
        
              
            
            
        






Her mind forced her to forget the pain, but when he walked back into her life, her heart begged her to remember.
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PREFACE

This edition of Beautifully Broken is vastly different from the one I first published in 2018. It has been almost entirely rewritten and expanded—with many changes to the plot and how it’s executed—and hopefully is a much more enjoyable read for you, the reader. 

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

With love,

A. R. Wile








INTRODUCTION

BEAUTIFULLY BROKEN IS BOOK three in the Broken series trilogy, and it picks up exactly where the second book left you hanging on the edge of your seat.

If you haven’t already, you can get the second book, Deeply Broken, at one of your favourite retailers by going to the link below.

https://books2read.com/deeplybroken








SYNOPSIS

I BLINKED. 

AT THE time, I didn’t think anything of it. It was automatic. A harmless bodily function I did often. I didn’t expect that the next time I opened my eyes, I’d be waking in a hospital room with a gunshot wound and a concussion. 

Eight months forgotten. 

I’ve been told it’s better that way. To have my memories suppressed. To forget the pain of everything I endured. But if it was all so terrible, then why does the stranger with the stormy, chocolate brown eyes make my heart betray me? Why does he make me feel things I have no right to feel when my heart belongs to someone else?

My hand instinctively flies to my neck, sliding along the bumps popping up beneath my fingertips. I feel like I should already know how to read them.

And maybe I should. 

Because the man in front of me connects me to my memories. He’s the reason I forgot. The man who betrayed me. Killed to protect me. The reason my heart’s been torn in two.








DEDICATION

For those who’ve had your heart torn in two, 
but still found a way to stitch it back together.








PART 1








ONE

GAVIN

AN AWARENESS OF DEATH hangs heavy in the air. It coats my skin, fills my lungs. I force myself to breathe it in because Gabby is dead—and Hannah was the one who pulled the trigger. 

If she hadn’t, it sure as hell would’ve been me. That’s what makes this so hard. I would’ve killed someone I once called a friend. And I wish I had. Now Hannah will have to live with Gabby’s blood on her hands—carry another scar, one that only adds to the many others she’s been forced to wear.

Kneeling at Hannah’s side, cold sweat drips off my brow as I shine my phone’s light over her features, taking in the pallid hue of her skin and the slack drop of her lids. Clutching her cheek in my hand, I roll her to face me. Her skin is strangely cool and clammy, even compared to mine.

“I’m going to make this right. You don’t have to worry.” Her silence grows louder with each passing second. “Hannah?”

Her lids shutter over glazed eyes, lips parted limply. When I let go of my hold on her cheek, her head weakly lolls to the side, her faint breath barely strong enough to swirl up dust. I grab her shoulders and shake gently. Her gaze only opens to mere slits before it falls closed again.

“Hannah, open your eyes, baby. Wake up!”

She doesn’t respond.

I slide my fingers into her hair to cradle her head but feel a damp warmth coating my fingers. When I pull them back, I flick the light over them, illuminating the sticky red daubed on their shaking tips.

“No, no, no, no…” I gently lift her head, tilting it to the side, and see a jagged edge peeking out from the ground. My throat tightens as moisture pricks at my eyes. “Baby, you gotta stay with me! Help will be here soon.”

Ryan sprints to my side, skidding to a stop beside me. He grips Hannah’s limp hand in his—voice panicked. “What happened? What’s wrong with her?”

“She hit her head, and there’s… Fuck, there’s a lot of blood. Give me your shirt.” 

If it weren’t for mine already being tied tightly around the gunshot wound on her arm, I would’ve used my own. But I don’t have another, and he’s got what I need within arm’s reach.

Without objection, he grips it over his shoulders, tugs the material over his head, then quickly folds it into a small compress. He sets it on the ground beside her head, and I carefully position her over it, applying pressure. “She must have hit her head during the fight.”

“How bad do you think it is?”

“It sure as hell isn’t good.” I glance at the red blot radiating outward into the fabric clenched in my hand. Like a drop of ink in water, it’s spreading quickly. “There’s so much blood! Where is everyone?” 

Ryan’s gaze blindly searches the knitted branches of the darkened forest separating us from civilization—several hundred feet past the Rivas Canyon Trailhead. “I don’t know. I called them right before I left. Should we move her?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know?”

“We can’t just sit here on our thumbs and do nothing! And what are we gonna do about Gabby? Hannah killed her! As soon as she’s well enough to sit in a cell, you know they’re going to be beating down her hospital room door to take her away.”

“We’re going to get our stories straight—that’s what we’re going to do. You saw what happened, but you’re going to have to see it differently. Gabby had Hannah pinned, so I fought to get her off of her. When we were wrestling, the gun went off. Are we clear? Because it damn well better be crystal.”

He vehemently shakes his head. “You’re insane! You can’t take the blame for this. You’re going to get crucified! Her dad’s the Chief of Police.”

“Better me than Hannah.”

He was prepared to deny any excuse I gave, but he slams his mouth closed on his rebuttal and gnaws on the side of his lip, wringing his fingers through his hair. He takes a moment to consider what I’m saying.
 
“I’ll do it. The detective already thinks I have a vendetta against Gabby. It would be easy to convince him it was me.”

“You wouldn’t survive a day in a place like that. This is something I need to do. I’ve lived through a hell of a lot worse than I’ll ever see in there.” 

Ryan’s eyes flash with surprise now that he’s getting a glimpse into my past. They soften sympathetically, filling in with understanding. 

“Don’t! Don’t fucking look at me like that. Just let me do this. Let me do this for her.”

“She won’t agree to it.”

“We’ll convince her.”

His gaze flicks toward Hannah, a battle warring in his head.

“Yeah, okay… Shit, I can’t believe I’m agreeing to this. She’s never going to forgive me.” He shakes his head and inhales a hard breath. “What if she doesn’t make it?” His voice is unsteady, fear unbalancing every word. 

“She’ll make it. She has to.” I lightly grip her shoulder with my hand and rock her again. “Hannah, wake up, baby. Please wake up.”

Her lids flutter open halfway, her eyes coming slightly into focus just before she heaves, bringing up everything in her stomach, spilling it all into the mixture of leaves and gravel beside her head. When she’s done, we gently move her a few feet away, keeping her head on the compress and her body tipped up on its side so she doesn’t choke on more. I gently roll her onto her side to prevent her from choking, then use my free hand to circle her back for comfort.

“Ryan?” she murmurs his name, reaching inside my chest and tearing my heart out with the plea. 

She’s calling for him.

He presses a kiss to the back of her hand. “I’m here, Nah. I’m here.”

“Ryan, what—what happened? Where am I?” Her voice is flimsy and hoarse.
 
Ryan and I glance at each other over her body, our worry clashing with our fear. 

“You bumped your head pretty hard. Right now, you’re lying on the Rivas Canyon Trail. Do you remember anything? Anything at all?” 

“I… I don’t—” Hannah twists over and heaves again, her eyes struggling to stay open.

Ryan grips her cheeks. “Nah, you have to stay awake. Stay with me!” 

Her eyes open to a slit, the black pupil rolling back slightly before coming back into focus, snapping to Ryan, then to me.

“If anyone can get through this, it’s you. You gotta fight.” I reach for her other hand, but she pulls it back, recoiling like she’s avoiding the bite of a viper. 

The snub hits me like a tsunami, pushing me under with so much force that I’m sure I must be drowning. 

Her eyebrows draw in, crinkling the space between her eyes with confusion and no signs of recognition. She’s staring at me like I’m some random guy trying to touch the pretty girl. 

Does she not remember me? Everything we just shared?

Ryan watches the cold brush off with smug satisfaction, unaware of the reconciliation we had just moments ago. He didn’t see the vibrant love that had been in her eyes. The longing. Now, all that’s there is a vacancy, a blank detachment. They lack the warmth and emotion she gifted me before Gabby appeared. 

He tries to soothe her, but his words get muffled beneath the waves roaring between my ears. 

I finally had her forgiveness. 

Held her in my arms. 

She said she needed time to think. Now, she’s shying away from my touch? Acting like we hadn’t just shared a moment where everything seemed to align?

The stars, the moon… Hell, my entire world righted when she melted against me. I could finally feel my heart stitching itself back together. But now it’s being all picked apart, unravelling faster than I can hold it together.

My ass drops to my heels just as the faint sound of sirens finds its way through my confusion. The scenery around me fades into a blur as more sweat beads on my forehead, neck, and back. Each breath I release gets shorter. More compressed.

“Over here!” Ryan yells next to me, but he sounds so far away. 

Beams of light bounce back and forth in the distance—starting out small and growing bigger the closer they get. Branches crunch and snap as four paramedics run down the path toward us. They split into two groups: two veering toward where Gabby lies dead and two coming to a stop next to Hannah, Ryan and me.

I wave one of them off when he moves toward my leg. “No! Go to her! She needs you more than I do.” 

He hesitates, eyes flicking to my bleeding leg as I wipe the sweat from my brow, trying like hell to stay upright.

“What are you waiting for?” I seethe. “Every second you waste on me is a second you could be helping her. Help her!”

He must see the determination in my gaze, because he finally nods. “I need you both to give us some room. But don’t go far—I’m coming back to look at your leg,” he says firmly, authoritative, dropping next to the other medic. 

He rushes to hook up an IV as the other one finishes bandaging Hannah’s head. Ryan and I give a quick rundown of her injuries as they work. Then he helps me to stand.

My body doesn’t like the sudden change in altitude, and my blood pools in my feet, throwing off my equilibrium. I wobble, stumbling back a few steps as I sway from side to side—my eyes glazing over, nausea creeping in.

The only thing that snaps me back into focus is the fear in Hannah’s voice.

But it’s not me she’s seeking.

“Ryan? Please don’t leave me!”

He releases me and drops back to her side to wrap his hand around hers, where it hovers outstretched. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here with you, okay?” he soothes as she blinks away tears. 

“It hurts so much!”

Bricks crash down on my chest the moment I hear her pain. 

God, I’d give anything to take it all away.

“You’re in good hands,” Ryan says, forcing a smile, doing his best to keep it together for her.

I have to admit, the guy deserves an Emmy for his performance. Because inside, I know he’s falling apart as hard as I am.

“These guys are going to help you. We’ll handle everything else.” He juts his chin in my direction, completely unaware she has no clue what he’s talking about. 

When her eyes track to me again, I lose all the wind in my lungs, seeing the void in her gaze where her love used to be. 

It leaves not only my leg bleeding out but my heart, too. It’s hemorrhaging in a dark puddle at my feet, and I’m suffering the effects when a strong hand grips my shoulder to spin me around. 

“I’m going to need to get a statement.”

My vision eases in and out as I stare vacantly at the man in uniform—woozy and disoriented. He releases me, mouthing more words, dramatically opening and closing his mouth and waving his arms as I stumble back, weakness setting in. He reaches for me. But before he can get a solid hold, my ankle rolls on the uneven ground. I pitch to the side, dropping with a thud, my hands and cheek slapping against the dirt. 

Lying on the ground, I stare blankly at the blur of people running toward me as the others rush Hannah into the darkness. With her finally safe, I don’t need to fight anymore, so I let my eyes fall closed, sink into the gravel beneath me, and wait until I can go there, too.








TWO

RYAN

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN I can’t ride with her? The hell I can’t!” I snap, outrage tightening my voice as the paramedic steps in, blocking me from the ambulance they’re loading Hannah into. “The hell I can’t! Wherever she goes, I go.”

Before he can stop me, I reach past him for the door. But just as my hand closes around the handle, I’m yanked back.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Detective Miller’s gruff voice comes from behind me.

“With my girlfriend. So if you’d get out of my way, I can get back to it,” I growl, trying to push my way inside—but I’m jerked back again, my patience quickly burning through.

“I don’t think so. You’re coming with me.” He twists my arms behind my back, holding them in place as I struggle uselessly.

Damn, this bastard’s strong.

A sharp pain radiates between my shoulder blades from the unnatural angle, burning like hell. But my complaints only encourage him, and he lifts higher before snapping cuffs around my wrists. His grip clamps down on my shoulder as she shoves me toward his car, forcing me to walk ahead of him.

“You have the right to remain silent,” he starts, the words barely registering as my head spins, trying to process what the hell’s happening. “Anything you say can and will be used against you—”

“On what grounds?” I bark.

“…in a court of law,” he continues, ignoring me. “You have a right to an attorney. If you can’t afford one, one will be appointed for you.”

“I didn’t do anything!”

He finishes the recitation while shoving me along the uneven path. I stumble awkwardly in front of him, still struggling against his vice-like grip as the lights from other cops and paramedics glow in the distance.

I’m fuming.

I need to see Hannah, and this asshat still refuses to let me go.

We continue our tug-of-war out of the trailhead. As we reach the police car, he shoves me against the back side pillar.

I grunt, my chest smacking hard against the metal. I suck in a sharply, struggling to keep my rage from boiling over.

“I’m not responsible for any of it! I showed up just as it all went down!”

“That’s my job to prove or disprove.”

“What happened to ‘innocent until proven guilty’? You’re treating me like I’m already convicted!”

He jabs his finger toward the crime scene. “My chief’s daughter is lying over there—the one you said kidnapped and killed your girlfriend. The ex-boyfriend’s out cold with a bullet in his thigh. And your girl isn’t any better—with head trauma and another gunshot wound. You think I’m letting you walk without answers? You’re the only one left standing, Erickson. Why the hell do you think I’m taking you in?”

Shit, he’s going to pin this all on me—just like I thought he would.

I knew I’d be suspect number one, especially when Gavin’s already labelled a victim. He had it in for me the moment I stepped into his office and accused his boss’s daughter of murder. It was only a matter of time before it came back to bite me in the ass. But he has nothing—nothing linking me to this, not a damn thing that would hold up in court.

He whips the back door open, and his face hardens with authority and disdain. “Now get in.”

Gripping the chain of the cuffs, he swings me in front of the opening and brings his hand down on my head, forcing me inside. I drop into the back seat face first, already counting down the minutes until Gavin’s prints are lifted. I need to see if Hannah’s okay, and I can’t be wasting time defending myself to an asshole detective.

I huff my irritation, then roll onto my ass, throwing my weight against the seat behind me, the cuffs biting into my wrists. I toss a glare across the car, jaw locked, restraining myself from saying anything he’ll use against me.

The car dips when the detective’s solid frame drops inside, the arrogance coming off him like cheap cologne. It reeks of a smug bastard who’s convinced this case is already closed, and I have no doubt he’s more than ready to lock me up and throw away the key.

I glower at the back of his head through the steel mesh separator as he shifts into reverse, backing out of the parking lot. We’re surrounded by white noise—the rev of the engine, tires crunching over pavement—but it’s the wordless silence that’s unbearably loud. His judgement.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t kill Gabby. I didn’t shoot anyone!” 

I don’t know why I keep insisting on my innocence when he’s clearly not listening, but I can’t seem to help myself. It burns me to know someone thinks I’m a murderer—especially since I’ve always tried to be a good person. 

Knowing that someone thinks I’d be capable of something so terrible doesn’t sit well with me. 

Not one fucking bit.

“Save the denial for later. In the interrogation room.”

“Denial would show guilt. And I have nothing I’m guilty of.”

“So you say. But as of right now, all the evidence points to you—hence, you being cuffed in my backseat.” There’s a pause. “I’d sit back if I were you.”

My brain simmers over an open fire, and it takes one second too long to catch the warning. 

The car jerks sharply, tossing me to the side. I grunt as my shoulder compresses under me, along with what’s left of my pride.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Holding back a growl, I roll upright and shake my head, mincing my lips. I know if I don’t, I’ll say something I’ll regret—something sure to smack the smirk off this asshole’s face. Thankfully, he leaves that big red explosive button of mine alone, and soon we fall into a neutral silence, my hands figuratively raised in temporary surrender.

I stare out my window and see Hannah’s face in the streaks of everything we pass. I need to see her. I need to make sure she’s okay. She was barely lucid when the paramedics hurried her into the darkness—away from me. And here I am, on my way to having bogus charges laid on me while she could have brain damage. Or worse. 

The last time I saw her, we were fighting. I admitted I knew Gavin was drugged when he slept with Gabby and that I kept it from her. She told me to leave, to give her time to think, then she pushed me away, leaving our argument unresolved and the state of our relationship hanging in the air. Now I can’t help but feel like I’ve lost her for good. No matter what happens to her.

Houses slowly turn into buildings and storefronts as traffic grows denser, everything brighter the closer we get to the city. Miller’s blue eyes flick to me in the rearview, just as the lights from an oncoming car streak across his face, his gaze more steely than usual.

Once he turns it back to the road, his brows pull in as he kneads his temples. “This is going to be a shitstorm,” he mumbles to himself, shaking his head, then rubbing his jaw, where it’s pulsing with more tension.

I know he’s not expecting a response, but I can’t help myself. “And what do you plan to do when it hits?”

“I’ll be doing my job,” he says firmly with a heavy sigh.

“Getting justice for the victim—or the attacker?”

“I don’t know what the hell you think I’m doing, but first, I need to be clear about who the victim—or victims—are.” He bites down on the corner of his lip, hands flexing around the wheel. “I’m going to be stepping on some prominent toes with this case, and the last thing I need is to be booted out by the same foot I just treaded on—before I get all the dots connected.”

We stop at an intersection, and he turns his gaze on me.

“Whether or not Tate was involved in Pearson’s murder or Coleman’s confinement, she’s now classified as a victim. My job’s to find out who’s responsible—as much as it is to find out what happened to your girlfriend. Everything else is up to the judge and jury to decide.”

“What if you get the wrong person? What if someone stonewalls you?”

“Then my reputation is unfounded—and someone gets away with murder,” he says bluntly.

It’s not long before Miller pulls up in front of the West Los Angeles Police Department, and I’m smacked with the reality of my situation. It drops like a boulder in my stomach—heavy, unmovable, fully capable of keeping me pinned to a six-by-eight cell. The cheery red brick around the entrance isn’t fooling anyone. This isn’t somewhere you want to be. No matter what colour they paint it, no one walks in with optimism and a smile.

I glance at the large white police sign to my left, remembering the last time I was here.

I can’t believe this is my life now—getting my own police escort, handcuffed on suspicion of murder. What’s worse is I’m really an accomplice—a guy who helped the actual killer, tampered with evidence. Now my future hangs in the balance, like a noose around my neck. I’ve fallen so far down the rabbit hole that I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to claw my way out.

Miller rounds the front of the patrol car to get to my side. Gripping my shoulder, he grabs the chain on my cuffs and hauls me out. Once I’m on my feet, he shoves me ahead, guiding my walk of shame—only this one, I’m not wearing a sated smile or a mess of clothes from the night before. No, I’m walking as curious eyes burn into my back, wondering what level of criminal I am.

I roll my eyes and strut the distance to the front door. Miller opens it and pushes me inside. I straighten, ready to maintain constant, direct eye contact with the way-too-friendly front desk clerk. From what I’ve read, that’s how you survive a cougar attack.

Apparently, my precautions aren’t necessary. The predator doesn’t appear to be at her desk.

Funny—I always thought cougars were nocturnal.

After being booked and processed, I’m led down a hall toward the back. I’m antsy. My skin is prickling. I need to get to the hospital to know if Hannah’s stable because my heart’s cracking under the pressure of everything I don’t know.

Is she awake? Will there be permanent damage?
 
Will she want to see me?

I just need to know. 

Too many possibilities churn through my head, and with every step forward, I want to take at least five steps back. Toward her—always her.

Miller brings me to a stop in front of a white steel door. 

“Is this the holding cell?” I ask.

“More like an interrogation room. I need some answers first.”

He pulls a key from his pocket and unlocks the door, swinging it open. The small room hits me with a hard case of déjà vu. It’s like I’m looking into every interrogation room I’ve seen on TV—right down to the two-way mirror on the far wall, behind the plain table in the centre.

The scrape of metal sliding across the floor snaps me back.

“Have a seat,” Miller says dryly, gesturing toward the chair he’d just pulled out.

I drop into hit without a word, sliding my cuffed hands through the open back. The cold metal creaks beneath me as I close my eyes, needing to settle this feeling of restlessness.

“You’re entitled to one phone call and a lawyer. Do you want either before we begin?”

I shake my head.

“Yes or no, Erickson.”

“No.” My voice is rough. “I just want this over.”

“You realize you’re the main suspect, right? I’d take that call if I were you. Because right now, this whole situation has ‘premeditated’ written all over it.”

Keeping my head tipped down, I glare up through my lashes. “You have nothing other than an anecdotal motive. Nothing to tie me to this. No evidence, nothing concrete—just me, in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Miller huffs a laugh through his nose, then leans on his elbows, steepling his fingers as he locks me in a staredown. “I know I don’t need to tell you it’s in your best interest to be forthcoming—especially after you seem to be the only person left standing. If you lie, I will find out. And it’ll only help me build a stronger case against you.”

“I have nothing to hide.”

He pulls out a small silver recorder and places it on the table—the blinking red light telling me it’s on. He states his name, badge number, and other routine details, including the date and time. “Why don’t you tell me what happened, then? But first, state your name for the record.”

“Ryan Erickson.”

“In your own words, describe the events leading up to and including how three people got shot tonight. Use first and last names.”

“I got a phone call from a friend a couple hours ago. She told me my girlfriend, Hannah Coleman, went to see Gavin Hunter.”

“A friend?”

“Charlotte Reese.”

“I’m aware of the history between Coleman, Hunter, and you—but why would Reese feel the need to tell you this?”

“Because Hannah and I had an argument earlier tonight.”

“About what?” He leans back, folding his arms across his chest.

“I kept a secret from her.”

“And how does it tie to Hunter?”

“I knew Gabby Tate drugged and tricked him into sleeping with her. Hannah found out I’d kept it from her and was furious. She made me leave, then went to talk to him about it—probably to get answers. She left a note for our friend and her roommate, Charlotte. It said Gavin texted her, asking to meet him on the trail.”

“And you followed them?”

“Not then—no. Not until Gavin called me. I was on the phone with Charlotte at the time but hung up to take his call. He was frantic, telling me to call the police and send them to the Rivas Canyon Trailhead. Said Gabby was there with a gun and that he and Hannah had already been shot.”

“When you got there, what did you see? Did Tate still have the gun?”

I nod, getting lost in the memory, every moment tightening my chest. 

“Yeah. Gavin’s leg was tied off with a belt, and Hannah’s arm was cinched with his shirt,” I start, reciting the script I’m expected to give, careful to keep my words flowing and my tone even. “She was trying to wrestle the gun away from Gabby, but then Gavin took over and the gun went off. He was the one who pulled the trigger.”

“Where were you in all of this?”

“About fifty feet away.”

“And you didn’t try to step in?” The tone of his voice is baiting—like my answer’s about to confirm his theory.

I scoff. “If I could’ve teleported, maybe. But no—it all happened too fast.”

“Did you see how Coleman hit her head?”

“No. I assume it was when she was fighting with Gabby.” I rhythmically tap my foot, wishing I didn’t have to relive any of this.

I want to see Hannah. I need to see Hannah.

Miller licks over his teeth and settles back in his chair, deciding if there’s any validity to my story while he clicks his tongue. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“You now know as much as I do.” 

He gives the closing spiel, then presses the button to stop the recording.

“So what happens next?” I ask. “How long do you plan on keeping me here? I need to know my girlfriend’s alive. Please…you’ve gotta give me something?”

“You’ll be moved to a cell—until the prints are lifted off the gun. If it corroborates your story, then I let you go. If it doesn’t, you’ll have to wait until your bail hearing. Regarding your girlfriend, I can’t give details to anyone other than her family.”

“You gotta be kidding me. You saw me with her! You know how desperate I was to find her.”

“I’m not at liberty to—”

“Cut the bullshit copy-and-paste answers. She’s my girlfriend, man! She went through hell! I’m bleeding out, needing to hear something. Show some empathy.”

His face remains stoic, giving no indication that he’s feeling even the slightest bit of sympathy. Then, reaching into his back pocket, he pulls out his cell, taps the screen, and puts it to his ear.

“What’s Coleman’s status?” he says when the other person picks up. I can hear quiet murmurs through the line as he listens, expression unchanged. “Okay, thanks.”

He hangs up, lowering the phone.

“The doctors stopped the bleeding in her arm. The bullet went straight through, so they were more concerned with her head. She’s stable now, but she had some swelling in her brain, so they had to drain the fluid. She’s currently in an induced coma, but they think she’s going to be okay.”

A rush of air escapes me.

“Thank you,” I say, putting as much gratitude into those two words as I can.

He nods. “You didn’t hear that from me, got it?”

“Yeah, not a thing.” I hesitate. “So what about Gavin? Will he be okay, too?”

Despite my general dislike of the guy, he risked his life for Hannah—something that’s earned my forgiveness at least until he betrays her again. Then all bets are off.

“I’m not at liberty to—”

“Yeah, I get it.” I sigh, then nod—happy for what he did tell me, knowing he’s already stretched his limit.

“Well…” I scan the room blankly, bracing for what comes next. “Guess it’s time to make new friends.”

“Yeah, it is. But don’t worry—just bat your lashes, and you’ll do fine.”








THREE

GAVIN

THERE’S A FAMILIAR HUM of machines around me as my eyes drift open, fighting through a heavy blur. The steady pulse lets me know that I’m at least not dead. And the constant throbbing in my leg tells me those memories—those messed-up, too-real memories—aren’t just parts of a bad dream.

If I were looking on the bright side, the fact I’m alive should be reason enough to smile. But my optimism for the day is still up in the air. Apparently, just like my leg at the moment. Because the last thing I remember is how the woman I love forgot about me, and the one I was beginning to deeply care about is dead.

Wanting to see my battle wound for myself, I try to throw the blanket off my leg, but cold metal tugs on my wrist.

Cuffs?

My eyes snap wide.

They must have matched my prints already.

I’d hoped for more time—but now I’ll have to figure out how I can see Hannah before I go. It won’t be easy, but I’ll be damned if I don’t at least try. 

I use my free hand to toss the blanket aside, careful of the wires and tubes hooked in the back, and uncover the white bandage wrapped tight around my upper thigh. It’s going to mean months of physio. Brutal exercises. Endless hospital visits. 

I already know I’ll hate every minute of it.

I shift uncomfortably on the lumpy surface beneath me, not sure how long I’ve been in this bed. But my muscles are stiff from the lack of movement, and I feel like if I get a good stretch, they might loosen up a little.

“Fuck me!” I grunt—half croaking, half panting—a stabbing pain radiating from deep inside my thigh.

Noted.

Little stretches—good. Big stretches—bad.

Breathing in and out, I force down the giant cotton ball in my throat and reach for the button on the side of the bed. 

I need to find out what happened to Hannah.

Before I can press it, a cheery nurse walks in, humming.

“Good morning,” she sing-songs with a smile, smelling like soap and sunshine—if that’s even a smell. “My name’s Nia, and I’ll be taking care of you today.”

She strolls inside, her dark curly hair bouncing with each step. She can’t be much taller than my miniature grandmother, judging by how her limbs barely reach the hems of her scrubs. The middle of them, though, is stretched snug around her rotund figure, and her darker skin is smooth, surprisingly youthful for someone who looks to be in her mid-fifties. 

“Han—” My voice cracks, coming out just as tight and weak as the last time I spoke.

The nurse holds a straw up to my lips.

“Here, sweetie, drink this. It’ll help with the dryness. But take it slow.”

I give her an appreciative half-smile, then take the straw into my mouth for a few careful sips.

Finding my voice, I try again. “Hannah Coleman… Can you take me to her?”

Her eyes flash with something resembling pity, and my heart stops—dread choking me. 

No, no, no! I can’t lose her again!

Seeing my panic, she’s quick to say, “You can breathe, dear. She’s very much alive. And stable.” 

I blow out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding, my heart galloping wildly.

“But you can’t see her, I’m sorry. Only her family—and, by their request, her boyfriend—are allowed in.”

I fall back into my thin pillow and suck in a ragged breath, deflated.

Ryan gets to see her?

More pity shines in her eyes. 

“By the look on your face, I’d say whatever happened to you both isn’t the only interesting story here.” 

“Interesting is one word for it,” I grumble as she rests my glass back on the tray.

I’m already back on the outside—because no one knows Hannah was willing to give me a chance.

“She’s someone important to you?” she asks, glancing at the machines and writing down a few numbers.

“You could say that.”

“An old girlfriend?” She holds up a blood pressure cuff, wordlessly asking permission.

I nod. “Yeah.”

I glance out the window, seeing nothing but the pain on Hannah’s face when they took her away, remembering how it felt like a fist inside my chest. 

“Well… I obviously don’t know the whole story between you two. But you’re too young and handsome to be so sullen. Love’s a hard language for most people, so try not to let it get you down. Hell, even at my age, I’m still trying to figure it out.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

I get another sharp, stabbing pain in my thigh, and I hiss through my teeth, dropping my hand to the dressing on my leg. I lower my head and close my eyes to breathe through it, little by little, feeling it radiating through the muscle like the aftershocks of an earthquake.

It reminds me, again—it’s not only my heart that’s been beaten down by disaster but my body, too.

“Here. I’ll give you a little something for that.” She presses a couple of buttons on my IV and a cool calm courses through my veins, dulling the edge of the pain until it’s almost smooth.

“Thank you.” 

“You’re very welcome.” She smiles softly, giving my arm a gentle squeeze before taking a peek under the bandage and deciding to change it.

“Can you tell me how she is?” I press for more information. “Is she awake? Lucid? What about her memory?”

For a second, she gets a look of confusion—but then she sets it aside. 

“I’m sorry. I can see how much you care for her, but I’m not allowed to talk further about her condition.”

“I’m willing to beg. Please!” My voice cracks. “My world only exists if she’s in it. I need to know there won’t be any lingering damage.” That she hasn’t really forgotten about me. 

I can see it in her eyes that she wants to tell me, but she purses her lips and shakes her head. “I’m sorry.”

I sag back, defeated, eyes swimming. 

“Can you…?” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Can you at least tell her family I’d like to see her? Or if she’s awake, tell her?”

She nods. “Of course. I’ll let them know.”

She gives me a saddened smile, then steps out the door, leaving me alone to drown in my thoughts.

Of Hannah.

Of the love I might’ve really lost for good. 








FOUR

RYAN

“YOU’RE FREE TO GO,” a gruff voice dully announces, just as the bars of my cell clang open. 

“It’s about damn time.” I lift my head from resting in my hands and jump to my feet. After hours of being locked up for a murder I didn’t commit, stewing over every second I’ve been kept from Hannah—and inhaling the scent of shit and piss from the cell next to me—I’m more than ready to get the hell out of here and obliterate the distance between us.

“Your stuff’s at the front desk. You can sign it out there.” The stocky officer waits for me in the opening, a scowl on his face. He waves me toward freedom just as Miller saunters up behind him.

I fail to mask my irritation. 

“You’re a free man,” the detective reconfirms as he leers at me with a hint of lingering suspicion.

“Innocent, too. Don’t forget that golden tidbit.”

“So it seems. As you said, your fingerprints were nowhere on the gun.”

“Like I said,” I repeat.

“Still… Don’t make any vacation plans. I might have a few more questions.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. Are we done here? ’Cause I have an injured girlfriend I need to see.” 

He bobs his head. “Yeah, we’re done. Your car’s at the impound, about a half an hour’s walk from here. I’ll get Connors to take you.” 

“Thanks.” Nodding again, he wordlessly tells me not to look the gift horse in the mouth, then turns to leave. 

I take a moment to stare at his retreat, wondering what the hell his story is. He looks at me like I’m the shit under his feet, yet offered me an olive branch—twice. First, calling to get an update on Hannah’s condition. Now, setting up a ride for me. 

Maybe the big, growly bear is a closet teddy underneath all that disdain.

The drive connecting the dots from the police station to the impound, then to the hospital, is painfully long, and I swear they must’ve moved it. Because I don’t remember it ever taking this long before. Every minute feels like it’s been stretched past its breaking point by the time I finally pull into the first parking spot I see.

A long gait, a persuasive smile, and the will of an ox make my sprint to the entrance of Hannah’s room take about two minutes—give or take—bypassing every obstacle in my path. Though my steps falter when I see a policeman standing guard outside of a room three doors down. 

Gavin.

They must have already matched his prints to the ones on the gun. 

I hesitate, wishing I could know the state he’s in, wanting to thank him for the sacrifice he’s about to make. But instead, I push on the door at my left, needing to see Hannah more, knowing he wouldn’t be allowed any visitors, anyway.

I wish I’d prepared myself before walking in, because the sight before me hits like a blow to the chest, knocking me back a step. Seeing Hannah hooked up to all these wires and tubes—it’s like I’m back there again, the last time I saw her like this. So vulnerable. So broken.

I feel so fucking helpless.

I inch closer, my heart thudding, and finally notice her parents—Emily and Richard—at her sides.

“Where have you been?” Emily snaps, rocketing out of her chair.

Apparently, no one told her I’d been locked up against my will.

“Did Gabby do this? Why was Gavin brought in? And why is there a policeman outside his door? No one’s telling us anything!”

If they’re not talking, what details has she been given? Because there’s no way she knows the truth—that her daughter was the one who killed the girl, and Gavin’s about to take the fall for her.

That’s a secret we’ll both take to our graves.

“I just got released,” I explain. “They thought I killed Gabby.” 

“Killed her?” Her eyes go wide as her hand flies to her chest. “She’s dead?”

Shit, they didn’t even tell them that?

“Gavin shot her. He was protecting Hannah after she’d already shot them both.”

She gasps, her eyes flicking back to Hannah—probably trying to grasp everything her daughter went through, imagining from her point of view. Her hand strangles the front of her blouse as she blinks rapidly, holding back a sob.

She clears the emotion from her throat. “We’re so glad you were safe from all of this, and I know Hannah will be, too.” She leans in to give me a hug as Richard claps me on the shoulder, as if echoing her words.

My eyes and nose are burning like hell by the time she pulls back, my vision locked on the sleeping body in the bed across from me.

Emily follows my gaze over her shoulder and sighs. “The doctors say she’s going to be okay. She’s doing well.” She pushes up a reassuring smile, tears in her own eyes.

“She’s been given medication to keep her resting,” Richard adds for my benefit—and possibly his own. “But she’ll come back to us soon. This time for good.” 

I involuntarily shudder with relief, scrubbing a palm over my mouth to hide the quiver there.

Emily squeezes my other hand. “We’ll give you some time alone with her.”

I suck in a wobbly breath and bite down on my lip. “Thank you.”

Both of them step out of the room, leaving me alone to watch Hannah sleep. I knead the centre of my chest, trying to rub out the pain of seeing her like this—head and arm mummified in white bandages, hair tangled, cuts and bruises marring her beautiful, normally flawless skin.

I slide my hand across the blanket and purposely find hers. It’s colder than I’d expected, so I pull her sheets up a little higher, tucking her in snugly before brushing a stray hair from her bottom lip.

“She can’t hurt you anymore,” I speak softly, noticing how much her cheeks have paled since the last time I saw her. 

She looks so deceptively delicate, lying here, motionless. But if I ever had to choose a word to describe her, delicate wouldn’t be one of them. Strong. Fierce. Resilient. They fit her better—because she’s a fighter, through and through.

“What happened out there? Why was Gabby with you, and why did she shoot Gavin?” I ask, knowing only silence will answer, her soft breaths fanning past her parted lips. “What did she know?”

I run my fingers along hers, wondering how many more times she’s going to slip through them.

“I’m so sorry, Nah… Fuck, I’m so sorry for the way we left things. For lying to you.” My voice cracks at the end, and I clear the lump choking my words.

I try again.

“I know it doesn’t justify what I did, but…I didn’t want to lose you.” I take a second to scoff at the irony. “It’s messed up, isn’t it? Because in the end, I did anyway, didn’t I? I pushed you straight into his arms. You went to see him.”

I sniff and pinch the bridge of my nose, remembering the hurt pooling in her eyes. 

“Did you forgive him? Were you able to look past all the ways he’s hurt you? His lies? Could you do it for me?” 
 
I focus on the bob of my throat as I swallow, fighting to hold it together—the jealousy. It’s always there, simmering beneath the surface, but I can’t let it win. It’s not fair to her.

“What do I have to do to make this right, Nah? I’ll do anything. Just come back to me. Yell at me. Scream at me. Do what you have to do, but please…just do it with me.” 

I lift my gaze from our hands and settle it on her peaceful face, imagining I’m staring into her silver, almond-shaped eyes, then grimace.

“Fuck, I’m being selfish again.” I scrub over my face. “Never mind any of that. Just focus on you, on getting better. We’ll have time to fix us—if that’s what you want. But for now, just focus on healing.”

I lower my head to her arm and take in a deep breath. 

“I love you so damn much, Nah. I’d do anything to make all this right for you.”

Just as the words leave my lips, Hannah softly stirs beside me, squeezing my hand, murmuring my name, and I swear my heart might burst.

Everything will work out.

I have to believe that.








FIVE

GAVIN

IF I NEVER WAKE up in another lumpy hospital bed, strung up like a marionette, it’ll be too soon. 

It’s been nearly twenty-four hours of the same relentless beep-beep-beep drilling into my skull. And the worst part? I can’t escape it. Even asleep, I dream about the damn thing—the high-pitched torture device boring in its wisdom, over and over and over again. Like I don’t already know my heart’s beating.

Guess what? You’re breathing!

Surprise, you’re alive!

I’m convinced there are bets wagered on how long it’ll take me to lose my fucking mind. If not, it’s a wasted opportunity. I’m already one beep away from someone cashing in, and two from them hitting the jackpot—because I’m damn sure I’m about to lose my shit entirely.

The doctors tell me I need to stop tempting death. Considering I’ve danced with the Reaper on three occasions now, I’d say they’re probably right. Though I must be light on my feet because I’m still here, still with six hypothetical lives remaining—ready to risk another, if the woman I love gets threatened again.

I’m told the bullet just barely missed my femoral artery, so—once again—I’m lucky to be alive. There was minimal nerve damage, but the blood loss left me weak and nauseous—symptoms the transfusion is supposed to take care of.
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