forcing myself to stay alert even as exhaustion dragged at me. The last thing I needed was to get comfortable and be discovered by the homeowner stepping outside for coffee.

      Minutes stretched into what felt like hours. Eventually the sounds began to thin out. One car drove away. Then another. The steady hum of activity faded little by little until the neighborhood settled into a quiet stillness.

      I waited longer anyway, just in case. When nothing else happened, my body finally relaxed against the side of the shed. My eyes closed again despite my best effort to keep them open.

      The next time I woke, the sun was high overhead.

      Heat pressed down on the backyard, thick and heavy. The air felt damp enough to breathe like water, and sweat clung to my skin beneath the black hoodie.

      I grimaced and tugged the fabric over my head.

      Instant relief washed over me as the humid air touched my arms. I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand—and frowned when I saw the dark streak it left across my skin.

      Dirt.

      I studied my hands more closely. Mud had worked its way into the creases of my fingers, dark under my nails. My arms were smudged with grime, and I could only imagine what my face and hair looked like after a night crashing through the woods.

      I was filthy.

      The realization made my skin itch.

      For a moment I simply sat there, trying to ignore it. Cleaning up was a luxury I didn’t have time for.

      Then my gaze drifted across the yard.

      The pool sparkled under the midday sun, its surface rippling softly in the breeze.

      Cool. Clear. Inviting.

      The thought of rinsing off the dirt tugged at me harder than I expected.

      I leaned forward slowly and listened.

      Nothing.

      No voices inside the house. No footsteps on the patio. Carefully, I peeked around the corner of the shed.

      The pool glimmered back at me, bright and empty.

      I held still for several minutes, watching the house. My eyes moved from the back door to the windows, searching for the slightest hint of movement.

      Curtains hung still.

      The glass reflected only the sunlight.

      The residents must have already left for work.

      Even if someone happened to glance into the yard from a neighboring house, the tall privacy fence would block most of the view.

      Good enough.

      Decision made, I moved quickly.

      I slipped off my shoes first, then peeled away the rest of my clothes, laying them across the warm concrete where the sunlight could reach them. The fabric was damp from sweat and the morning humidity; it would dry faster out here.

      For a second I hesitated, listening again.

      Still nothing.

      Then I crossed the patio and slipped into the pool.

      The cool water closed around me like a blessing.

      A quiet sigh escaped my lips as the heat and grime washed away. I ducked under completely, letting the water soak through my tangled hair before resurfacing.

      For the first time since the fire, I felt almost human again.

      I took a few minutes to scrub at my arms and neck, working the dirt loose from my skin. I ran my fingers through my hair again and again until the worst of the tangles were gone and the water around me carried away the last traces of mud.

      Part of me wanted to stay there forever.

      Floating in silence. Forgetting the world beyond the fence.

      But that wasn’t an option.

      Reluctantly I climbed out of the pool, water streaming down my body onto the concrete. The sun felt hot against my damp skin, and I stood there for a moment letting the warmth chase away the chill.

      Shaking the excess water from my hair, I walked back toward the shed. My clothes had already begun to dry in the heat of the sun.

      I dressed quickly, pulling the jeans back on and sliding into my shoes. The hoodie would be too hot—not to mention far too noticeable—in the heat of the day, so I tied it around my waist instead.

      I glanced toward the woods. Steele’s men would still be searching.

      I stepped into the narrow strip of shade beside the shed and leaned against the wood, staring up at the bright afternoon sky.

      It was time to move on.

      But wandering blindly into the city wouldn’t help me.

      If I wanted to stay free, I needed a plan.

      I tossed another quick glance at the neighboring houses before stepping out from behind the shed.

      Everything remained quiet.

      The backyard sat exactly as I’d found it—sunlight glinting off the pool, the faint buzz of insects drifting through the warm afternoon air. Curtains in the house windows hung motionless, revealing nothing.

      I moved carefully around to the front of the shed, keeping low out of habit even though the tall privacy fence blocked most of the view from outside. My pulse had begun to pick up again, the calm of the pool fading as the next step of my escape settled in.

      Because resting here wasn’t enough.

      I had to keep moving.

      The shed door came into view, and I slowed when I saw the small padlock hanging from the latch. The lock dangled loosely, not actually fastened. Whoever had last used the shed must have forgotten to secure it properly. It swung gently in the warm breeze, tapping softly against the metal latch.

      I reached out and slipped it free.

      The click sounded louder than it should have in the stillness.

      I automatically froze at the sound. I was being ridiculous. Even if there wasn’t a soul around to see me, they never would have heard it. A soft laugh broke free as I pulled open the door. Sunlight spilled into the dim space.

      Relief burst through me so suddenly my knees almost went weak at the sight of a bicycle leaning against the far wall.

      It was a girl’s bike—purple and black, with a slightly curved frame and handlebars wrapped in faded rubber grips. Judging by the height of the seat, it belonged to someone younger.

      It was a size too small, but right now it looked like the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      Walking would take hours. Maybe longer in my current state.

      A bike could get me to the city in a fraction of the time.

      I stepped inside the shed and wrapped my hand around the handlebars. The metal felt warm from the heat trapped inside the small structure.

      A helmet hung from the handlebar grip.

      I lifted it slightly, running my fingers along the strap. With my hair tucked inside and the visor angled down, it would hide most of my face. Anyone passing by would see nothing more than another person riding through the neighborhood. Just another stranger on a bike.

      A knot twisted in my chest.

      The men at the compound had never cared about things like that. They took whatever they wanted—from stores, from people, from anyone too weak to stop them. Stealing had been normal there. Expected, even.

      But that wasn’t who I was.

      Remorse washed over me as I looked around the small shed, imagining the kid who probably rode this bike through the neighborhood on warm summer evenings.

      I didn’t want to take it.

      But if I didn’t…

      The choice wasn’t really a choice at all. I needed to put as much space between myself and Steele’s men as quickly as possible. And this bike would be my salvation.

      I exhaled slowly and reached into the pocket of my jeans. My fingers closed around the folded bills I’d managed to keep when everything else went up in flames.

      Separating the bills, I pulled a hundred-dollar bill from the stack.

      It was more than enough to replace the bike.

      I stepped over to the small workbench along the wall. A few scattered gardening tools rested there—a pair of gloves, a packet of seeds, and a small hand trowel with dirt still clinging to the metal blade.

      Carefully, I slid the bill onto the wooden surface and tucked it halfway beneath the trowel so it wouldn’t blow away.

      

      It wouldn’t make up for what I’d done—what I was about to do—but it would have to suffice.

      Grabbing up the helmet, I slipped it onto my head. The strap clicked securely beneath my chin as I adjusted it, tugging a few loose strands of hair out of the way.

      My pulse had started racing again.

      Time to go.

      I wheeled the bike out into the sunlight, the tires rolling softly across the concrete patio. Once outside, I pulled the shed door closed behind me and slipped the padlock back onto the latch exactly as I’d found it.

      No one would notice right away.

      Hopefully not for hours.

      I steered the bike across the yard toward a small gate tucked into the fence line. It creaked softly when I pushed it open, and I paused again, holding my breath.

      Still nothing.

      The quiet neighborhood remained undisturbed.

      My heart hammered as I guided the bike through the gate and onto the narrow strip of grass beyond.

      One more step.

      I climbed onto the seat, my knees bending awkwardly because of the smaller frame. For a second I wobbled, adjusting my balance.

      Then I pushed off.

      The tires rolled onto the street.

      I pedaled.

      My chest tightened as I rode past the first house, expecting a door to fly open or someone to shout behind me.

      But no one did.

      The street remained silent.

      I pedaled harder.

      Wind rushed against my face as the bike picked up speed, the warm air whipping past my arms and tugging at the loose ends of my hair beneath the helmet.

      House after house slid by.

      Still no voices.

      Still no pursuit.

      By the time I reached the end of the street, my legs pumping harder with each second, a sudden burst of elation surged through me.

      For the first time since the flames lit up the night sky behind the compound… I was free.
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