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Your comfort in reading my work is of the utmost importance to me. My primary focus is that you enjoy this story to it's fullest but if you cannot because of the themes described, I completely understand. Please prioritize your mental health. This book may contain sensitive content such as: 


	Explicitly sexual scenes including a chasing scene


	Violence


	Blackmail


	Mentions of suicide


	Grief


	Abuse


	Child abuse, physical and verbal


	Drug/alcohol abuse


	Off page stalking [not the main characters]


	Pregnancy scare





The characters in this book have experienced horrific, traumatic ordeals that no person should ever have to experience. This story follows them as they work through that trauma and find love in the aftermath. 



If you are seeking help for substance abuse, please reach out to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration-

1-800-662-HELP (4357)



If you or someone you know is suffering from suicidal thoughts, please contact- 

1-800-273-8255

Your life matters. You matter.



If you suspect a child is being abused or neglected, please visit

 https://www.childhelphotline.org/

for resources on how you can help. Always speak up for those that cannot speak up for themselves. 
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	Wow I Can Get- Say Anything  


	Good Enough- Evanescence 


	MakeDamnSure- Taking Back Sunday


	Lose Control- Teddy Swims


	Sugar- Sleep Token


	Jaws- Sleep Token


	I Think I’m In Love- Kat Dahlia


	Think Twice- Eve 6


	Control- Zoe Wees


	You- Two Feet














  
  



“he is so beautiful,


but i love in energy,


so let me tell you of


just how


beautiful he feels”





-wild spirit, soft heart; butterflies rising




















  
  






























This one goes out to Nathan, for loving me without conditions. 


🖤
















  
  

Preface
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The world around me was moving in such a way that I wondered if this was how kids in earthquake zones felt. The closet was so dark and the only light coming in was through the crack of the door. I could see her and knew she was trying to warn me, trying to tell me without words that I shouldn’t—no, I  couldn’t—let my presence be known to the vicious woman grabbing her by her hair. My stomach had turned, lurched at the sound of the girl’s gasp,  at the way it didn’t sound so surprised. She had been ready to hide me, ready to keep me away from the monster who was screaming so loud and so savagely that spit dripped from her mouth like an angry dog. Except when dogs are barking and growling like that, you can usually find their own fear in their eyes. When their teeth are bared and their hair is sticking up, telling us to be afraid of them, their eyes will tell you the truth. 

That was not what I saw in the angry woman’s eyes as she told her daughter she wished she hadn’t been born. I saw hatred, cold and furious, in all of its pure awfulness as she reared a large fist back and sent it flying into the girl’s face. The girl went down, hitting the floor with a thud, but the woman didn’t move to check on her. Didn’t kneel down and scoop her up, didn’t see if she would be okay. Instead, she backed out of the room, slamming the thin door hard enough to rattle hinges on the closet. 

My body felt paralyzed, unable to move from where I was curled on the floor of that puny closet. For several long moments, my heart felt like a rabbit’s when you pick them up for the first time; jack hammering in my chest like it was trying to escape my body. For the first time in my life, I understood why thriller books used phrases like ‘cold sweat’ because I was sure that it trickled down my spine. I was scared to move. Scared to crawl out of the closet or make any kind of noise in the now eerie silence of the small house. The calm after the storm. What if the evil woman came back? Would I be her next victim?

But looking to the girl, her body contorted awkwardly against the end of her mattress, I forced myself to be brave. Where the woman had not, I scooped her into my lap. She was lighter than me, even though she was taller, so it was easy. A big purple bruise was forming over her eye, swelling until it was enormous, and dark red blood dripped from her nose. I shook her, not sure how else to wake her, waiting for what felt like hours before her other eye fluttered open. I expected to see fear, heartache, or confusion at what the woman had done. 

Instead there was only resignation and embarrassment, as if she could have somehow prevented the attack. As if she had expected it to happen. But I was confused because while my own parents had never been particularly sentimental or tender to any of us children, they had never once laid a hand to harm us. If nothing else, we were safe in our own home. Fed. Provided for. And now the girl was telling me she couldn’t go to the police. That the police would make things worse. She made me promise I wouldn’t either. 

However, I went to my parents because surely, as living, breathing human beings who had children of their own, they would not stand to hear their daughter’s friend was being harmed. But instead of the fury and concern I’d hoped to find, their doe eyes, so full of love for one another, turned to me where they changed to exasperation. Words like dramatic, and intrusive and busybody were thrown at me and I couldn’t understand. How could two people who had the means to do something stand by and tell me it wasn’t their business? Years went by, and the girl’s bruises got worse, and still my parent’s looked to one another with adoration while they sent me on my way, telling me again to mind my own.  

I wondered how a couple could love one another so deeply, so truly, and obsessively that they were able to turn a blind eye to the atrocities that happened around them. How anyone could. 

It didn’t matter now because it felt like the fate of this girl was in my hands when nobody else would speak up for her. The counselors said they had the situation handled and the teachers told me the adults had it under control. I wanted to believe them, but how could I? And when the girl gave up, and all the adults had failed, I was left alone to know that in some ways I, too, had failed and I couldn’t ever, ever fail like that again. 

I told my parents the fate of the girl I’d tried so hard to protect but received no sympathy. Only longwinded sighs and maybe a little confusion, like they’d been too caught up in each other to remember the countless occasions where I pleaded with them to please, act like parents. Please help this child. Then I was sent back on my way, back out of their bubble with silly words like, ‘you’ll make new friends,’ as if any new friends would bring the girl back.

But now I knew what I had to do. The only thing I could do to redeem myself after this horrible loss. I’d make myself into a soldier for the unloved, the battered, and the ignored. The girl would always be with me in my heart, and she would guide me to be better than every grown up who had passed her along like she wasn’t worth the time to save. Because if her parents couldn’t love her—wouldn’t love her—I would. And if my parents could only love each other, then I’d make my heart big enough for everyone else.
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Misely
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The come down after an orgasm never failed to surprise me with how utterly unremarkable it felt. It didn’t matter if my partner had me screaming out to God only moments before—when it was all over, I felt…absolutely nothing. The tingles faded, my breathing evened, and my thoughts returned to me exactly as they had been before our clothes had hit the floor.  

Don’t get me wrong, I could talk a great game. I had a ridiculously sexy man panting beside me, a hoarse chuckle bursting from his chest. He turned his head to face me, a breathless boyish grin spread across his face, softening his sharp brown eyes. 

“You are amazing.” This was the same compliment he paid me every time we hooked up. I wasn’t sure if he realized he never tried anything different, that it was always the same three words, and I didn’t know if he cared. I knew that I didn’t.

“So are you,” I said, mirroring his smile. It didn’t matter that I only sort of meant it. Sure, the sex was good. Above average, for sure. Didn’t change the fact that I’d had better and that the moment it ended, it ended. But nobody wanted to hear that. They didn’t want to hear that they were ‘above average’ or that the second they rolled off you, you wanted them to get dressed and leave. 

They wanted to hear that they were amazing and the best fuck of your life, and nine times out of ten, they wanted to cuddle. And if that cuddle turned into round two? Even better. That is what most people can content themselves with when engaging in casual sex with a partner. I had yet to find the stereotypical bed partner who would do me the absolute luxury of just going afterwards and I was far too kind to kick them out right away.

Unfortunately for me, Brantley Corrigan had proven to be a stage five clinger.

“Amazing enough to finally agree to that date?” There was such an earnest pleading to his tone that Misely from a year ago would have caved, if only just to appease him for a moment. 

Misely from a year ago would have talked herself into it with placating thoughts like, It’s just one date, what’s the harm? Or He’s such a nice guy. Or He’s not James, he’s actually trying to spend time with you.

But that was Misely from a year ago. Now I didn’t do things just to take the easy route or to relish in another person’s affections. Now I fully thought my actions through. I had let myself get caught up in the hopes and dreams and wants of my ridiculous infatuation with James Moore, and look just how that turned out. I had convinced myself that I was going to be a lawyer’s wife, that we were going to spend our lives together. What basis did I have for this very committed belief? Because we had frequent sex and we loved each other?

I wasn’t even sure that last part was true anymore. It didn’t matter. James had finally put an end to my girlish fantasies, and I’d finally listened. I hit the rebound hard, and for a while I thought I was doing okay. 

Until dark hair, piercing golden brown eyes, and broad tattooed arms with a nasty glare walked into that bar like he owned the place. That’s when I decided there was something truly and deeply wrong with me. Because for the brief few seconds where we held eye contact, I allowed myself to think, This is why it would never have worked out with James.

And how fucked up is it that I was willing to throw out ten years of yearning for a man whose name I didn’t even know and who just walked into a bar with a crazed drug dealer? I watched him threaten my best friend’s boyfriend and still, all I could think was, This one. I want this one.

That was the moment I decided that I couldn’t be trusted to make those sorts of decisions for myself. That I needed to take a step back and stop falling in love with every man or woman who looked at me like they could eat me, because it was never going to lead to the alter. It was never going to lead to that unconditional love that I craved. So, I wasn’t going to date. I wasn’t going to want. Sex? Sure. I wasn’t going to be completely unreasonable—a woman has needs. 

It had been surprisingly easy to follow my own rules, especially once I packed up and moved. Chicago was a lot bigger than the small town where I’d taken up residence with my best friend, Birdie. Once she’d taken flight and moved out west, I knew it was time for me to go too. Chicago was the obvious next step for me with a lot more opportunity for me to make a difference with at risk children, and let’s face it—a lot more people who are perfectly okay with engaging in one-night stands with no strings attached. 

That is, of course, until Brantley Corrigan slammed into me like a freight train in the parking lot on my first day of work. Apparently his office presided in the same building as mine and we’d both had our heads buried in our phones as we rushed to make inside to our respective jobs on time. He’d been worming his way into my good graces ever since, starting with keeping my sheets warm. 

“Misely,” he said, sharper than usual. 

I cursed, apologizing. He was used to me zoning out on him, but I imagine it was frustrating. 

“I can’t, I’m sorry,” I said gently in response to his earlier question. It was the fourth time he’d asked, and I could see in his expression he was reaching his limit. Guilt threatened to tip me over the edge, but I swallowed it down. If I couldn’t even maintain a buzz after he’d fucked me senseless, there was no way I’d be able to even attempt anything substantial with him. 

“I’m not in the right head space for a relationship.” 

“I’m not asking for more than a date, Misely.” The bitterness was there in his tone, but so was the eagerness. Again, the scales wobbled, my heart beating irregularly in my chest. I hated this. I hated letting people down.

Swallowing down the acquiesce, I forced myself to meet his gaze. “I know that. But I am telling you that right now, I can’t say yes.” 

His eyes bounced from one of mine to the other, the carefree bliss from moments before lost from his expression. His stubble free jaw ticked, the moments passing agonizingly slow while he decided on his response. Shock froze me when his hand, soft and warm cupped my cheek, a thumb stroking the skin there. 

“Then I’ll wait for you to change your mind.” 

I blinked, my mouth opening to protest that he shouldn’t waste his time, but before I could utter a single word he was rolling off the bed and closing himself in my adjoining bathroom. When he came out, he was fully dressed in the suit he’d been wearing when he’d shown up at my door. Brantley dropped a kiss on my forehead and left without another word, leaving me to stew with my silent objections. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Alisha: ur kidding. He just left u there?



Misely: yep. 



Alisha: gotta hand it to u. I never thought the problem would be that u didn’t want them to commit to u.



Misely: Nobody said anything about commitment.



Alisha: My bad. Musta been a different Misely Fisher that was obsessed with the picket fence & wedding planning.



Misely: Things changed. you know that. I have to focus on my career.



“Miss Fisher? Care to join us?” 

My head snapped up and my phone hit the floor. I grimaced, silently hoping I hadn’t just royally fucked the screen up. Gingerly, I leaned down and picked it up, sending my boss, Jobe, an apologetic smile. 

His beady eyes rolled to the heavens before he continued on his spiel. I sighed, settling into my seat and tucking my thankfully-not-destroyed phone into my briefcase. Patti sent me an empathetic smile that could easily counter as a wince, and I allowed myself to find some comfort in her silent camaraderie. 

In the year I’d spent in Chicago, I’d found it more challenging to make friends than I’d been prepared for. Admittedly, I was used to people being drawn to my charisma and spunky personality. It had worked for me everywhere I’d ever been. I suppose that’s what happens when your entire personality shifts and you move from a town with a population of ten thousand to a city of 2.7 million. Everyone in Chicago has charisma, everyone has spunk. It’s not new or special or quirky—it’s just another tactic to reach the top. 

My only friend was nearly two thousand miles away, and the only person who’d wanted a meaningful relationship with me was a man I had turned down three four times. So, I accepted Jobe Wyatt’s assistant’s pity with a grateful heart, and decided I’d buy her a coffee once this dreadful meeting was over. 

Thankfully, he wrapped it up pretty quickly after that, shooting me a heavy side eye on his way out the door. He muttered something to Patti, and from the biting snap in his tone, it wasn’t altogether polite. Considering the way her plump cheeks reddened and she swallowed, I’d guess I was correct. 

I approached tentatively, afraid I might spook her like a cat if I moved just a smidge too quickly. 

“Patti, right?” I said, offering her a smile. “I’m Misely. I know we’ve never formally met, and I thought that was a shame considering I’ve been here for ten months.” I stuck out my hand, waiting for her to shake it. 

Deep brown eyes stared at it, uncertainty evident in the scrunch of her brows. After a long moment, her palm wrapped around mine, shaking it firmly. “Yes, Patti. It’s nice to officially meet you. I’m sorry I haven’t introduced myself sooner, Mr. Wyatt keeps me busy.” 

Patti’s voice was light and airy, a light accent punctuating the ends of her words. It only then occurred to me that I’d never heard her speak before, which spiked an irritation in me. I should have put in more of an effort to get to know my colleagues in the beginning instead of allowing myself to get distracted by who I’d find in my bed at night. 

“How long have you worked here?” I asked conversationally, sliding the over strap of my briefcase higher onto my shoulder. She shot me another questioning look, though it is more curious than off-put. 

“I’ve been here fifteen years. Before this I was a counselor for Found Family Chicago for twenty.” 

That was highly impressive and I must have shown it on my face because her demeanor changed, making it easy to sense the pride she tried to dampen down. 

Found Family is a hard organization to get into and an even harder one to stay with long term. The Chicago faction even more so. I’d done a lot of research on varying organizations when I was planning for my move here and Found Family was one that I had chosen not to apply to simply because I knew I wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment. The things some of these children were facing were above my ability to mentally handle, and even though I wished I could be that person who’d champion for them, I knew it wasn’t my time yet. Those children deserved warriors at the helm, and I wasn’t confident that I was there yet. I would be though; I was determined of that.

Patti and I walked out of the conference room together, our bags and paperwork in hand. “Why did you come to Chicago Children’s? It sounds like you were really devoted to Found Family?”

The City of Chicago Children’s Center was an honorable, reputable program dedicated to stepping in and protecting at risk youth. I was honored to have landed a spot with them as a social worker, every child on my case load dear to my heart. But Found Family was a next level, revolutionary organization. It was admittedly incredibly intimidating. 

The woman beside me was quiet for a moment, contemplating her response. “I was. For a long time, that was my home. My calling.” 

“I sense a ‘but’ coming.” 

She chuckled. “But, Mr. Wyatt asked for my help. Chicago Children’s is important to him, which is why he is such an ass at times. He needed me, so I came.” It felt like she was still holding out on me, but it didn’t seem as though she was willing to divulge further. I decided to shelve it for now and change the subject. 

“Would you like to grab a cup of coffee with me? I found this really great place just a few blocks over and they have the best scones I’ve ever had.” 

Patti’s eyes snapped to mine and she considered for long moments before finally, “Yeah, yes. That’d be great.” 

Discreetly I let out a sigh of relief, my lips trembling into a grin. “Wonderful. I have a few cases that need my attention, but I’m free at ten. Does that work?” 

She pulled out her phone and checked her calendar before confirming, and then we each went our own ways, a renewed sense of hope settling in my chest. 
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Misely
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Patti was a remarkable woman. As planned, we met at the office foyer and walked down to Bean’s. The small shop was named after its owner, Agatha ‘Bean’ Doyle, who also happened to handle all the baking in house. I’d been coming here every day from the first week I started at Chicago Children’s, in a sad attempt to recreate the routine I’d held in Wisconsin. It was never quite the same because my routine before had included Birdie.  

I’d had to get comfortable quickly with being on my own, my best friend thousands of miles away and in another time zone—most days, when I was grabbing a cup of coffee and breakfast, Bird was still fast asleep. I couldn’t even pretend to myself that she was nearby. That adjustment had been the hardest one thus far. 

I made do by getting to know Bean and her staff and I certainly appreciated how welcoming they all were, but it was a hot spot—especially at seven in the morning when many of Chicago’s people were rising and heading off to work. Bean and her people were quickly sucked up by the success of their shop and I was left to sit at my quiet little corner bistro table by myself, sipping my macchiato, and inhaling the delightful blueberry lemon scones that were hot and ready every morning. 

When I entered the cafe for the second time that morning, this time with Patti at my side, Bean visibly lit up from over the counter. There was a lull in the morning traffic, many of her patrons seated in the cozy booths and tables with laptops or books in front of them, trying to avoid the bite in the winter air outside. 

“Oh, Miss Misely! You’ve brought a friend!” Bean called out, tossing the towel she held over her shoulder, a bright smile plastered across her softly aging face. 

I nodded, holding back the blush that was creeping over my cheeks. The last thing I wanted was for everyone in the establishment to think I was some kind of loner. “Yes, this is—”

“Miss Patti!” Bean had come around the counter now, her hands cupping each of Patti’s cheeks. “It’s been too long!” The two women embraced each other while I gaped. 

They knew one another? Okay, that was news. Patti hadn’t hinted that she knew anything about Bean’s when I’d mentioned getting coffee, but there were so many coffee places in the area, I guess she could have thought it was any of the others. I watched the two as they quickly got caught up, taking in their postures. They were close in age, likely their mid to late fifties, each with kind eyes and gentle features. Briefly, I allowed myself to wonder if that would ever be me and Birdie. Aging so delicately, embracing one another in a soft affection whenever we had the chance to come back together. 

Grief threatened to swallow me up right where I stood. I missed her. I missed my best friend terribly and wished so deeply that we could see each other. It was painful knowing that we could, that she was still here, on this planet, in this country, breathing, alive, and still we couldn’t see each other. That we had to keep our distance for her safety and mine, and for the safety of her boyfriend, Milo. 

“Misely?” Patti’s voice was gentle as she drew my attention away from my thoughts. There was a knowing look in her warm brown eyes, like she could tell that the things on my mind were heavy. I shook myself and forced my lips into a halfhearted smile. 

“Sorry, I got lost in my thoughts.” 

“That’s all right,” she said, her own mouth quirking. “Happens to me all the time. Why don’t we grab a table?” 

Like I said, Patti was remarkable. While we sipped hot chocolate espressos and dipped biscotti, she told me about her life leading up to Chicago Children’s. She’d grown up in an impoverished community on the South Side with her mother who worked three jobs just to keep food on the table for her and her neighbors. Her father had passed away when she was a baby while deployed overseas in the military, so everything depended on her mom. 

Growing up, she’d watched her mother take care of everyone around her, working herself to the bone just to provide. Patti didn’t have any siblings, but you wouldn’t know it by the amount of kids that were always piled around the kitchen table. Her mother was always inviting the neighbor kids to come eat, knowing they didn’t have hot food at home. Knowing their parents didn’t care enough to go get it for them, or simply couldn’t afford it. 

That was what had driven Patti to work with children. She wanted to provide for them in the same way her mother had. It didn’t matter where they came from or what they’d done, they were kids and they deserved love and the chance to feel true compassion. She’d dedicated her life to giving back to the same types of communities as the one she’d grown up in. That’s how she’d met Jobe. They’d gone to college together, much like me and Birdie. The difference was that they’d both had a passion for rescuing kids. They became fast friends, and eventually, a little bit more. 

Things hadn’t worked out on the romantic front, but their friendship had held strong throughout the years. And when Jobe came to her and asked her to come work with him at Chicago Children’s, she knew he must’ve really needed her help.   I hadn’t realized that Patti was so much more than just Jobe’s assistant—they were partners, and Jobe relied on her to help keep things above water. They had plans to elevate Chicago Children’s to the same level as Found Family, really pushing to make a difference in the community for these families, and the determination to see it through.

A new respect for Jobe caught me off guard as Patti told her story and I let some of my bitterness toward his attitude fade. I still didn’t really like the way he spoke to her, but it seemed the two had an understanding between them that I might not be privy to. Besides that, we were all on the same team—Team Save The Kids—and he was my boss regardless of my feelings. 

We were wrapping up our lunch and exchanging personal numbers to plan another when Brantley’s text came through.

Brantley: Dinner tomorrow night?



I stared at the text for a long time, my fingers frozen over the keyboard. Patti must’ve noticed I was acting weird because she said my name softly, drawing my attention away from my phone. 

“Everything okay?” she asked and I smiled shyly at the concern in her eyes. 

“Yeah, just wondering if I should accept a date or not.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to tell her the truth—I could’ve easily just said the expected, ‘yeah, I’m fine’ and we would’ve moved on. 

Patti gave me a knowing look and breathed out a laugh. “Oh, been there done that. If you want my opinion, though I know you didn’t ask for it, if you have to think too hard about it, he’s not the one.” 

“I’m not really on the lookout for the one right now anyway,” I admit, feeling my cheeks heat as I spoke. “He’s just determined.” 

“Determined? Or can’t take no for an answer?” Her brows were quirked like a scolding mother’s. 

“Maybe a little bit of both.” I shrug. “He’s a nice guy. We have great chemistry.” That was half a lie. The chemistry only lasted as long as it took for him to roll off of me. “And in another life, he would be exactly my type.” 

Patti considered this for a few moments before answering. “That was another life, though. If you’re not sure about him now, it’s probably your gut clueing you in. And Misely?” 

“Yeah?”

“‘No’ is a complete sentence. You shouldn’t have to keep telling him to respect that.” 

At that, she hiked her purse strap up on her shoulder and gestured to the shop’s front door. Taking the hint, we closed the conversation and made our way back to the office. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Patti’s words stuck with me throughout the rest of the day and well into my evening. I was pacing my living room, phone in hand, tapping it against my chin. I’d been at it for hours now, my thoughts a frantic whirlwind in my head. On the one hand, Patti had a point. A strong, reasonable point. I’d told Brantley no, multiple times. I’d told him, very clearly, that I was not in a good place to be dating and even then, I didn’t owe him any sort of explanation. I’d been clear in the casual nature of our situationship, and that I was not looking for anything outside of the bedroom. He should respect that. 

On the other hand, I had always been a hopeless romantic at heart. And what did it say about Brantley that he was willing to wait for me? That he would treat me as though I was worth fighting for a single, measly date? And what if he was right? What if I did accept the date and things progressed? What if Brantley was the one I could spend my life with? 

The thought didn’t settle right in my chest and tasted like acid on my tongue. I tried hard to picture us ripening with age together, rings on our fingers and I just couldn’t see it the way I had with James. Would there always be the comparison to James? Brutish features muddied the picture of him that I held so dearly in my mind; tall, tattooed and scary, and I cursed. There was that. There was him. 

I would never be able to commit to anything with anyone so long as I held those thoughts and images and god—fantasies in my mind. It wouldn’t be right or fair to Brantley or anybody, for me to try to fake it. No. I couldn’t do it, not even for a single, measly date. My pacing halted and I unlocked the device in my hand, fully ready to type out a quick and polite, ‘No, thank you,’ when a loud pounding on my door had me jumping so hard my phone flew from my hands, landing on the rug in front of my sofa with a quiet thud. 

I swore, resting a hand over my pounding chest as if it would settle at the touch. I’d ordered pizza tonight instead of throwing a ramen packet in the microwave, and a neighbor must’ve let the delivery person up instead of making them hit the buzzer. I charged over to the door, grabbing my wallet off the buffet table beside it, flipping it open and rifling for some bills as I unlocked and opened the door with my other hand. 

“You scared the shit out of me,” I said, still not looking up as I fished out a couple twenties. 

“My apologies, ma’am.” That voice.

My face snapped up and I felt the blood drain. Before I could scream, a large hand was pressed over my mouth, and I was crowded backwards into the apartment.
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Talon
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It never failed to become my problem when my  brother fucked up. Even when we were little kids and shit went down, our parents always made sure I was held responsible for whatever bullshit Milo found himself in. Maybe it was middle child syndrome, but at least back then I’d had Bri’s help. She had adored Lo, doted on him like he was her fucking kid. Not anymore. 

The change had come drastically after the death of our parents, not that I could blame her. We went from having wonderful parents and a pretty decent family, to having Kyle. It was hard to believe we were even related to the motherfucker. But apparently we were, and he was the only family we had left.

Eventually we found a system, far from perfect, but a system nonetheless. Things were going okay. We all had our roles to play. That is, until Milo went fucking rogue. He’d always been the most resistant to the new order of things, and maybe that was because he was the baby of the family. But it was one thing to be a little rebellious and a whole other to be a fucking snitch. 

It wasn’t like I gave a fuck that Kyle was arrested. The piece of shit had it coming. But he was our uncle, and you don’t snitch on family. That was our number one rule; the only rule that really mattered. You gotta get the heat off your own back? You get rid of the smaller fish. They knew what they were getting into—like lambs to the slaughter. Milo fucking knew that. And he knew Kyle would never take anything laying down.

And yet. 

I blamed the bitch he’d shacked up with. I always knew that was going to be his downfall—love. Such a cliche, it made me sick. Milo was softer than he had any right to be, all things considered. He left himself open to care about others. Whole lot of good that did him. Unfortunately for me, I wasn’t in a much better predicament. I sure as shit hadn’t gone and fallen in love like some dope, but I’d done the single worst thing there was to do when you live a life like we do. 

I hadn’t wrapped it up. The one fucking time I was in such a rush to get my dick wet, and of course, luck would have it, I knocked the bitch up. I didn’t even know her name. I sure as shit know it now. She was just some girl that would come into the garage with her friends from time to time, hoping to use their cleavage to score a deal on repairs and maintenance on their cars. I’d been frustrated and horny and she’d been more than willing. Took her in the back, we did our thing, and she went on her way. That should have been the end of it.

Until she came back four months later with a small bump and determination in her eyes. I’d denied paternity vehemently, of course. All she’d done was roll her eyes and tell me there were no other candidates and it didn’t matter anyway. She was having the baby, and if there had to be a paternity test, so be it, but she expected me to be financially involved. She couldn’t give less of a shit of my involvement outside of that. 

That was fine. I would send her her monthly dues and she would do what she wanted to do. I pulled her aside, away from the prying ears of customers and told her I couldn’t do more than that. That I wasn’t going to be a dad. I couldn’t, even if I wanted to. Not with the shit my family was involved in. And then there was the fact that I already had my hands full looking out for Milo, not that I would tell her or anyone else that. Again, the pretty brunette didn’t seem phased in the slightest. I had to give her the respect she clearly earned—she knew we were never more than a quickie in the back of my garage, and she was fine with that. 

She went on her way and that was the last I ever heard from her, outside of dropping the envelopes of cash in her mailbox on the first of every month. I thought I’d done the right thing by her and by the child we’d created together. She’d gone and gotten married, and from what I could tell, they were raising my son like a proper family would, even getting him a puppy and a little sister. He’s like eight now and fuck he looks like me, the only exception being that his curly hair has the same coloring as Milo’s. At least from what I could tell by the picture that Kyle had slapped in front of me five months ago.

I thought I’d been careful. There was no paper trail. I decided against the paternity test because I didn’t want a court case in the system. I told Kenna, the boy’s mom, as much of the truth as I could. That I had some people around that would not be safe around the baby and I’d do everything in my power to keep them away from her. That had been enough for her. But apparently, somewhere along the way, I’d failed. 

Kyle came into the shop’s back office and slid into the chair in front of my desk like he had some right to it, a slimy grin on his chapped lips. There was an odd look of sick satisfaction pulling at his features like he knew a secret and was wondering what he could do to make me want to know it. 

I didn’t greet him, only stared like I always do, letting him know perfectly well with just my eyes how much I detested him. It brought me perverse joy that the motherfucker still had to wear a brace on the arm my brother had shattered, the bones never quite healing the way they should. Knowing he was in near constant pain when he wasn’t high as a kite was like karma demanding her piece. 

It was obvious he’d seen my gaze shift to the black brace, his own expression hardening. He bit out, “You still haven’t found your piece of shit brother.” An accusation, not a question. 

“You know I haven’t. He’s covered his tracks pretty damn well. I told you that at our last meeting.” 

Kyle and Bri knew to leave me alone if it wasn’t a meeting day. I retained my don’t-fuck-with-me status fairly well, my bulky stature giving me an air of dominance that Kyle didn’t ever try to impede on. We all knew he was the decision maker, but I was the muscle. And it would be too easy for me to turn that muscle towards him instead of our enemies. 

Typically, Kyle respected the boundaries that I set, but when Milo took off and got him thrown in jail, he’s seemed nearly unhinged. Bri hadn’t been around as much, not that I could claim I missed her, but the last time I’d seen her, she’d had a black eye. I didn’t know the specifics behind how Bri and Kyle worked together, mostly because Bri refused to share any details despite years of prodding, but I had a feeling he was responsible for her latest bruise. 

He was desperate to get his hands on our little brother, even though it wouldn’t change a thing. He’d still be due in court next month to plead his guilt or his innocence on a plethora of charges. Milo had done a bang-up job making sure that Kyle went down for everything, while still somehow keeping Briauna and me out of it. That little fact only seemed to enrage our uncle further, his mind already half gone from a lifetime of drug and alcohol abuse. And now here he sat, across from me at my place of business, on a non-meeting day, with an ugly smirk on his grimy lips. 

A dirty, grown out fingernail tapped idly on my desk, his other hand rubbing absently at his jaw. “Or you’re covering for him.” 

I felt the muscles in my body tense up. I wish it had been that easy. “I know better than that.” 

Kyle’s barked laugh was harsh and forced. “You better hope so.”

That felt like a threat. I don’t handle threats well. Cocking my head to the side I felt my brows narrow. “Oh yeah? And why’s that?” 

Dull, beady eyes jerked over my features, drinking up any tells he thought he might find. Slowly, he pulled something from his back pocket, never taking his eyes off mine. He slid it across the desk until it was right in front of me, his mouth popping open on another deranged laugh as I allowed myself to look down. The blood left my face rapidly, something in my chest tightening painfully. 

There he was. The little boy I’d fathered, throwing a football at the park, to a man I now recognized as Kenna’s new husband. He looked a lot like me, the child, the only key differences being his hair color and the transparent joy that lit his features. “Obviously expert track covering isn’t a family trait. You certainly did a piss poor job of it. Did you really think I didn’t know about your little whoospie baby?” 

Kyle’s mocking tone was the catalyst that broke me from my trance as I stared down at the photo of the child. I reached across the desk and fisted my hand in his shirt, dragging him forward until our noses nearly touched. “Stay the fuck away from the kid. He’s got nothing to do with this.” 

Despite the thundering of Kyle’s heart in his chest battering against my fist, he laughed again, cold and calculating. “What’s the matter? Don’t want to introduce your boy to his family? His real family?” 

“This isn’t his family.” 

“Thanks to you.”

“I’m warning you, you mother fucker—” 

“You’re warning me?” Kyle’s tone changed then, one of his hands dipping behind his back to pull out a handgun, all humor lost, suddenly stone cold serious in that eerie way of his. “No, I don’t think you are. See, this is what’s going to happen, Talon. I’m going to give you exactly six months to get Milo in front of me, dead or alive, or Uncle Kyle is going to go pay a visit to little Leo and his whore mother. Do you understand?”

Leo. His name was Leo. Not a name I would’ve thought of, but still, it fit. Leo. 

And certainly not something I wanted to be learning for the first time from this fucking pig. 

Rage unlike anything I’d ever felt, threatened to blind me. All I could imagine was beating this fucker’s face in until he choked on his own blood and drowned. Maybe I should. The world would be better off if I did. Instead, I threw him backwards, barely satisfied when he tripped over the chair behind him. 

“Six months, Talon, or you’re going to be attending your boy’s burial. It’s Milo or Leo. I’ll let you decide which is more important to you.” He left the photo on my desk when he walked out, a sick laugh echoing behind him.

My fist hit the table in front of me hard enough to send my beer crashing to the floor. I had to fucking find Milo. The auburn haired boy’s smile glared up at me from the photo that was now kept in my wallet, a reminder of why I was doing this in the first place. I didn’t want to go after my brother. I didn’t want drag him back from whatever fucking fantasy realm he’d built for himself. But Leo didn’t ask to be born and I’d made a promise to his mother that I would keep them out of danger. 

I had to make good on that promise.


      [image: image-placeholder]Bri’s call came bright and early, just as always. I cursed, pinching the corners of my eyes in an attempt to wipe away the fatigue before I answered. 

“What the fuck do you want?” I barked, leaning my elbows on my bent knees. 

“Good morning to you too, little brother.” Briauna’s voice was cold as ever, a note of condescension always present. She was the oldest of our brood, and by far the most bitter. It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with the fact that she was nearing her forties and was still perpetually single—she wasn’t the type of woman that gave a fuck about settling down and starting a family. Not anymore. 

No, Briauna MacArthur’s sole purpose on this planet was to ensure that this family made money. Of the three of us ‘kids,’ Kyle trusted her the most, at least from where I sat. She was who he went to first in all things, and when he wasn’t getting what he wanted, she was sent to oversee that it was taken care of. 

It was obvious to anybody with half a brain that she hated him as much, if not more, than the rest of us. And yet, she did as she was told. I remembered a time when she fought him as hard as Milo and I had. A time when she’d put herself between a raging drunk Kyle and our younger brother, guarding him from the lashing our uncle was about to dole out with his belt. 

But then there came a day where he could no longer count on her protection because she had changed. So drastically and so quickly that neither of us could have prepared for it. The anger within her was unmatched and unfortunately Milo caught the brunt of it. Bri never spoke on what had happened to cause such thorough resentment, but I knew it went much deeper than the loss of our parents when she was nineteen. Asking her only seemed to make her angrier. 

At this point, so many years had passed and so much shit had been done and said that I wasn’t sure I cared to know anymore. 

“Always a pleasure,” I bit out sardonically. “Now what the fuck do you want at this ungodly hour?” 

The red illuminated numbers from my ancient ass alarm clock glared at me from my nightstand. Nine a.m. I guess it wasn’t that early. Whatever.

My sister seemed to have the same thought because she snorted. Knowing her, she’d been awake since five a.m. performing a blood ritual to some demonic overlord or some shit. Eight o’clock was sleeping in. 

“It’s time for your weekly progress report,” she said, not a drop of humor in her tone. 

I felt the growl build up in my throat. She knew exactly what I was going to say. Nothing had changed. 

“He’s clearly in witness protection,” I ground out. “What the fuck am I supposed to do? Infiltrate the fucking DEA?”

Briauna was unmoved. “Whatever you have to do, Talon. Find the little shit and get it over with. I’m sick of babysitting you.” 

“Then tell Kyle to go fuck himself. What’s he got on you anyway? You’re the golden child, he might actually listen to you.” 

There was a long, tense pause where all I could hear was her ragged breathing. Then, in a clipped voice that seethed with venom she reissued Kyle's earlier threat, “Find the runt, Talon, or in four weeks you can introduce yourself to your son at his funeral.” When she hung up the end tone echoed back in my ears like a bomb siren. I squeezed the phone so tightly in my grip that I heard the plastic protesting, my fury radiating off me in waves. 

Breaking my phone and destroying anything within reach wouldn’t change a damn thing though. Bri didn’t care and I already knew Kyle sure as fuck didn’t. They were sticking to this stupid fucking timeline and if I didn’t deliver, they would. I closed my eyes tightly, biting back a roar of frustration rushing through my system as I fell back against my pillows once more. 

It only took a few minutes before I jumped up from the bed, knowing sleep would not return and condemning myself to another day of neglecting my business and life to continue a fruitless hunt for my shithead little brother. Forcing myself to follow through with my list of Non-Negotiables  was, as per usual, more difficult than anything, but I did it. 


	Crawl out of bed


	Brush my teeth and wash my face


	Protein shake 


	Two-mile run


	Gym


	Shower


	Coffee and eggs


	Two chapters of reading





It was the same routine every day, no matter what else was going on. It kept my mind clear and my body healthy. By the time I completed the list, I was awake and ready to get through whatever hellscape my life would be that day. 

I was on the last page of my second chapter of reading when my phone chimed on the coffee table in front of me. My jaw clenched, irritation that I had forgotten to turn off my notification alerts for my reading session flaring through me. I forced myself to finish the page and slammed the book shut, not remembering a damn word in the last three sentences. 

But when I picked up the blasted device to see who was interrupting my daily routine, the irritation left my body, replaced by an odd flipping sensation in my stomach. 

“miselyXfisher posted for the first time in a while. Check it out!”

I gritted my teeth, deliberating if it was worth clicking on the notification for several long seconds before jabbing at the screen. Misely was the leggy best friend of Milo’s little girlfriend, Birdie. The first time I’d seen her, she’d left me annoyingly speechless. Not that that was a hard feat by any means since I leaned more in the direction of silence anyway, but it didn’t change the fact that she had caught all of my attention. 

I’d barely seen Milo’s snapping point when he’d flown across a bar to break our good-for-nothing uncle’s arm for touching his girl. I was too distracted by pale blonde hair, blue eyes, and lips the color of cherry blossoms. 

She was standing behind Birdie, her expression only slightly confused and frightened—but mostly pissed off. When Kyle had put his arm around her friend, Misely’s entire demeanor had gone defensive and if it hadn’t been for the grip the woman beside her had on her upper arm, I was certain she would have lunged for my uncle. 

When her eyes met mine, they narrowed, clear accusation written in them, as if she were daring me to do something about the drunken bastard. The oddest part had been that I had the urge to do just that, if only to see how this woman would react.

I hadn’t known her name then, but it didn’t take long to figure it out. Milo had been living in a very small town, where everybody knew everybody. The first place I’d looked when I’d started the hunt for Milo, was the girls’ shared apartment. I was ashamed to admit that I’d spent more time than necessary snooping through Misely’s room, digging for any information that I could get my hands on about her. I found enough—her name, her occupation, her family. A week later, she was gone and there was no trace of where she’d fled to, killing off my only lead on Milo. 

I had tried social media before, but as if they had predicted I would—or more likely had been warned away from online platforms by witness protection—both women had gone radio silent. Until now. I stared down at the photo of the blonde, smiling ear to ear with an older woman, and my own grin grew wickedly. Looks like I’d be making a trip to Chicago.
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