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Praise for Courtney Cole


‘In If You Leave, we continue the wild ride Courtney Cole started us on in If You Stay. This raw story of heartbreak and hope solidifies Cole’s standing as a rising star in hot contemporary romance.’


—M. Leighton, New York Times bestselling author of Down to You


‘Another raw, gritty masterpiece with a sexy-as-hell Army Ranger to swoon over.’


—K. A. Tucker, author of Ten Tiny Breaths


‘Five stars—Love this bad boy who’s heart is pure gold!’


—Stuck In Books (stuckinbooks.com) on If You Stay




To anyone who knows what it’s like to be broken and 
to everyone who is stronger because of it.









The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.


—Ernest Hemingway






Chapter One


Kabul, Afghanistan


It’s the smell of blood that tells me I’m dreaming.


Or awake.


At this point in my life, it could be either one.


Either way, the smell fills up my nostrils and sticks inside my nose; rusty, metallic and sweet. I know from experience that if I’m sleeping, it’ll still be there when I wake up. A pungent reminder of a night I’ll never get away from.


It’s a hell that I’ll never escape.


Even as I squirm, as I try to wake, a noise penetrates my consciousness, a noise that doesn’t belong in this dream. I know that because I’ve relived the same nightmare a hundred times. This new sound and sensation don’t belong.


It’s the unmistakable crunch of bone in my hand.


My eyes snap open and I look around, registering several things at once.


I am in a whorehouse in Kabul, the same one I always use. The girl’s black hair is grasped tightly in my fingers, wrapped around my left hand. With my right, I clutch her limp hand, her broken fingers splayed at unnatural angles.


I immediately release her fingers and she stares at me, pressing her other hand to her mouth to contain a scream. Tears flood her eyes and spill down her crushed cheek. The blood turns her tears red and I realize something. The smell of blood wasn’t coming from my dream. It was coming from her.


Jesus.


There is blood everywhere, spewing from her nose and her eye, from the entire side of her shattered face, dripping onto her naked olive skin and staining the yellowed sheets of the bed. I gasp and instinctively back away from her in horror, my gut tightening in shock.


‘What the fuck?’ I manage to choke.


When I move, she cradles her broken hand.


The hand that I broke.


Sweat forms immediately on my brow and my heart pounds wildly. I did this to her. I did this to her. What the fuck have I done? I’m panicked and shaken, but at the same time, my training kicks in and I pull myself together.


‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her quickly, gathering my wits and stepping toward her, reaching out to assess her injuries. She flinches away, fear apparent in her wild eyes as she turns her shoulders away from me, as if to absorb another blow. My gut sinks at her response, at the knowledge that she is terrified of me.


At the sick realization that she has a reason to be.


I swallow hard, the thick taste of self-revulsion pooling in my mouth.


‘Please,’ I tell her raggedly, holding my hand out. ‘Let me see. I won’t hurt you again.’


The prostitute, a slender girl named Niki, trembles but forces herself to remain still as I feel her arms and legs. She sucks in a breath when I get too close to her broken hand, but rigidly allows me to examine everything else. It’s almost odd. I’ve fucked this girl twenty different ways to Sunday, but right now she’s as distant as a stranger. Because she’s terrified.


Of me.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I tell her, glancing away from her stiff blood-spattered shoulders. ‘I won’t come here anymore. I was asleep. I didn’t know what I was doing. I won’t ever hurt you again, Niki. I’m sorry.’


One of her eyes is swollen shut, but the other one widens at my words and she grabs me with her good hand. Her fingers are cold and they shake.


‘No,’ she whispers. ‘If you stay away, they will beat me for being unpleasing to you. Please. Do not stay away, soldier.’


I stare at her, aghast. ‘I just beat you,’ I tell her slowly. ‘I didn’t mean to, but that’s not an excuse. I just beat you.’


Niki shakes her head, flinching as the movement causes her pain. Guilt floods through me. I hurt an innocent woman. Jesus Christ. I’m a monster.


‘You were sleeping,’ Niki says adamantly. ‘You have nightmares when you sleep. It wasn’t you. It was the bad thing.’


‘The bad thing?’ I ask uncertainly, my eyes frozen on her bloody face. She nods.


‘It chases you,’ she answers solemnly in her thick Afghan accent. ‘It is different for everyone, but it chases us all. The bad thing caught you.’


The bad thing caught me.


I swallow hard, trying to dislodge the fucking lump that has formed in my throat.


‘I’m sorry, Niki,’ I tell her again. ‘Maybe the bad thing did catch me. I swear I’ll make it right.’


She looks at me curiously, her body tense with pain, but stays motionless as I wrap a sheet around her shoulders and quickly get dressed.


I’m out the door and down the hall within a minute. I ignore the moans and shrieks and thumping noises coming from the other dark, tiny rooms as I make my way down the battered hallway to the office. I know the man in charge sits in there, because I pay him every time I visit Niki.


He looks up at me in surprise when I walk in, but I don’t hesitate. I toss all the money that I have in my wallet onto his desk; all the strange-looking foreign money that is equivalent to hundreds and hundreds of US dollars.


‘The girl has pleased me,’ I tell him quietly. ‘I will be returning to the United States, but I’ll miss her. She should be rewarded. Also, she needs a doctor. She’s hurt.’


The man stares up at me, his dark gaze gleaming at the sight of the large pile of money. He nods curtly without speaking, clearly unworried about the bloody girl down the hall as he snakes out dark fingers to scrape the bills toward him.


‘She needs a doctor,’ I tell him firmly, gritting the words from between my teeth. ‘Now.’


I slam my fist down on his table, hard, right in the middle of the money.


He looks up at me and wordlessly picks up the phone. He mutters words into it that I can’t understand, then hangs up.


‘It is done,’ he says shortly, returning his attention to the papers on his desk.


Without another word I slip out into the darkened streets of Kabul, making my way back to my camp outside of town. After I’m back in my tent, I mechanically begin folding things neatly into my knapsack. When my fingers brush against my satellite phone, I pick it up, then punch numbers into it.


‘Colonel?’ I say when he answers. ‘You’re gonna need to send another XO out here. I’m coming in.’


The colonel doesn’t ask why. He knows me well enough to trust my judgment calls. If I say I’m coming in from the field, he trusts that there’s a good reason. And of course there is. This is the only life I’ve ever wanted. Only something monumental would force me to walk away from it.


The bad thing caught you.


I’ve never retreated in my life. I’ve never backed away from a fight and I’ve never cowered in fear. Ever. That’s not who I am. But I’ve been in combat long enough to know that when something unbeatable chases you, you do the only thing you can do.


You run.




Chapter Two


Eight Months Later


Chicago


Madison


The music in this club is so loud that it literally thumps in my chest, rattling into my rib cage. What the hell do people see in places like this? I cough from the fog-maker’s smoke, then strain my neck as I try to find my friend Jacey among the hundreds of sweaty people crammed in this room.


The last I saw, she’d disappeared into a dark corner with her loser boyfriend.


‘Have you seen my friend? The blonde in the tight red shirt?’ I yell to the random guy who has been intently watching me like a creeper for ten minutes. He smiles a piranha grin and inches toward me.


‘No,’ he yells back. ‘But we don’t need her for what I have in mind.’


Gross.


‘Not now, not ever,’ I answer coldly, turning my back on him to search the crush of people on the dance floor. I seriously just want to go home.


How I let Jacey talk me into coming into the city to celebrate her birthday is far, far beyond me right now. I’m supposed to finally meet her brother tonight, but Jacey disappeared with her boyfriend over an hour ago and I haven’t seen them since. My feet hurt, I’m exhausted from working sixty hours this week and I need something to eat before I stab someone’s eye out.


Knowing my limitations, I make my way through the bar and onto the sidewalk out front. I’ve got to get out of here. I’m the one who drove us, but I’m sure Jacey can get a ride home with Peter if she needs to. Her boyfriend can’t hold down a job, but at least he can drive.


I pull my phone out. I’m leaving. Can you catch a ride home with Peter?


As soon as I send the text, I realize that she’s not going to be able to hear it. So who knows when she’ll see it? With a sigh, I decide I have to hunt for her. At least for a few minutes. It wouldn’t be right to just leave her here.


‘If I wanted to have public sex with my boyfriend, where would I be?’ I muse aloud, trying to think like Jacey as I walk around to the side of the club. Jacey is pathetically bad about PDA. She doesn’t give a flying eff what people think about her. It’s one thing that I both admire about her and get annoyed at.


As I get farther and farther away from the sidewalk and into the shadows, it seems more and more like someplace Jacey and Peter might be getting it on against the building. But at the same time, it also seems like the perfect place to get mugged. It makes me instantly nervous and I glance around quickly.


I’m in an alley now, a narrow wet street that is littered with trash and graffiti. My heels click on the glistening asphalt and I take a deep breath, enjoying the fresh air as the inky darkness swallows me.


Thank God I’m out of that club. That’s my main thought as I walk farther into the darkness, but even still, I reach into my purse and grip my little can of pepper-spray. It doesn’t hurt to be prepared.


There’s nobody here. That much is apparent as I take in the dirty building, the heaping trash bins and the empty shadows. Well, I’m hoping the shadows are empty, anyway. They seem to be. And I seem to be all alone. While that’s comforting on the one hand, it’s frustrating on the other.


‘Jacey, where the fuck are you?’ I mutter.


Just as I’m getting ready to give up and head back into the club, I catch sight of something that snags my attention and I stop.


A guy is leaning against the building a little ways from me, half in the darkness, half in the light. Normally that wouldn’t give me pause, especially since I’m in an alley alone. But something about his posture intrigues me, something that I can’t quite put my finger on.


I peer at him more closely.


His long legs are crossed gracefully in front of him as he leans against the building. And holy cow, he’s big. He’s got to be a few inches over six feet tall with a broad chest and wide shoulders that narrow into a slender waist.


It’s chilly outside, but he’s not wearing a jacket, only a snug black T-shirt and a pair of perfectly fitting jeans. There isn’t a trace of fat on him. He’s lean and muscled, with short darkish hair. From the side his features are chiseled and from what I can tell, he’s got just the barest hint of stubble along his strong jaw. That’s an instant turn-on for me. It seems so rugged.


And this guy… he definitely seems rugged. Everything about him screams strength and power. That’s an instant turn-on for me too. I decide that this is what intrigues me. He’s like power personified. He holds himself with purpose.


As I watch, he lights up a cigarette and takes a drag, releasing the smoke slowly into the night. His lips are full and masculine and he’s got a cleft in his chin. He’s undeniably sexy. Normally I would stay far away from someone like him, someone sinfully sexy but so… forceful. A guy like that is trouble. That’s for sure.


But I didn’t come to the club tonight to run away.


I came here to hook up. To blow off my responsibilities and be reckless for a night. To act my age. To be someone I’m not.


I eye the guy again.


Normally I would run away from him.


But maybe… just tonight… I won’t.


I don’t have to be me tonight. I can be anyone I want to be because he’ll never see me again.


Just for tonight.


I hesitate, trying to decide what to do.


Then, almost as though my feet have a mind of their own, I take a step toward him. And then another.


*     *     *


Gabriel


My cigarette burns red in the dark as I take a nice long drag. I suck in the city air and the nicotine, then exhale the toxic waste. I know that smokes are bad for me, that they’re shit for my lungs, but I don’t particularly care right now.


From inside the club, I can feel the bass thumping against the wall, vibrating my spine. Inside, women are mindlessly mashing together on the dance floor in time to those drums, waiting for guys like me to take them home and fuck them.


I don’t care about that either. I had to get some fresh air, to get away from the claustrophobic club smoke and sweat before I fucking exploded.


If I were a normal person, I’d be nervous in a dark Chicago alley by myself. I’m not a normal person, though, and the shit I saw in Afghanistan rendered my ability to feel fear impotent.


But not the rest of me.


I shift my weight and adjust the boys and my semi-hard dick. I’d have to be inhuman to not be horny after watching the half-dressed drunk girls rub themselves on anyone who might buy them a drink. I should feel bad about that, but I don’t.


Before my tour overseas, I wouldn’t have been caught dead with any of them. But after being overseas for three years, my penis isn’t listening to reason anymore. It knows what I need.


I sigh and adjust the constraining crotch of my jeans again, before taking another deep breath, then another. My dick starts to calm down and my claustrophobic feelings begin to fade. Thank God. One of the many things I brought home was claustrophobia, and it’s not even the predictable kind where I’m afraid of small spaces. It’s the random kind that can strike at the strangest times, like in the middle of a crowd.


Fuck it.


I toss down the cigarette and grind it out with my heel, then pull out another, lighting it up. It’s a bad habit I brought back with me, along with a couple tattoos and the tendency to wake up in a cold sweat from crazy-ass nightmares.


‘You know those will kill you, right?’


I startle to attention, my head snapping around to find the soft voice in the dark.


A woman steps closer and I can’t believe that I didn’t see her approach.


Fucking hell.


We’re the only two people in an isolated alley. How could I have missed her? My senses have seriously dulled since I’ve been back stateside. She’s a tall, willowy bombshell, the kind of woman who stands out in a crowd, let alone an abandoned street.


Blonde hair falls halfway down her back and wide eyes stare at me. Her full lips are pursed, as though she’s trying to decide if it’s safe to be out here. And it’s not, especially for a woman who looks like she does.


‘Don’t you know walking alone in a dark Chicago alley is more dangerous than a cigarette?’


I gaze at her levelly as I take another drag on my smoke.


She doesn’t look afraid at all as she shrugs.


‘Either of those things has to be better than being crushed to death in there.’


She gestures toward the closed club door in disdain. I examine her again. She’s wearing the right clothes to be here… tight pink leather pants, a cream-colored halter top, equally tight, and a pair of extremely high glittery heels. As I examine her, I notice that she’s not wearing a bra under her light-colored shirt. Somehow that looks out of place on her, as though she doesn’t fit the slutty clothes.


The problem is, the slutty clothes definitely fit her, in all the right places. My dick lurches back to life as my gaze skims over her curved hips and tight ass.


‘In that case, want one?’ I offer her the pack.


She looks surprised, then chuckles, shaking her head.


‘No, thanks. I’m already in the alley alone. I think that’s enough of a risk tonight.’


I grin back as I tuck the smokes into my pocket. ‘But you’re not alone now. I’m here.’


She eyes me and I can see now that her eyes are blue.


‘Somehow,’ she says thoughtfully, ‘I doubt I’m any safer.’


I smile. ‘Somehow, I think you’re right.’


The funny thing is, she doesn’t look worried. In fact, she steps closer and leans against the filthy brick wall beside me. Even under the yellowed dingy streetlight, she looks flawless.


‘You’re going to get dirty,’ I point out. She looks up at me innocently, her blue eyes wide.


‘I like getting dirty sometimes.’


And then she grins a wicked grin.


I feel like I’ve been sucker-punched as all the air whooshes out of my body. A suggestive grin like that on this runway model is too much for my logical thought processes to overcome. My good sense has apparently been hijacked by my hormones.


Tossing the smoke down on the sidewalk, I grind the heel of my boot into it. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, but I don’t much care at this point. I’m horny and she’s gorgeous. That’s a perfect arrangement if I ever saw one. The air between us practically crackles with sexual attraction.


I look down at her and as I do, I let myself lean into her. She’s soft and she smells even softer.


‘I’m Gabriel.’


‘I’m Madison,’ she answers. She hasn’t looked away from me even once. She’s definitely into me, although God knows why. I’m as different from her as I can be.


‘Why are you here, Madison?’ I ask. ‘You seem a little out of place.’


She suddenly looks self-conscious. ‘A friend talked me into coming. She thought I needed a night in the big city. But I really wish I was home instead. I’m tired and these heels hurt.’


I smile. Her shoes do look painful as hell. I’ve never understood why women wear shit like that.


‘So you don’t live here?’


She shakes her head and as she does, her scent seems to envelop us, blocking out the pungent city smells. Her nearness is intoxicating and I brace myself against it so I don’t get sucked in any further.


‘No. I’m from a little lake town, just an hour or so from here. But it seems like a world away. I’m not much of a big-city girl. Not anymore, anyway.’


I actually wouldn’t have guessed that. She’s got that perfectly put-together look that big-city girls have, that perfectly confident attitude.


She nudges me, her slender shoulder bumping mine. ‘Why are you here? You don’t look like you fit here either. Not here at this club, anyway.’


I cock an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’


The Underground is a trendy Chicago hot spot. And she’s right. I don’t fit in here. I fit in a Humvee in the hills of Afghanistan. Except I don’t. Not anymore.


Madison notices my expression and flushes.


‘No offense. But you’re not wearing skinny jeans and hipster glasses. You seem more like… the football-playing type. Or the outdoors type, maybe.’


I smile down at her. ‘No offense taken. And I am more of the outdoors type.’


The gun-toting soldier type, to be exact, but I don’t say that.


Madison looks relieved. ‘I thought so. So what are you doing in the middle of the city?’


‘What makes you think I don’t live here? Can’t I enjoy the outdoors but still live in the city? Or am I too uncool for that?’ I raise my eyebrow again.


She flushes yet again. ‘I’m sorry. I guess I just assumed. Where do you live?’


I grin. ‘Here. Just call me a fish out of water.’


She shakes her head and swats at me, but I easily catch her wrist and pull her to me instead. It’s a ballsy move, but I’m feeling cocky. She doesn’t resist, which both pleases and surprises me.


She presses against me, looking into my eyes. She looks expectant and nervous, confident yet hesitant. Her tits are smashed against me, making it hard to form coherent thoughts, hard to examine our differences or even her motives. Her softness is the perfect contrast to my hardness. That’s all I can think about.


‘To answer your question, I’m here at the club because my little sister thought I should come out and meet someone. To quote her, I’m “getting mean as hell and need a piece of ass.” ’


Madison laughs, a low and husky sound.


‘Do you? Need a piece of ass?’


She sounds anxious. And interested.


I hold her gaze.


‘More than you can imagine.’


I slide my hands from her back down to her ass, cupping it, squeezing it.


‘And I like yours,’ I add. I’m being cocky again, but she seems to like it.


She practically purrs as she leans into me even closer, her nose almost touching mine. Her lips hover so close that I can feel them.


She slides her hands down to my ass, gripping it in her fingers.


‘Yours will do.’


The air hangs heavy between us, charged and electric. Our eyes are locked and we each pause, waiting for the other to make a move.


The anticipation is killing me.


I take a breath.


Then she takes one.


Her lips graze mine and her mouth smells like mint. And then before I can think another agonizing thought, she covers my mouth with her own.


Finally.


Her tongue slips into my mouth and she tastes like Heaven, like an icy drink of water at the end of a hot day in the desert. Our tongues tangle together and her lips consume mine. I find myself instantly rock-hard and she notices.


She smiles against my lips.


‘I think you liked that.’


‘What gave me away?’ I ask with a grin, wedging myself even tighter against her.


Madison grins back and kisses me again. The second kiss is just as consuming as the first. She seems a little bit desperate, a little bit vulnerable. And a whole lot sexy.


She slides her hands back up my spine, wrapping her arms around my neck. As she does, I run my palms along her sides, feeling the skin of her back beneath my fingers.


‘Remember when I told you that my feet hurt? I’d like to take my shoes off.’


I stare down at her. ‘So take them off.’


‘At your place,’ she adds.


I inhale sharply as I grip her hips even tighter.


‘You don’t have to say that twice.’


And she doesn’t. I grab her hand and practically drag her toward the street, hailing a taxi.


In less than a minute we have tumbled into the back seat of a cab and we’re speeding toward my apartment.


Madison kisses my neck, tugging at my ear with her teeth as her hands skim my chest. ‘How far away do you live?’


‘Not very,’ I manage to say. I’m actually proud of myself for being able to speak at this point, since her hand has made its way down to my throbbing crotch. I arch my hips so that I am planted more firmly in her hand.


She licks my neck.


‘You taste good,’ she whispers.


I can’t take it. I wish she were wearing a skirt, but she’s not. So instead I cup my hand between her legs, moving my thumb in circles against the outside of her pants. She moves against me, moaning.


I thrust my hand into the front of her pants, finding her panties completely soaked.


I slip one finger in.


And then two.


Then I withdraw them both and slowly rake them into my mouth.


Her eyes widen, exhaling a tiny sigh as her fingers clutch me.


‘Are you drunk?’ I ask her. I don’t know why, but it feels like the right thing to do, to make sure that she’s not. Please say no, I silently urge her as her fingers spin circles around my nipple.


‘No.’


Thank Christ. I don’t ask again. Instead I lift her onto my lap and rock her against my body. The friction is both satisfying and frustrating.


Her eyes widen as I thrust against her through her clothes and she reaches her hand down to skim it over my throbbing dick.


‘You’re enormous,’ she breathes, her eyes widening in both apprehension and appreciation.


I grin.


‘When we get to my house, I’m going to fuck you with that,’ I tell her in her ear. ‘And you’re going to like it.’


Her teeth graze my lip, her hips firmly planted against mine. ‘You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?’


I smile against her throat before I bite at it.


‘Very sure. In fact, let’s make a deal. If you don’t end up screaming my name within the hour, I’ll buy you breakfast in the morning.’


She pauses, looking into my eyes. ‘Sounds like I win either way.’


‘You do,’ I manage to say before I plunge my tongue into her mouth again.


In between panting kisses, Madison manages to ask a question.


‘I’ve never done this before. How do I know you’re not a crazy person?’ she asks in a near whisper.


‘You don’t,’ I answer, as I pull up her shirt and suck at her bare nipple, my fingers splayed around her slender rib cage. She arches against me and gasps. ‘But I won’t hurt you.’ I pause and look up at her. ‘And somehow, I get the feeling that you need this as much as I do. Am I right?’


Madison catches her breath and nods.


‘I do.’


I don’t answer and I don’t ask why. I just wrap my arms around her shoulders and kiss her again.


I’m inhaling her feminine scent, sucking it down, when I’m startled by the squeal of tires. Before I can even see where it’s coming from, instinct raises the hair on the back of my neck. I shove Madison onto the floor of the taxi and duck down on top of her.


The impact is shockingly violent.


There is a crunch of shrieking metal as the door next to me is bashed in and our taxi is flung in a spin across the narrow city street, slamming to a stop against the wall of a nearby building. The car rocks to and fro for a moment, then it is still.


We‘re stunned as we sit for a scant second, trying to wrap our minds around what just happened. Steam and smoke begin to pour out from under the hood of the taxi and the driver stumbles from his seat, opening the door next to Madison.


‘Quick, get out,’ he says in a heavy Indian accent. ‘Hurry.’


I all but shove Madison out ahead of me and then pull her away from the crumpled car. There’s a hissing sound coming from the engine, then a strange crackle. I know what it means. I know from the acrid scent of gasoline that’s stinging my nose.


‘Move,’ I snap to Madison, and her heels click loudly on the pavement as we rush to the curb on the other side of the street. We turn when we reach the sidewalk, just in time to see the cabbie duck for cover as the front end of the cab bursts into flames.


‘Oh my God,’ Madison breathes, leaning into my arm, shielding her face from the waves of heat that roll over us even from this distance.


As I watch the orange flames licking the black night, as the heated breeze brushes across my face, it triggers a response in me.


I feel the now-familiar anxiety coming on and my gut clenches tighter than a vise grip. I can feel my throat begin to close up as it prevents me from getting a full breath.


Fuck.


‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ I mutter as my chest tightens. Sweat pours down my temples and I wipe at it, squinting as the salt stings my eyes. Madison stares up at me, her eyes filled with concern.


‘Are you OK?’ she asks, her fingers trembling as they curl around my arm. ‘We can’t leave. I’m pretty sure the police will want to talk to us.’


She gestures toward the crowd forming, to where cop cars have already begun to congregate. I can see uniformed officers milling about, a couple of them headed our way. Heat from the fire and from my own anxiety begins to overwhelm me.


‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ I mutter again. Her fingers are too tight now, along with everything else… my shirt, my waistband, my shoes. Everything bears down on me in blurs and smells and sounds. I can’t take it. I’m going to fucking explode. Or implode. I yank my arm from her grasp and stalk away.


The last thing I see before everything turns black is the astonished look on Madison’s face, backlit by the red-and-orange glow of the taxi fire.


The bad thing caught you.




Chapter Three


Madison


For a brief moment I wonder if the shock of the taxi accident has gotten to me or if I’ve somehow fallen down the rabbit hole.


The guy standing in front of me has completely melted down, going from ultra-cocky and excruciatingly sexy to a complete panicky mess in literally thirty seconds.


I don’t even know what to do with him.


I put my hand on his arm, only to have him shake it off. There’s a wild look in his eye as he spins in a circle, hunting for a way out, his gaze darting around the perimeter of skyscrapers that surround us.


‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ he mumbles for the third time. His eyes have a glazed-over look to them that I’ve never seen before. He starts to walk away and I grab his arm again. There’s no way I can let him walk off in this state. I don’t know him, but I feel a responsibility not to do that.


‘Wait,’ I tell him quietly. ‘We’re got to give our names to the police and then we can go. Do you have an ID with you?’


He fumbles in his back pocket and hands me his wallet before he sits on the curb, staring off into space, into the flames of the burning cab. After a minute he closes his eyes tightly and drops his head into his hands, as if to shut everything out.


What the hell?


I watch him hesitantly for just a second before I trot off to give the nearest policeman our IDs. The cop asks me for my contact information, then glances over at Gabriel.


‘Is he all right? Does he need an ambulance?’


I turn and look. Gabriel is now leaning forward, his head resting on his knees, his eyes still closed.


‘I don’t think he’s hurt,’ I answer, even though I honestly have no clue. ‘I think he just drank too much. We were taking the taxi home from the Underground.’


‘Smart,’ the cop tells me. ‘There’s too much drunk driving out there. Good to call a cab.’


‘Except for when the cab explodes,’ I mumble as I put my driver’s license back in my purse. The cop smiles wryly.


‘Yeah. Good point. At least no one was hurt.’


I eye Gabriel uncertainly as I head back toward him. I’m not too sure about that. He’s still got his eyes closed, but his foot is tapping wildly against the pavement.


When I reach him, I kneel down in front of him.


‘Gabriel, did you hit your head in the crash?’


Because that would make sense. Maybe. Would a concussion cause someone to freak out like this?


Gabriel looks up at me. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. I need to go home.’ He doesn’t even sound like himself now. He’s speaking in a strange monotone, completely unlike the husky sexy voice he had before.


It’s freaking me out.


I sigh. Because I can’t leave him here.


‘Where do you live?’


He just stares at me.


I realize that I’m still holding his wallet, so I open it up and look at his driver’s license. His address isn’t that far away. We’re actually within walking distance. Thank God. I don’t want to get into another cab anytime soon.


Reaching down, I tug on Gabriel’s muscled arm.


‘Come on,’ I tell him. ‘I’m walking you home.’


He comes with me without protest, pulling at his collar.


‘I can’t breathe,’ he mutters to me. I look up at him. His collar isn’t too tight.


‘You’re going to be OK,’ I assure him.


Although I’m not sure of that myself.


I hold on to his arm, although I don’t know why. After we’ve walked a couple of blocks, Gabriel starts muttering incoherent words under his breath. I can’t understand him, but when I ask him to repeat them, he just looks at me.


This is seriously freaking me out. I highly doubt I should be walking anywhere alone with this guy. Why in the world didn’t I just tell the cop to deal with him? I’m clearly not equipped to handle this situation.


‘Is there anyone I can call for you?’ I ask him, hoping that there is. He just looks at me again, almost like he doesn’t understand.


When I look into his eyes, they are vacant and glassy.


Like he’s not there.


I gulp hard.


Within a minute we’ve reached his building and I’ve never been so happy. A doorman recognizes Gabriel and greets him by name.


‘He’s not himself,’ I say by way of explanation, because I’m honestly not sure what to say. ‘I’m walking him to his condo. Can you tell me his condo number?’


The doorman is actually kind enough to walk us up to the condo and then unlock the door for me with his master keys. I smile at him.


‘Thank you,’ I tell him simply as I walk Gabriel through the door. Gabriel isn’t speaking at all by this point.


The doorman looks at us.


‘If you need anything else, let me know,’ he tells me, staring at Gabriel curiously before he takes his leave.


That’s interesting. He’s obviously not used to seeing Gabriel like this, so maybe it really was an injury in the accident. Maybe he did hit his head. For a second I wonder if I should call an ambulance.


But Gabriel is already walking back toward his bedroom, mumbling. I can see his neatly made bed through the open door. I follow along at his heels and almost run into him when he abruptly stops and slams his fist into the wall. His movement is strong and unexpected and packs enormous power. So much power that he shakes the entire hallway and leaves a hole in the wall.


I gasp and freeze when he turns to me. Fear floods every part of me, every last nook and cranny of me. Because as Gabriel turns his face, a small illogical part of me almost expects to see someone else. Someone terrifying.


My father.


My heart pounds in my ears and memories from long ago flit through my head. Fists and blood and arguments and fear.


But of course Gabriel isn’t my father. And so I force my breathing to slow and my heart to calm down, even as I balance lightly on the balls of my feet, poised to run if I have to. I swallow as Gabriel looks at me.


‘I hate this,’ he tells me. His cheeks are flushed, his eyes are slightly glazed and his hand is still curled into a fist at his side, his knuckles scraped. I eye it and take a step back, because I know what can happen with a fist.


‘You hate what?’


Emotion fills his eyes, something dark, something pained. ‘I hate the way it controls me.’


I definitely feel panicked now. ‘What controls you?’


But he doesn’t answer. He just walks into his room and drops onto his bed. He’s calm now, quiet. As though he didn’t just punch a hole in the wall.


As though he didn’t just tell me that something controls him.


What the fuck is wrong with him?


Ignoring my still-racing heart, I bend in front of him. I can do this.


‘Does your head hurt?’ I ask him. When he shakes his head, I look into his eyes. His pupils seem the same size. I heard somewhere that if you have a concussion, it makes the sizes of your pupils uneven.


Physically he seems fine. No bumps, no scrapes, no bruises. I stare down at him uncertainly. He stares back, but it’s like he’s not even seeing me.


I sigh, long and loud.


‘Let’s get your shirt and jeans off, at least,’ I finally tell him. ‘Then I’m going to go.’


He stands up obediently and unbuttons his pants, letting them drop to the floor. When he sits back down, I strip his shirt off over his head, then fold down the covers on his bed.


He immediately drops back into it, curling onto his side and closing his eyes.


As I cover him up, I can’t help but glance at his body. It’s sculpted and cut, and it’s apparent that he works out. A lot. He has the body of a triathlete. Or Olympian. Or Greek god, maybe. He’s got a tattoo on his bicep, a skull wearing a beret over a pair of crossed swords. Words are scrolled above and below it. ‘Death Before Dishonor.’


Hmm. Where would he get that? Is he a marine, maybe? He doesn’t have a marine haircut, though.


I sigh again. This whole turn of events is so unfortunate. If I was gonna have a one-night stand, this was clearly the guy to do it with. He’s freaking hot.


At this exact moment he moans and thrashes, throwing off the covers as he mutters into his pillow.


He’s also apparently crazy because something controls him. God. Just my luck. I meet a hot guy who hears voices or some shit. Or he hit his head and he’s just delirious.


I shake my head as I pick up the covers and pull them back up over him.


I take in his clenched jaw and furrowed brow. One part of me wants to call an ambulance to be on the safe side. But another part of me thinks it’s not my place to do that, especially since I don’t know if he needs it. I don’t even know if he has insurance.


I honestly just don’t know what to do.


Finally I decide that I’ll hang around for a just a little while, to see if he gets any worse.


It’s the least I can do. I wouldn’t feel right otherwise. If he wakes up and acts dangerous, I can be out of here in half a minute.


I find the bathroom so that I can pee and it is surprisingly clean for a guy’s bathroom. It’s decorated in various shades of gray, even a gray-tiled floor. There’s no evidence whatsoever of a woman’s touch, so he must be unattached. Or at the very least unmarried. At least he’s not a scumbag like the married guys who troll the clubs for a piece of ass.


Out of curiosity I open the medicine cabinet. Q-tips, razor, razor blades, shaving cream, and a bottle of sleeping pills with his name on them. There’s nothing that would suggest that he’s crazy. There’s no psychotropic prescription pills or anything.


That’s good, right?


I walk back out into the dining area, looking around with interest. Everything is neat, modern, masculine. On one wall is a mahogany case, as tall as I am. It’s so shallow that it can’t hold much, so it piques my interest. I open it and suck in my breath at the neatly lined-up guns facing me.


Holy shit. Is he expecting WWIII? Who in the world would have this many guns? He’s crazy after all. As I’m backing away from it, unreasonably afraid of the guns, a certificate catches my eye. It’s lying on a short stack of paper at the end of the black-and-white granite kitchen counter.


I stop and look at it and find that it is actually a diploma, issued a few years ago by the United States Army Ranger School, and it’s got his name on it.


Gabriel is a Ranger. Or he was one. One or the other. Either way, that explains the amazingly cut body. And the tattoo. And the guns. Thank God. I feel an incredible amount of relief right now… apparently I’m not in the home of a psychopath.


Unless he was kicked out for being crazy, which seems like a real possibility at the moment.


Yikes. I’m suddenly incredibly uncomfortable being here.


I walk quickly back down to his bedroom, which is decorated just like the rest of his house—gray tones, dark wood, masculine.


He’s still sleeping and he’s no longer muttering. I stare down at him for a second, watching him breathe.


He seems fine now.


Fine enough for me to leave him alone without feeling guilty, anyway.


Before I can rethink it I’m out the door, down the stairs and on the street again, breathing in the cool night air. When the doorman waves at me, I walk over to him.


‘Gabriel isn’t feeling well,’ I tell him. ‘I think he’ll be OK, but maybe someone should check on him later. If you know anyone to call, that would be great.’


The doorman nods and assures me that he’ll take care of it.


His assurance makes me feel slightly better, but I still feel like I’ve been bitch-slapped by tonight. It’s all been so bizarre.


But that’s OK. It’s over now. I just have to make my way back to the club, get my car, and then leave all this weirdness behind me. In a few minutes the crazy hot guy will be a distant memory.


*     *     *


Gabriel


I wake up in a cold sweat.


I’m not sure where I am.


This isn’t unusual, so I force my breathing to slow, to regulate. I need to gain my bearings.


I glance around, at the gray walls of my stark bedroom, at the white ceiling, at the familiar ceiling fan with the blades that look like large wicker leaves.


I’m in my apartment. In my bed. One glance at the clock tells me that four hours have passed since the last time I was conscious.


The problem is, I have no idea how I fucking got here.


My hands are shaky as I reach for the glass of water on my bedside table, swirling the water inside the glass as I force myself to calm, as I try not to remember the nightmare that woke me. I take a gulp and force the blurs of reds and blacks out of my head, even though I know from experience they are unwilling to go.


Darkness and blood.


These are two things that will apparently always haunt me. I doubt I’ll ever get a full night’s rest, or that I’ll ever feel comfortable in the dark again.


I slump against the pillows, then startle as I remember Madison.


The beautiful girl from the club.


We were on our way here when we were in a car accident. I hold up my hands and look at them, barely able to see them in the dim light streaming through the window. I seem to be fine, nothing on my body hurts, so apparently we weren’t injured. Or I wasn’t, at least.


I honestly don’t know about Madison. There’s no possible way I can because I don’t even know how I made it home. I hope she’s all right. But I don’t fucking know. Everything is a black void. All I know for sure is that I’m alone now.


I left Madison there, standing next to the twisted, burning wreck of our taxi. Even though I can’t recall much else, I remember the stricken look on her face as she realized that I was leaving.


I’m not sure if I’m ashamed of myself or relieved. She was pretty fucking amazing. And pretty fucking hot. But there’s no way she should get mixed up with someone like me, even for only one night. Especially for only one night. I might look normal, but I’m far from it.


I think back to Madison’s question in the cab.


How do I know you’re not a crazy person?


I almost smile grimly in the dark.


I’m not crazy… exactly. The army doctors say I just need time. They call it PTSD. Post-traumatic stress disorder. I call it something else entirely: fucked up.




Chapter Four


Madison


I open my bleary eyes, not exactly sure what woke me from my dead sleep.


The lake crashes against the shore outside, but that’s not it. I’m used to that sound since I hear it every night. The rain is slanting against my bedroom windows, but that’s not it either. As I gaze at the ceiling, my phone buzzes, vibrating from my nightstand with a text message.


Ah, that’s it. Mystery solved.


I rub my eyes, glare at the clock (which surely must be wrong because there’s no way it’s that late), then grab the stupid phone.


Where are u? Where did you go last night?


Staring at the words, I cringe with guilt.


Craaaaaap.


Jacey. The friend I left at the Underground last night, the friend who just happens to work for me. She’s the best waitress I’ve got, mainly because she’s just the right mix of charm and flirtation. She’s also the best friend I’ve got, mainly because I don’t get close to that many people.


I never found her last night and then I completely forgot about her… because I was distracted. My distraction flashes through my head, a vision of Gabriel’s face and muscled body, and my cheeks flush. I quickly put him out of my mind and turn back to my phone.


I’m a bad friend, I text her back simply. I’m sorry.


Where did you go????


Apparently I’m not going to get off that easily. I sigh.


Remember when u said I needed to get laid? Well, I almost did. But didn’t. So I came home alone instead. Did you just go home with Peter? I would’ve called, but I knew you wouldn’t hear your phone.


Gabriel’s face pops unbidden into my head again. The look on his face while we watched that taxi burn was indescribable. Tortured, almost. But that sounds stupid to say.


Obviously I was in shock too. It’s not every day that you get nailed in an intersection and then your taxi explodes into flames. So of course I was disturbed.


But not to the degree that Gabriel was. For some reason my heart twinges just thinking about it, but I ignore it. I don’t know him and there’s no use wondering what the hell was wrong with him. He’s irrelevant now. I force him out of my thoughts and wait for Jacey to reply.


It only takes her a second.


You should definitely be sorry. I was almost worried. And why didn’t u get some??? Any man would give his left nut to take you home. I’m pretty sure I hate you for that.


I have to smile. Jacey wasn’t worried. I’m sure of it. She probably didn’t even realize I was gone until it was time to go home.


Long story, I answer.


One beat passes and then she replies.


K. My brother never showed up last night, but he’s coming to the Hill tonight to bring me my bday gift. You can meet him then.


I smile, which hurts my pounding head. I’m glad she mentioned it. I’d forgotten it was her birthday. Maybe I really am a bad friend.


Fine, I tell her. You’re not going to let up until I meet him, I know. And I’m bringing you a birthday cupcake.


One pause, then an answer.


My diet doesn’t thank you. But I do!


I toss my phone onto the foot of the bed and settle back into my pillow for a second. My head doesn’t hurt because of drinking. I only had one drink last night. It’s pounding because of lack of sleep. I didn’t get in until four thirty a.m. And that’s very unlike me. I glance at the clock again.


Nine a.m.


Normally I would already be at my restaurant, the Hill, by now. But I’m dying from sleep deprivation. If I don’t consume a massive amount of caffeine, I might murder someone later.


I throw the covers back on my little double bed, the same one that I had all through high school. I barely spare a glance at the walls covered in old posters and high school news articles. I inherited my childhood home a couple of years ago. One of these days I need to get off my ass and clean this room out.


I’m not going to worry about it today, though.


Today I just need coffee.


I pad down the long hall to the kitchen, where I start the coffee and make a frozen burrito. I sit eating it in my underwear, something I can do since I live alone. My eating habits are shit, which is ironic since I own a restaurant, something else I inherited.


After two cups of coffee loaded with sugar and cream, I finally feel human again. I take a quick shower, twist my hair into a sloppy bun and throw on a pair of capris, a polo and a sweater before I grab one more cup of coffee on my way out the door.


I button my sweater up as I jab at the button that lowers the top on my convertible, my one luxury. Driving with the wind in my hair is the only freedom I really get to experience and since the spring rain has stopped for a minute, I can ride with the top down today.


I shift into gear and back out of my driveway, starting down the narrow road that winds along Lake Michigan. It’s a fun little road and I used to love driving it, back before it killed my parents.


Today the morning sun is bright and the ground is wet from rain. As the light rebounds from the misty surface of the lake and directly onto the glass of my windshield, I squint while I reach for the volume on my car stereo. The ridged knob slides in my fingers as I crank it up.


I almost sigh aloud. That’s better. There’s nothing like coffee and loud music to jar me from sleepiness. I punch at the button to change the satellite radio station as I glance up into the sun.


The light is in my eyes, bright and sharp.


I blink, but before I can really refocus, I realize exactly where I am. I’m coming up way too fast on a hairpin curve.


Fuck.


I gasp and yank on the wheel, spilling hot coffee between my legs as my car veers sharply from the road. Everything seems to happen in slow motion as my car careens into the ditch, skidding sideways at an unnatural angle toward the beach below.


I’m almost frozen, blinded by the sun and completely at the mercy of Newton’s laws of motion as my car slides through the mud, the wet grass hitting it in a thumping hiss as the bottom of the hill rushes to meet me.


I’m at such an unnatural angle and skidding so fast that I’m afraid for a second that the car is going to roll, but it doesn’t. Instead it slams to an unceremonious stop at the bottom, the wheels halfway buried in the wet sand of the beach. I’m flustered as I try to take deep breaths, yet somehow remain breathless as I sit frozen in shock.


Holy shit. What the hell just happened? Was I seriously in my second car accident in as many days?


My hands shake as I look around. I didn’t hit anyone or anything.


I’m not hurt.


I’m not hurt.


I chant this silently to myself as I look around. I’m at the bottom of the incline leading up to the road, in the middle of rocks and grass and sand. I’m so stupid. I’ve driven this road a thousand times. I knew better.


Even though my hands are shaking and I can’t breathe, everything’s fine. I’m fine. My car is fine. I’m not my parents. Unlike them, I didn’t die. There is no broken glass or blood. I’m fine.


I think.


I open the door and step directly down into calf-deep mud.


Hell. I cringe as I pull my foot back up, glancing at my mud-covered paisley Jimmy Choo wedge. Shoes are my weakness and this one, which had been practically brand-new, is now ruined.


Efffffff.


As if that’s not bad enough, I’m surrounded by mud, a result of last night’s thunderstorm. I can’t get out to check my car, but from where I can see, the left front wheel is bent under. I have no idea if it’s even drivable.


With a scowl I press the accelerator and attempt to drive back up the incline, but my car won’t budge. The bent wheel won’t even turn.


I’m stuck. Not just stuck, but firmly and completely stuck.


‘Fuck.’


My head drops to my steering wheel as my fingers reach for my cell phone.


*     *     *


When my sister comes to my rescue twenty minutes later, she rushes to get to me, picking her way down the wet hill. Her descent isn’t graceful.


‘I’m fine, Mila. Go back up!’ I lean out my window and call out to her. ‘You’re going to fall and break something, preggo!’


She scowls at me as she walks toward the car, stopping where the mud pools start.


‘Oh, God. Not you too. Pax will barely let me lift a finger to do anything. You’re a woman. You should know better. I’m pregnant, not an invalid.’


I shake my head as I take off my shoes and grab my purse. As carefully as I can, I step from the car, instantly sinking ankle-deep in the mud. I slam my car door closed hard.


‘Your husband just wants to take care of you,’ I remind her grumpily as I slog through the mud toward her.


At seven months pregnant, Mila has that mythical glow about her that few pregnant women actually get. In fact, pregnancy truly agrees with her. She’s always been gorgeous, but now she literally glows. Her long dark hair is lush and shiny, her cheeks pink and flushed, and her skin flawless.


‘I can’t believe you look so good,’ I grumble as I eye her tiny baby bump. ‘It’s sickening. You’ve barely gained any weight at all.’


She holds out her hand to help me over a rock and laughs.


‘What? You want me to look hideous?’


‘Maybe,’ I answer with a mock scowl as we carefully make our way to the top of the hill to where Mila’s car awaits. ‘It’s not fair that you’re prettier than me even while you’re pregnant. Big sisters are always supposed to be hotter. It’s a law of nature. I didn’t make the rules, Mila, but we should definitely follow them. Try to gain a few pounds.’


She laughs again and rolls her eyes as we buckle ourselves in.


‘You’re crazy, Mad. You’re the model in our family. The only things I have that you don’t are bigger boobs. And you can’t have those.’


‘Whatever,’ I mutter as I flip the visor down and look at myself. ‘I’m not a model anymore.’


I have mud splatters on my forehead. And mud caked almost up to my knees. It drips onto the floor and I sigh.


‘I’m sorry. You’re going to have to get this thing detailed now,’ I tell her apologetically. ‘I’ll pay for it.’


‘It’s fine,’ she assures me, serious now. ‘I’m just glad you’re all right. How the hell did this even happen, Maddy? You know how dangerous this road is.’


Of course I know.


I feel guilty at the worried strain in her voice. I feel guilty that she had to come here, to this particular curve of all places.


‘I’m OK,’ I answer. ‘I’m sorry, Mi. I didn’t mean to worry you.’


She glances at me. ‘I know. Just be more careful. I almost had a heart attack.’


Her and me both.


I lean my head back against my seat, still shaky from sliding down the hill. The aftereffects of the adrenaline rush aren’t being kind to me. My heart is still pounding, my hands and legs still shaking. I stare at the ground from my window and the vehicle is so tall, it’s a long way down.


‘I still can’t believe Pax made you get this thing,’ I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. ‘It’s so… not you.’ Mila rolls her eyes.


‘I know. The minute he found out I was pregnant, he went out and bought the safest vehicle he could find. This thing is practically bulletproof. It might actually be a tank in disguise.’
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