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      My brother killed himself because of me. He never said as much out loud, but there’s only so many times you can pick at someone before they shatter. Before love sours into resentment. Before they hate so much, it kills them—and Hale hated me, right up until the end.

      I deserved it.

      That’s what kills most about his suicide. I nagged him. I shunned him. I turned my back as our father ostracized him. And there’s really only one way to atone for the sins I’ve committed.

      I deserve to die, just as he did.

      In the days leading up to this moment, I convinced myself it would be easy. I would leave early under the pretense of working the morning shift at the soup kitchen. Instead, I’d take the longer path through the outskirts of the city, where Springer Bridge serves as the entrance to one of the municipal parks. The area is all but deserted this time of day.

      There’s no one to watch me climb over this metal rail and let go.

      A simple theory on paper but far harder to put into practice. I didn’t account for the guilt or the anxiety weighing on my chest to the point it hurts to breathe. I startle at every sound to break the quiet, and I’m just praying the sun doesn’t fully rise before I gather up the nerve to…

      Do it. Jump. Can I even climb over the rail? My legs are shaking, and I keep fiddling with the golden cross around my neck. It was my grandmother’s. Suicide is a sin, she used to say. Jesus died for you, and to sin is to forsake that gift.

      At least she isn’t alive to see me now. Jesus wasted his gift on me. My sins can’t be paid for, not after what I’ve done.

      Nothing drills that in more than the cell phone persistently buzzing against my palm. Each incoming message is a glaring reminder of the few options I have left.

      We’re meant to be, Colton wrote, the first in a series of texts. It’s never too late to be saved, Frances. I forgive you.

      Of course, he does. Every member of Covenant wholly believes salvation lurks within the walls of the church. Forgiveness should come as easily as breathing. Unless you’re my mother, or Hale, or anyone else bold enough to step a toe out of line.

      Then you’re damned to Hell. Like me too, I guess. At least I won’t be alone.

      With a sigh, I tear my gaze from the screen and look down. Instantly, a little more of my bravery peels away. I’m so high up. The hem of my sweater ripples in the wind, disrupting my view of the water below. Ironically, it’s one of the last things Hale ever bought me. Before the anger. The hate. The lies.

      God, the fabric still smells like him. I inhale deeply, chasing traces of him amongst the stench of the bay. My eyes burn, but blinking doesn’t stop the tears. They stream endlessly as my cell phone screen ignites with another message.

      Where are you? It’s Father. Colton says you haven’t checked in yet.

      More guilt seeps in, going to war with my fragile resolve. Rather than reply, I shove the device into my pocket. Then I push everyone from my brain but him. I try to recall his face or his voice… I’d give anything to see him again.

      Anything.

      It seems God, however, has chosen a crueler punishment for me than death—endless grief. Despite how hard I cling to this cross, Hale is still gone. After a million prayers, the pain slicing through my heart hasn’t eased. Desperate, I close my eyes and reach out with my other hand...

      That was another thing Granny told me—If you trust your faith, you can accomplish anything, Frances.

      As my fingers tremble in the frigid air, grasping nothing, I can’t escape the dark thoughts haunting me since the day Hale died. You love him so much, huh? But you barely remember him as he was before...

      It’s true. Three months, and almost every trace of my older brother, is a blurred smear on my psyche but that night. The one when I found his body slumped against an embroidered chaise, a needle in his arm and a lit cigarette in a crystal ashtray resting by his side. Even now, I close my eyes and still see him—a pale body so gaunt and lifeless it could have been a stranger’s. Not handsome, cocky Hale with eyes so blue they rivaled the sky.

      All that remains of him are the two things he left for me to find, both of which are in my pocket. I open my eyes and withdraw them—the first is a crumpled flyer for Covenant’s Salvation program, Father’s crowning glory. In essence, it’s a charity. Through it, he’s been able to use his ample resources to help many of the city’s poor, and most in the church, myself included, have volunteered there.

      Only, in the final weeks of his life, Hale called it a scam. At the time, I thought he was being too cynical. Through Salvation, the homeless were provided with three hot meals daily, and the disenfranchised were assisted with finding employment. Father could be overbearing, but he only wanted to uphold the tenants of our faith. In the end, though, Hale turned his back on that too. I still don’t know why he hated us so much. Our father. Or me.

      Beside this flyer, he left an equally-battered empty pack of cigarettes with a doodle etched on the back in ink. My heart pangs as I trace the jagged lines that make up the visage of a skull with angel wings. It’s morbid but stunning in its detail—a sign of how far from the righteous path he’d strayed, yet he didn’t seem ashamed of his fall from grace. Maybe he needed to break away from Father’s control in the end. Unlike me, he had real talent, destined for more than volunteer work.

      I think that’s why he left these two things behind. To tell me in the only way he knew how, This is what you drove me to, Frey. This is what I became because of you. A monster. Our father’s strict, perfect world never fit him, and the only outlet he had was through cigarettes, booze, and drugs.

      And death.

      I choke back the memory—but nothing erases the image of him, his eyes empty and staring.

      Not scripture.

      Not prayer.

      Not guilt.

      Nothing.

      A roar of thunder echoes in the distance as if to punctuate that hopeless reality. I’ll never find peace, and in stinging lashes, rain comes down, slicking the railing and making it harder to grasp. I lean forward to stay centered, feeling the moisture soak through the front of my navy skirt.

      As gray daylight tinges the horizon, I know it won’t be long before traffic picks up, and I risk being spotted. Panic gnaws away at my few remaining shreds of determination. What are you doing, Frey?

      What am I doing?

      Spiraling. Standing on a bridge, separated from the edge by only a thin rail. And for what? There are other ways to make Father suffer. Other ways to avenge Hale. Other ways to punish myself.

      But this is the only option I’m capable of. Inhaling raggedly, I tighten my grip on the rail, prepared to climb over it…

      The wind must pick up, tousling my hair amid a burst of heat. Heat that smells like smoke and musk. My spine tingles as if I’m being watched. Wait. I don’t even get the chance to turn around before my fear is confirmed.

      “You gonna do it already, or what?”

      The voice—deep and masculine—drips into my ear and startles me so badly that I slip. My heart drops through my body, and I swear I see it fall into the water down below. Luckily, my grip keeps me upright, and I pant, desperate to regain my bearings.

      As I do, the terror I’ve fought to keep at bay breaks loose—I can’t do this. My fingers tremble, slick with rainwater, and I loosen my grip. I can’t do this!

      “Hey!” Two fingers speckled with grime snap beneath my nose. “Look at me.”

      Shivering, I turn to finally take in the imposing stranger at my back.

      He’s tall. Too tall. Wild blond hair drapes his shoulders, longer than mine. He’s kept it loosely tied in a ponytail, but the wind already ripped most of it free. Stray strands fall across his face, obscuring a pair of bloodshot gray eyes.

      Alarm shoots down my spine as they connect with mine. I’ve never seen someone sport such an expression, teeth bared, brows drawn.

      “Did you hear me?” he demands. The deep tone of his voice rivals another roll of thunder.

      Years of obedience betray me. I can’t stop myself from croaking out, “W-What?”

      I haven’t pleased him. Those gray eyes narrow further. “You gonna jump or what?” He jerks his chin toward the rough water down below. The motion conveys a universal expression—I’m waiting. “Some of us need to use this space too, Princess.”

      Use? I stare, too stunned to reply. I shouldn’t be. I spent hours rehearsing what I’d say if someone found me. Never did I imagine them berating me for not being fast enough.

      “You think you can hurry the fuck up?” He scoffs, rolling his eyes as my cheeks flame at the vulgarity. “You aren’t the only one who needs some peace with the deep blue, so get on with it already.”

      Peace? The way he hissed that word sticks out to me. He has a smoker’s voice. Gritty and grated—a fitting match for his smell—sweat and alcohol. A lot of it. That must be why his eyes are so red.

      Like Hale, he’s crammed his veins full of vice and sin.

      I should be repulsed by him, but I can’t take my eyes off him.

      “Hey!” He slashes his hand through the air. “You ain’t the only one with problems, sweetheart.”

      Irritation breaks through the fear, and I consider leaving. But being a coward was what drove Hale from me in the first place. I couldn’t defend him to our father, and I can’t even defend my right to follow him. Get a backbone, Frey.

      Channeling my anger, I try. “Leave me alone⁠—”

      “It’s not that hard, sweetheart.” The stranger grabs my shoulder, and I’m paralyzed. “Either jump… or move.”

      “S-Stop!” I try to buck him off, but he grips my forearm instead. I should be screaming. Only God knows why I’m not. It could be his lack of pressure. Or his voice, relentlessly authoritative.

      I’ve spent my entire life obeying men who speak with a fraction of the conviction he does.

      “Move,” he commands.

      The Frey from a few days ago would listen. Not anymore. Grow a backbone, Hale told me. So, I crane my head back and perform the first action that comes to mind.

      I spit, right in his face.

      Shock travels through his entire body, and my gaze is drawn like a magnet down the length of him, tracking the reaction. His shoulders tense beneath a gray sweatshirt speckled with stains. Dark stains.

      Fresh. My nostrils flare, catching the stench of copper…

      As he swipes at his mouth, the substance on his hands is easier to make out—a bright, glistening red. Not dirt.

      Blood?

      Judging from the lack of open wounds on his knuckles, it isn’t his.
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      I feel dizzy. The world dangerously begins to tilt, and I tighten my grip over the rail, fighting to stay upright. I’ve never seen blood like that.

      Not so much of it.

      “Hey.” Aware of where my gaze is, he tucks the hand behind him. Then he advances, grabbing my arm again. Guttural, his voice overpowers the scream I choke out. “You wanna jump? Why?”

      I blink. A threat should have come next, not a deceptively simple question.

      “Why?” I counter breathlessly.

      “That’s what I said.” He spits on the pavement and makes a “get on with it” motion with his finger. Grime caked under the nail draws my eye. It matches the muck slathered all over his jeans and scuffed-up black boots.

      More blood?

      Or perhaps just dirt. He’s filthy.

      “Come on, and fucking say it,” he goads. “Impress me, sweetheart.”

      I bristle at his tone. He’s serious.

      “Get the fuck away from me,” I hiss, copying his coarse language. My cheeks sear as if to betray me. I’m not this person, and years of etiquette kick in, making me tack on, “Please⁠—”

      “And why should I do that?” He puffs up, impossibly large. A bear of a figure goading me on. It’s like he’s feeding off the anger. Mine especially.

      All I can do to counter him is ask, “Why does it even matter to you?”

      “I’m curious. What’s your bullshit reason?” he demands. “Boyfriend dump your ass? The kiddies on the playground being mean to you?”

      I flinch. If only those stupid problems were all I had to contend with.

      “My brother killed himself because of me,” I croak. “How is that for a reason?”

      It’s the first time I’ve said those words out loud, and they sting like hell. For months, we’ve pretended that Hale had an accident. An illness. A heart attack at twenty-six.

      Even his obituary omitted the truth. I wanted to believe Father did so out of concern for Hale’s legacy—not his own. Looking back, I hate myself for trying to rationalize it. Of course, his motives were selfish. He didn’t want the stigma to ruin his image as the perfect political candidate with the perfect family.

      Or he couldn’t face the guilt.

      “That it?” the stranger demands.

      Confused, I look up to find him raising an eyebrow. It’s overgrown, stretching across his forehead, almost meeting the other one.

      I wish it made him unattractive. More like a scary monster meant to be feared. Or a demon, perhaps? Hell sent him to me as punishment for my sins. A malicious smile would help enforce that characterization, but he’s frowning instead, his gaze distant. If anything, his rugged visage resembles a fallen angel who didn’t feel like going south. He decided to roam Westpoint City instead.

      And torment me.

      Father warned me about the danger of strangers—and this man more than fits the bill. He looks dirty. Dangerous. Tattooed. I make out a hint of black ink forming a design that stretches beneath the collar of his sweatshirt and swallow hard. It’s probably gang-related.

      There are so many clues warning me to run that it’s unthinkable that I haven’t.

      “No wonder you wanna jump,” he adds, drawing my attention back to his face. “With that shitty-ass reason. Well, go on then. Be my guest.”

      My throat tightens as I sag against the railing. It’s one thing to have someone try and stop me. Another entirely to have that same person give me permission.

      Apparently, he thinks I’m pathetic, too.

      “Well? I’m waiting.” He wipes his mouth again, unconcerned by the blood coating his hand. To erase my spit, I realize, horrified. Anger isn’t what I find in his stare, though. Just apathy. “You might as well jump already.”

      “Fine.” It’s childish to counter him, but I can’t resist the irritation he inspires in me. It’s sharp and prickling, goading me to act out of character. Rebel.

      I’ve been numb for so long that the anger itches.

      Gritting my teeth, I turn back to the railing, but I don’t make it far in my quest to jump.

      “Wait—” one of his hands finds mine before I can move, pinning it flat against the barrier. His warmth is a shock. Only Colton touches me these days—his father all but paid for the right after all, with his generous donations to my father. That doesn’t make him a bad person, though. Money is the weapon Father uses to further his holy cause, and Colton is a good man from a prominent family. Everyone says so, along with rampantly speculating that an engagement is on the horizon. The strange part? I barely know him. I’m not even sure what his favorite color is. This man, however?

      I get the sense he likes red. Red like the blood on his hands.

      “S-Stop!” I resist the contact but don’t let go of the rail. Below, the dizzying scope of the view sucks me in. I only need to lean forward and let gravity do the rest. “Let go of me!”

      “No.”

      Suddenly, his fingers clamp down and yank mine loose from the railing. I stagger back, grasping instinctively for a stable surface. The only thing within reach is something I clench unseen. Something round. Warm. Hard as stone.

      “Fuck.” With a grunt, the guy jerks his forearm from my grip before I even register grabbing him. I must have gripped too hard because he rubs at the spot, hissing through his teeth. In the blink of an eye, he recovers, positioning himself at the railing where I once stood.

      I plant my feet, panting and dazed. “What are you doing?”

      “Enforcing the rules,” he snarls. “For that stupid ass answer, you’ve lost your right to jump here.”

      “Who...who do you think you are?”

      He throws his head back to propel a glob of spit over the rail. “Someone with more goddamn problems than you.”

      “I’ll just go somewhere else,” I stammer.

      “No.” His voice rings with that unnerving authority. “You’re going to tell me more. Your brother offed himself. Why?”

      I wince. In his gruff baritone, it sounds so much worse. Final. “What kind of question is that?”

      “A simple one.” He shrugs, completely unbothered by my reaction. “Can you answer it or not?”

      Shock wipes my mind blank. Once again, he’s asked something no one else has.

      “Why… Why does it even matter?”

      “It matters to you.” He cuts his eyes in my direction, but the intensity in them shouldn’t be there. No one has ever looked at me like this. Not Father. Not even Hale. Certainly not Colton. He tells me to pray the pain away. This man seems to think differently. He wants me to verbalize it.

      It matters.

      “Why do you think he did it?” he adds.

      My lips part to issue a rehearsed answer. Because he was troubled. That’s what Father would want me to say.

      “Because our father didn’t accept him,” I croak instead. My voice comes out halting. It feels strange to be so honest—as dangerous as standing on the ledge of a bridge. “He hated trying to please him. He hated us. I… I still don’t know why.”

      It sounds paranoid, but I know deep down that it’s exactly how Hale always felt.

      Like an outsider.

      “You really think it’s his fault then. Your father’s. That’s what I’m hearing. So, you decide to off yourself, to punish him?” The stranger laughs. “Word of advice, there are a million other ways to punish your old man than jumping off a damn bridge. Go find some tattooed little punk to screw. That should piss him off.”

      He keeps laughing. Apparently, he finds that concept amusing.

      “Like you?” I want it to be an insult, but my eyes are on his neck. From this angle, I have a clearer view of the design snaking across his collarbone. Something intricate, made of swirls of ink. A skull?

      He turns his head before I can be sure, and my breath catches. His gaze is like ice. Hard. Impenetrable. The longer I meet his stare, the more unsteady I feel. When he finally looks away, butterflies flutter to life in my stomach, swarming with foreboding.

      I get the sense that everything about me was summed up in that one look. His ultimate determination?

      “Not interested,” he tells me coldly. “Now run along. You don’t belong here.”

      “You can’t...you can’t do this.” The moment the words leave my mouth, I realize what I’m doing—whining about a spot to die in. There are other places along this bridge to jump and no one else to stop me.

      I swivel toward a random direction and take a step.

      “Wait.” He cocks his head as if listening for something. I hear it, too, a noise that sends my pulse racing—the swell of police sirens coming from across the bridge. Oh no. A million different explanations come to mind. Father could have called them. Or this man could be an escaped convict. I toy with both ideas, but neither one inspires the alarm it should.

      Just impatience. The thought of returning home weighs on my mind, more terrifying than the prospect of jumping off a bridge. It’s selfish, I know—but I can’t go back to pretending that nothing is wrong. I can’t. Apparently, I’m not the only one eager to avoid discovery.

      “Fuck,” the stranger hisses. “We need to move.” He whirls around but surprises me by snatching my wrist.

      “We?” I gasp. “Let go of me!”

      “I can’t focus with all this goddamn noise,” he snarls in return. “Unless you want to stick around for the cops. No? Then come on.”

      He storms toward the path, pulling me behind him. Despite digging my heels into the pavement, I can’t find enough leverage to resist him. He’s so strong.

      Helpless, I try to raise my voice, scanning the bridge for anyone in view. “What are you doing?”

      His laughter echoes ominously, reinforcing just how alone we truly are. There isn’t even a car on the road.

      “You scared?” He cranes his neck to see my expression and scoffs. “I guess you’re not that eager to die, are you, sweetheart?”

      My thoughts stall. Restart. As seems to be the norm where he is concerned, vulgarity is the only weapon I can utilize right away. This time, I use a curse favored by Hale. “Fuck you⁠—”

      “Already told you that you’re not my type.” Undeterred, he keeps moving, easily dragging me toward the park’s main entrance.

      My heart races as I consider where he could be taking me. Nowhere good. Suicide I’d planned for. Not… Murder.

      Though this would certainly be an easier route to my original end goal.

      With a hard tug, my captor pulls me closer. “Come on.”

      “Let go!” My teeth chatter. The breeze is merciless this close to the shore. A tiny hint of regret sneaks in before I can quash it down. If only I knew my suicide would be foiled. I might have worn my sneakers instead of a pair of sandals.

      The further we move from the bridge, however, the warmer it feels. It’s been so long since I’ve been in this part of the city alone—outside of a limo or a volunteer group. Here the air feels different. Grittier.

      The sounds are louder, and when we leave the quiet confines of the park, the bustling heart of downtown intrudes with all the subtlety of a brick wall.

      It’s all noise. All chaos—masses of impatient people rushing off to their destinations. None seem to notice or care about the young woman pulled relentlessly by a stranger.

      “You got any money on you?” he demands while simultaneously hauling me across an intersection.

      Up ahead, a bus trudges around a corner, and I stop in my tracks. An advertisement takes up the entire length of the vehicle—one sporting a picture of smiling, beautiful people bathed in golden sunlight. In the center stands a handsome man with graying blond hair and a warm smile.

      Learn the Beauty of Hope, reads the slogan printed underneath him. Become one of the collective.

      I stare until the bus lurches around a corner. It’s a promo photo from a years’ old campaign, one of the few to survive the recent purge considering Father supposedly stepped aside as Shepherd during his election campaign. Publicly anyway.

      “Hey, Blondie!”

      I startle to awareness on the edge of a curb and throw my hand out to get my bearings. Automatically, my fingers capture something warm. Pulsing. Alive. A man’s arm, I see, looking up. His. Visibly annoyed, he fixes me with a probing stare, and I tense in anticipation of what he might say next.

      “Do you got any money?”

      “What?”

      He scoffs. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      He continues down the block, using my arm as a leash. I can’t resist risking a glance over my shoulder, hunting for a police car or one of the black vans belonging to Covenant. All I find is the typical mid-morning traffic, and some of the fear building in my stomach eases.

      Though, Father should be the least of my worries. I inspect the filthy hand latched onto my wrist and consider the fact that, for all intents and purposes, I’m being kidnapped—not that my kidnapper seems particularly concerned with stealth.

      I could always scream. Cause a scene. Wouldn’t that make for an interesting headline? Frances Heywood, Rescued Mid-Kidnapping.

      Another potential headline comes to mind next, one far more morbid. Frances Heywood—Missing, Never Found.

      “Hey!” I jump as the stranger snaps his fingers again, directly under my nose. “I said, what do you want? And keep in mind that you owe me for this.”

      This being whatever he plans to get from a roadside coffee truck we’re standing in front of. I didn’t even notice we stopped. The whole structure is battered, painted in camo, and a mural displays a stylized version of a Harley motorcycle and the words “Motorway Coffee” in block lettering.

      “Let me do the talking,” the stranger warns as he approaches the counter. His posture is relaxed, his tone cordial. “I’ll take two regulars. Just add it to my tab, Ben. You know I’m good for it.”

      The man, Ben, nods. “You got it, D. When the hell did you get back in town? I thought you were cutting out for good…”

      He trails off, his eyes on my face. My cheeks flame, and I’m suddenly self-conscious. Does he recognize me? With Father’s campaign in full swing, who knows.

      Though it’s been weeks since I’ve shown up for his speeches or political events to play the role of dutiful daughter—not for lack of trying on Colton’s part. A dutiful woman honors her father above all, he likes to say.

      “Ah… Let’s say I changed my mind.” The stranger laughs, raking a hand through the tangle of hair that fell out of its ponytail.

      “Well, you look like shit,” Ben declares, crossing his arms. He’s tall in such a small space, towering against the ceiling of the truck. His battered leather jacket hangs open, revealing the black shirt beneath and ample muscle straining the cotton. “I hope your presence here doesn’t mean you’ve stuck your nose into more trouble.”

      Long dark hair enhances his piercing brown eyes that again fixate in my direction. “Who’s your friend?”

      The man beside me releases my arm and shrugs. “No one. You ready with those coffees?”

      “In a minute.”

      While pouring two cups of coffee, Ben turns his attention to my companion. His jaw is clenched, enhancing the intimidation cast by his appearance as a whole. While not as dirty, he’s every bit as disarming as the blond man. His neck even sports a similar tattoo, obscured by the collar of his T-shirt and leather jacket. “If you plan to stick around, I hope it’s for good this time. To reconnect. With the boys⁠—”

      “Me, play well with others?” The stranger flashes a grin that makes me suck in a breath. “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh really?” Ben sets the coffee pot aside and leans over the counter. “I think you should reconsider. Maybe your new friend—” He cuts his gaze to me, this time homing in on my face. “Will make you realize what I’ve been trying to tell you from the goddamn start. We need you. That crazy fucker’s going to get us all killed⁠—”

      “Just the coffee today, Ben,” the stranger says over him. He flashes another grin, but the expression doesn’t reach his eyes. “No jokes, just the joe. Please.”

      “Whatever you say, D. Here—” Ben slams two steaming cups on the counter.

      “About damn time.” The stranger, D, shoves one cup at me. Then he places his hand on my lower back and hastens me along the street.

      “What was that about?” I ask. Paranoia has me glancing back, but Ben has already turned his attention to another customer. Still, I swear I see him cock his head to shoot one last searching look our way.

      “Nothing.” D picks up his pace, urging me along. “Keep moving.”

      I shudder at the feel of his massive palm. Desperate for a distraction, I stare at the black lid of my cup, one eyebrow raised. “Is this your idea of talking me out of—” I swallow down the word “jumping” and sigh instead. “Coffee?”

      Rather than answer, he blows into the lid of his drink and takes a sip, grimacing at the taste. “That’s some good shit.” Head cocked, he eyes the sky. “I want to show you something. Come on.”

      He moves past me, cutting through a group of yawning students, their backpacks dangling from their shoulders. A few paces away, he glances back. “You coming, or what?”

      Or what? a part of me whispers. I should take my chance and make a break for the bridge. I should focus on the only plan that’s made sense since losing Hale. I should go.

      “Suit yourself.” With a grunt, my reluctant savior takes another sip of coffee and continues his slow, steady stroll onward.

      I definitely shouldn’t follow. I start to turn away, but from the corner of my eye, I catch sight of a dark car maneuvering through traffic a block down. My heart hammers so badly I nearly drop the coffee.

      It’s suspiciously sleek, far more expensive than the vehicles surrounding it. One of Father’s?

      Kidnapping me wouldn’t be the worst thing he’s done, but it’s my potential destination that makes me shield my face with my free hand. He threatened it once, should I spurn his wishes. “You need prayer, Frey. Time to grieve. Perhaps the compound is the only way for you to regain your peace…”

      The same place had supposedly “saved” Hale. Look what happened to him.

      The stranger is nearly to the end of the block when I finally stagger a few steps forward.

      “Don’t forget the coffee,” he shouts back without turning around.

      I look at the road for any sign of the car, but it’s gone.

      And yet I don’t feel any safer.
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