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ANNIHILATION








CHAPTER ONE: PERIL

GRACE

A deafening bang ripped through the air the moment my finger put pressure on the trigger, launching a bullet from the chamber of my gun. Everything seemed to freeze around me as I stood locked in place, somehow still standing despite being torn to shreds on the inside.

It was surely impossible, but in that moment, I could have sworn I saw the bullet as it sliced smoothly through the air. My eyes stayed fixed on it, riveted and horrified all at once, as the distance between it and the gun increased more and more. A strange buzzing sounded in my ears, blocking out everything but that odd, muffled noise that crept its way into my brain, as the bullet met an obstacle.

The sound I should have heard was the bullet making contact with a human chest. It should have sounded heavy, wet, painful. There should have been a ripping of flesh, a gush of blood, maybe a crack or two of bone.

The muffled sound only grew louder, threatening to suffocate me and press me down into the dirt.

Though my ears couldn’t hear it, my eyes could see it. I stood captivated in the worst way as I watched the bullet rip through his shirt, his skin, his muscle. It hit in the most lethal place, directly over his heart, before making its way through the heart itself. A shiver ran through my body as blood immediately filled the hole, soaking his shirt and dripping to the ground as he plummeted to his knees, face paling more and more by the second.

Blank, lifeless eyes seemed to lock on my own as his body hovered for a moment, caught between the balance of standing and falling down. My stomach churned as I watched, unable to look away even though I so desperately wanted to. That tiny fraction of time ended as his body fell forward, landing with a solid thump in the dirt. Dust rose from the ground to mix with the smoke already obscuring the air, adding an ominous haze so reminiscent of the terrible act I’d just committed.

His chest didn’t move as he lay face down on the ground. The blood was pooling so quickly around him that I already knew it was too late to go back.

I knew what I’d done.

Just like that, Jonah was dead.

I sucked in a harsh breath, inhaling smoke and dirt alike, but I was still unable to move. My muscles stayed firm, locked into place. Every beat of my heart felt as if it was pumping knives through my veins which were then working their way through my skin, piercing wherever they could reach until I was a bloody, battered mess.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from where Jonah had landed. The deep red of the blood seemed to burn into my brain, and the stark contrast of his quickly paling body only made it seem more drastic. I couldn’t see his face, but I didn’t need to; the last, silently pleading look he’d given me followed by the flat, lifeless one as he fell would be cemented into my memory forever, never to be forgotten.

Another image suddenly shoved its way through my mind. It was that of decaying bodies, some dismembered and some rotten, piled in a corner like rags. It was that of hands severed from their limbs, with spikes spearing through them to pin them to the walls. It was that of threatening words scrawled on the walls in the blood of those bodies that haunted me. Before my eyes, Jonah’s body morphed into one of them, my mind tormenting me and playing tricks as payment for what I’d done.

I’d killed my own brother.

Still, I was unable to move, though I felt a prominent shake set into my body. My hands quivered in front of me, unable to lower the gun or even move my arms. Still, I could hear nothing, though I knew the world around me must have been filled with chaotic noise. I could see nothing but the oppressive haze and the blood surrounding Jonah’s lifeless body, not that I could rip my eyes away. I felt bile creeping up my throat as my body rebelled against me, but I couldn’t even manage to lean over and expel it.

I could feel my mind shutting down, desperate to spare me from realising what I’d done. My hands were shaking so badly now I thought I might actually drop my gun, and my legs felt as if they might collapse at any moment. Air ripped so harshly through my lungs that it was painful, and my heart was either beating wildly or not at all.

I couldn’t even tell.

Just when I was about to lose all hope and give in to the crushing agony threatening to overtake me, I saw a figure appear out of the cloud of dust and smoke. A familiar hand, adorned by a tiny cross just above his thumb, closed around mine as he took my gun from me. His long fingers intertwined with mine as he tugged on my arm, wasting no time in taking me away from the evidence of what I’d done.

The heat of his touch seemed to snap me out of everything, and the sound came crashing down so quickly it was as if someone had lifted a vacuum from around me. My feet stayed rooted in place as all my senses started to function once again, and his grip on my arm jerked my body sideways. His voice reached me as I watched his lips move in complete shock.

Hayden.

‘We have to go, Grace.’

His voice was laced with urgency and resolve, and it was clear he was trying to remain as calm as possible for my sake, but his desperation to get us out of there was more than apparent.

‘Grace, come on, move,’ he urged, tugging on my arm when I continued to stare at him. I couldn’t seem to process anything, and my mind felt hazy with either too many thoughts or too few.

Again, I couldn’t move even though I could now hear the relentless noise. Gunfire, shouting, fighting, burning, and other noises bombarded me from all directions, their volume magnified a hundred times in comparison to the odd buzzing silence I’d heard moments ago.

‘Jesus Christ,’ Hayden muttered in a low voice.

I watched blankly as he stashed our guns behind his back before stooping quickly in front of me. I didn’t have time to realise what he was doing before I felt his arms wrap around me, lifting me off my feet. He draped my legs over one of his arms while he threw my arms around his neck, holding me firmly against his chest as he started to run.

He moved quickly, and from the urgency of his actions it was obvious we were still in great danger, but still I couldn’t react. Each step he took felt like a jarring blow to my body as the emotional pain manifested into physical. Even though I wasn’t hurt, it felt like it as Hayden carried me away.

‘Hang on, Grace,’ he instructed as calmly as he could.

I managed to tighten my arms slightly, but it wasn’t enough to keep my weight from shifting around as he ran as fast as possible. When a high-pitched whistle whizzed just inches above our heads, I realised how real the danger actually was. I sucked in a harsh breath and blinked furiously, clearing my head for the first time since I’d pulled the trigger.

‘Put me down,’ I gasped.

Hayden let out a sigh of relief that I suspected had nothing to do with carrying me and everything to do with finally snapping out of my trance. He set me down as quickly and gently as possible. Then, he grabbed my hand and tugged once more, taking off at a sprint as I finally managed to make my limbs cooperate. He whipped a gun from behind his back and handed it to me before taking the other for himself.

Another whizzing bullet narrowly missed us as we tore along the street, which was strewn with more debris and obstacles than before. Horror twisted at my stomach as I realised Hayden and I were fleeing alone.

‘Where are—’

‘Duck!’ Hayden shouted, cutting me off as his hand yanked me to the ground.

He barely managed to throw his body over mine, pressing his chest to my back, as yet another familiar high-pitched whistling sounded above us. Just as before, it was followed almost immediately by a deafening boom as something crashed into the pile of rubble in front of us, springing fire and debris into the air from the explosion.

Apparently the Brutes had more ammunition for their bazooka.

I coughed and sputtered a few times, pawing at my eyes to get the dirt out of them. Hayden recovered more quickly, wasting no time in hauling me back on my feet.

‘Come on!’ he urged, shooting a fleeting glance over his shoulder.

Again, we started sprinting. The air was even thicker than before thanks to the fresh disturbance, making it even more difficult to see and breathe. I tugged my shirt up around my nose to filter the air, but my tank top offered little protection. Hayden’s grip was tighter than ever on my hand as he led me through the fray, dodging debris and heavy fire with every step. Gunshots echoed around the space and bullets whizzed past us, but the new smoke and dust gave us cover we had desperately needed.

I ran, desperate to know where Kit and Dax had gone but not brave enough to ask and find out. We seemed to run forever. The sounds never went away and the blanketing dust was relentless. I was about to suggest we figure out a new plan when I heard a screeching of tyres on roadway not too far ahead of us.

‘There,’ Hayden muttered quickly, picking up the pace.

I could hear muffled shouting from behind us as the Brutes and whoever was left of Jonah’s crew pursued, but the familiar rumble of an engine was closer, calling me to it through the haze. Finally, I could make out the vague outline of the jeep, though it was impossible to tell who was inside.

‘Is it them?’ I asked, coughing yet again as I squinted toward the vehicle.

‘I don’t know,’ Hayden admitted gruffly.

Together, we ran and closed the remaining distance between us and the car. I felt as if my heart was about to pound out of my chest in anticipation as I tried desperately to identify the driver. For a moment, it had occurred to me that it might not be our friends, but enemies waiting to kill us.

My fears were placated, however, when I saw Kit behind the wheel. A huge breath of relief pushed from my lungs as I saw him waiting, urging us on with waves of his hand. But I couldn’t see Dax anywhere in the car. Hayden and I skidded to a halt right outside the door, sending dirt flying beneath our feet. He whipped open the door and practically threw me in before following, leaning forward urgently between the seats to shout instructions at Kit.

‘Go, go!’ he shouted. ‘We have to find Dax!’

‘I don’t know where he is,’ Kit said quickly, stress radiating from his tone.

My stomach dropped like a rock, terrified. Dax couldn’t be dead, right? He’d survived this long; it didn’t seem possible that he wouldn’t make it out now.

‘He’s got to be out there still,’ I said, shaking my head firmly. ‘We’ll find him.’

Hayden shot me an anxious look over his shoulder and placed his hand on my thigh, squeezing tightly as if clinging to the hope I was right.

‘Let’s go, we have to look,’ Hayden instructed. ‘Drive!’

Kit obeyed immediately and slammed his foot down on the pedal, bringing smoke from the tyres as the jeep shot forward. Hayden’s shoulder collided roughly with mine before he managed to right himself as Kit whipped the vehicle around.

‘You two had better be ready to shoot,’ Kit muttered darkly, squinting tightly to try and view the road ahead.

I nodded sharply even though he wouldn’t see, and released the magazine on my gun to check my ammo. I knew only one bullet would be missing. I’d fired once, and that bullet was now firmly buried in Jonah’s chest.

Almost immediately, the loud bangs of gunfire sounded around us, and the familiar crunch of metal echoed out as the bullets missed us but ripped through the jeep.

‘Dax!’ Hayden called, leaning out of the window before firing a shot into the smoke.

Kit honked the horn and called out Dax’s name as well. All the noise would only draw more attention to us, but each of us knew it was necessary to try to find our friend.

‘Dax!’

Again and again, we called his name. Kit manoeuvred the jeep as quickly as he could around the area, narrowly avoiding buildings, debris, and missing chunks of road. Again and again, Hayden and I fired into basically nothing. Our targets were hidden from us, just as we were from them, except the people we were firing at weren’t driving around in a raucous jeep while shouting.

‘Dax!’

My voice was laced with fear and frustration, squinting and listening carefully for any sort of reply, but it was almost impossible to hear over the chaos consuming everything around us.

I could feel the fear that we wouldn’t find him creeping up, but I forced it down as I reloaded my gun and fired once more. Hayden seemed to be growing more and more anxious beside me as well, and I noticed him firing his gun more and more often as his fear countered his usual reluctance to kill.

‘Where the hell are you?’ Hayden muttered impatiently. His knee jumped up and down beside me as his leg bounced nervously.

‘Dax, Jesus Christ!’ Hayden roared. He sounded angry with frustration and desperation.

‘I don’t see him anywhere,’ Kit admitted tightly, face contorted in deep concern. He whipped the jeep around for what felt like the hundredth time as yet more bullets whizzed by us.

‘We can’t leave him,’ Hayden snapped angrily.

‘I didn’t say that—’

‘You were about to—’

‘No, I—’ Kit was cut off by a different voice this time, which sent a wave of cautious hope rushing through me.

‘Over here!’

‘Dax?!’ Hayden shouted, rigidly alert as he heard what I did.

‘I’m here!’

This time it was more than obvious that we’d all heard him. I sagged with relief immediately as I identified the voice.

Dax.

‘I see him!’ I shouted, leaning forward suddenly and pointing straight ahead.

He was no more than a shadowy figure, but I could see him standing about twenty feet ahead, waving his arms while coughing in the smoke and dust. Kit accelerated even more before slamming on the brakes, sending Hayden and I crashing into the seat backs before snapping backward.

‘Try not to kill us,’ Hayden snapped again, clearly still on edge.

I hardly had time to absorb his words. I watched as Dax moved as quickly as possible, hindered by a heavy limp and a shockingly large amount of blood pouring from somewhere unidentified. He reached the side of the door and fumbled with the handle before Hayden leaned over the seat and whipped it open. Dax winced as he climbed inside, pulling the door shut, not even a second before Kit hit the accelerator and whipped away again.

I could feel no relief as I saw Dax’s shockingly pale face. There was no hint of his usual smile or lightness; only extreme pain and obvious injury registered there.

‘What happened?’ Hayden demanded, leaning forward to study him.

I followed the trail of blood with my eyes, raking down his left arm, noting the bloody bandage at the end concealing whatever lay beneath.

Dax didn’t reply as he leaned his head back against the headrest and blew out a deep breath, eyes closed tightly. His breath was shaky and uneven, but at least he was breathing. Kit cast a worried glance across the console as he drove, and I was relieved to hear the sounds of gunfire and shouting getting softer and softer as we finally managed to pull away from the chaos.

‘Dax!’ Hayden hissed, frustrated with his lack of response. Fear and anxiety were clearly written across his face as I glanced at him quickly before refocusing on Dax.

‘Bloody Brutes, mate,’ Dax muttered, grimacing in pain as the jeep hit a divot in the road.

My eyes returned to the bandage at the end of his arm, and my mind was instantly flooded with the same horrific images from before.

Decaying hands nailed to the wall.

Severed limbs ending in ragged stumps.

Thieves.

Thieves.

Thieves.

I suddenly squeezed my eyes shut as I sucked in a terrified breath. My nightmares and reality were starting to mix before my eyes, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

‘Grace.’

My eyes snapped open at the sound of Hayden’s voice. I blinked a few times to find him studying me closely, and I felt the heat of his hand on my leg once more. His thumb rolled over my thigh before he squeezed once, concern written across his face as he watched me beneath lowered brows.

‘It’s okay,’ he mouthed, giving me a slow, reassuring nod. I gave a shaky nod in return and tried to hold it together.

Again, I forced myself to look at Dax and focus on my medical training.

‘Dax, what happened?’ I asked as calmly as I could.

Again, he didn’t reply, but he finally opened his eyes and lifted his head from the seat. With a slightly unsteady hand, he reached to unwind the makeshift bandage from his left arm. I watched, transfixed and horrified, as bloody layer after bloody layer was removed. I was all but convinced I was going to see a rotten stump of an arm by the time he finally removed it.

But instead of the shocking stump I’d been expecting, I saw a battered, bloody hand. His pinky and ring finger were gone, severed by an obviously sharp weapon, and the middle finger was bleeding badly, but the rest of it was there.

‘Jesus Christ . . .’ Hayden muttered as he stared, lips parting in shock.

‘You’re telling me,’ Dax muttered bitterly. He paused for a few moments before continuing. ‘At least it wasn’t my good hand.’

I let out an oddly relieved gasp of a laugh. Dax had lost two fingers and gained a limp, but I could see no other obvious signs of injury or bleeding. If he could already make a joke, I dared hope that it meant he’d be okay.

‘You don’t need two full hands anyway, mate,’ Kit said lightly from the driver’s seat, also obviously relieved.

‘Just good old Righty,’ Dax said, waving it weakly by his side. I groaned as I realised what he meant.

‘Dear God, Dax, it’s been minutes and you’re already making jokes,’ I said.

I was surprised by that flicker of amusement, but it didn’t last long as the cold, heavy truth of everything we’d just been through crashed back down on me. I collapsed back into the seat and let out the deepest sigh yet, closing my eyes now that I knew Dax probably wasn’t going to die.

We might have all survived, but one person had not.

Jonah.

It was only a few seconds before I felt Hayden shift beside me. He looped his arm around my shoulders and hauled me onto his lap. There, in the back of the jeep, I curled into a ball on his lap, hiding my face in his chest as his strong arms held me as closely as he could manage. I felt the warm heat of his lips at my ear and heard the soft whisper of his voice.

‘I love you, Bear.’

I could feel my body starting to shake as reality set in all over again. My throat burned and my eyes felt hot, but no tears came. Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around Hayden’s chest, hugging him as tightly as I could manage while he held me securely.

‘It’s okay, you’re okay,’ he murmured, continuing even though I couldn’t manage to respond.

His fingers drifted over my skin wherever he could reach, comforting me and soothing me when I so desperately needed it. Even when Kit hit a bump in the road, Hayden held me still, protecting me in every way he could. My fingers twisted into the now ragged fabric of his shirt, desperate to haul him even closer and revel in the comforting warmth he provided.

‘I’m so proud of you, Grace.’

I bit my lower lip as I drew a shuddering breath. I felt tears pricking at my eyes now. His words were hushed and just loud enough for me and only me to hear. He murmured things over and over, never stopping even though I didn’t reply. The entire ride back to Blackwing, Hayden held me and whispered, doing his very best to comfort me after what he knew I’d done.

‘You’re so strong, Bear.’

Every word he spoke wrenched the tears closer and closer to the surface. A single choking sob escaped from my lips before I succumbed to them – they were oddly silent yet no less painful as they burned me from the inside out. Hayden’s grip tightened on me even more when he realised I’d finally given in, and still his gentle words continued.

‘I love you so much.’

It was finally done and over with.

I been strong enough to finally do it, but in that moment, I had never felt weaker.


CHAPTER TWO: MASOCHISM

HAYDEN

I held Grace on my lap. Her arms were wound tightly around my chest as she hugged me, burying herself as far as she could in my arms. My shirt was now dotted with warm, wet tears as she cried silently. Quiet murmuring streamed past my lips in a constant flow, but I wasn’t sure she even heard my words in her distraught state. I couldn’t blame her; she’d just done potentially the hardest thing she’d ever had to do in her entire life.

I never felt more inadequate at comforting her than at that moment.

‘It’s all right, love,’ I whispered again, lips fumbling at her ear as I cradled her even closer.

My hand ran over whatever part of her I could reach, and I tucked my face in the crook between her shoulder and her neck to shield us from the world as much as possible. I so desperately wanted to get back to camp so I could take her back to our hut; I knew she was holding back, fighting off the complete breakdown surely working up inside of her, and I knew she wouldn’t fully let go until we were alone.

She felt so fragile in my arms now, as if every bump of the jeep would shatter her from the inside out. I could practically feel her pain, leaking out through her skin before ripping through mine and settling down to my bones.

The car was silent as Kit raced back to Blackwing. Dax seemed to be focusing on blocking out the pain in his hand. His weak attempt at humour had disappeared moments after I’d pulled Grace into my arms, and he’d closed his eyes to shut out the world. Kit focused on the road, driving as quickly as possible without putting us in danger.

My lips pressed into Grace’s temple as I felt the jeep hit rougher terrain, meaning we were finally creeping into the trees surrounding camp. We would be home soon, and I could finally take Grace to be alone. Dax let out a quiet hiss from the front seat as Kit hit a tussocky patch. Grace hardly moved as I held her firmly, buffering the roughness of the road. Finally, I felt Kit start to slow the vehicle before stopping it completely and killing the engine.

A sigh of relief pushed past my lips as I sat up and blinked. A rather large group of people had surrounded the jeep, their familiar faces anxious as they waited to see who had returned. I wasn’t surprised to see Docc, his face somehow calm and intense all at once. Malin was there too, and she rushed to greet Kit as soon as he got out of the jeep. He accepted her hug readily and spent several long moments relaxing into her body.

When Dax made no move to leave the jeep, Docc stepped forward with Leutie on his heels. She looked relieved when she saw we’d all returned, but concern crossed her features as soon as she noticed Dax’s reluctance to move and the way Grace was cradled in my lap. She appeared torn over whom to greet first, and surprised me by pulling open the door to the back from where Grace and I had yet to move.

Leutie’s eyes darted to Dax in the front, who was being helped out by Docc, before she spoke.

‘Oh my God, is she okay?’ she asked, voice filled with fear and concern.

That was an odd question. I knew very well that the answer was no, she was not okay. However, I knew Leutie meant in a physical sense, in which case she was all right aside from a few cuts and bruises.

Grace sniffed against my chest but didn’t reply. I suspected she’d fallen back into her sort of trance-like shock from before.

‘She did it,’ I answered, ignoring her first question.

‘Oh, Grace . . .’ Leutie said softly, features falling into one of understanding and sadness.

She backed up from the jeep as I inclined my head, gesturing her out of the way. Slowly, carefully, I shifted both our weight until I placed my feet on the ground and pulled us both out of the jeep. I carried her the way I had before – legs draped over my arm, her arms looped around my neck – and took a few steps forward. Her face was buried in my neck, shielded from the world around us. A quick glance over my shoulder told me Docc was helping Dax into the infirmary, and that Kit had separated himself from Malin to assist.

‘See if you can help them, Leutie,’ I told her. My voice was flat, unable to muster my usually commanding tone.

‘Okay,’ she replied with a quick nod. She paused awkwardly and opened her mouth before snapping it shut again. Her eyes darted to Grace in my arms, unsure of what to say. ‘Grace, I’m here if you want to talk, okay?’

Again, Grace didn’t reply as I held her.

‘Thanks, Leutie,’ I answered for her. She gave a small nod and cast one last sad look at Grace’s dejected figure before darting after Docc, Dax, and Kit.

I started walking without a word to anyone else, moving towards our hut as quickly as I could without jostling her. A small wave of relief washed through me when Grace tightened her arms around me, before relaxing once more. She had yet to say much of anything, but that small gesture told me she at least was listening.

‘We’re going home, Grace,’ I whispered to her. Again, she gave a subtle movement by nodding slowly. I felt the need to keep up a string of constant reassurance in her silence.

‘We’ll be alone soon. Only a little longer,’ I murmured.

We passed a few people on the way, all of whom shot confused then sympathetic looks at Grace’s huddled figure in my arms. It seemed that even though we hadn’t told anyone of our plan, word had spread through Blackwing.

If she didn’t already have the respect of everyone in my camp, she did now. She’d made the greatest sacrifice of them all to save everyone, and that was not lost on them. Again, I felt a surge of pride that I could call her mine.

This strong, determined, amazingly selfless woman was mine, just as I was hers.

‘I love you, Grace,’ I whispered, my throat tight with emotion.

Again, she gave a weak squeeze of her arms around my neck in response. I knew she probably wouldn’t speak for a while; having just gone through a major grieving process with Jett, I understood, even if there were some glaringly large differences between the situations. While it was never easy to lose someone, Grace’s loss carried an even heavier weight, as she’d been the one to cause it.

Finally, we arrived back at our hut. I moved carefully through the door and shut it behind me. I set her down gently on our bed. The mattress sagged beneath her weight, and I knelt down in front of her to study her.

Her face looked flat and blank, and her eyes were dry even though I knew she’d cried earlier. They were unfocused and aiming somewhere between us, as if she couldn’t manage to look at me. Slightly parted lips blew out slow, even breaths, and the usual natural colour to her skin was all but gone. Slowly, I reached a hand up to run my fingers across her cheek before hitching them under her chin.

‘Grace,’ I murmured softly, guiding her gaze to me. She blinked once but didn’t really do much else. A painful pang struck my heart as I watched her looking clearly numb and broken.

‘Babe, look at me,’ I continued as gently as possible. Her eyes blinked once more before she finally managed to meet my gaze. My thumb drifted slowly across her jaw. ‘I know you’re hurt and I completely understand that this will take a while to get over, but just know you had to do it. It had to be this way, even if it’s hard to see that now. You saved hundreds of people, Grace. Hundreds. And I could not love you any more than I do right now.’

I felt myself getting emotional, and my throat burned slightly as I spoke, but I meant every single word and knew she needed to hear it. She was shutting down, locking herself in her head, and I knew she’d have trouble remembering why this had had to be done in the first place. The last thing I wanted was for her to regret something that everyone knew was for the greater good.

She drew a shaky breath and seemed to feel the intensity of the moment, because the numb, blank look was replaced with a more intent one as she hung on to my every word

‘You don’t have to say anything, all right? You were there for me and I’m going to be here for you. Just let me take care of you.’

She gave a small nod as she tugged her lower lip into her mouth. I tried to give her a reassuring smile but it felt sad on my face, so I gave up and let my fingers tickle across her skin as I tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. It was only then that I noticed the flecks of blood streaked across her cheeks, and the bruise forming on her jaw. She didn’t appear to be bleeding any longer, but the legacy of the fight she’d put up were obvious.

‘Let’s get you cleaned up,’ I murmured quietly. Again, she gave a small nod.

I stood from in front of her and grabbed her hand, guiding her to her feet. She stood in front of me and allowed me to lead her into the bathroom, where it was just light enough to see what I was doing but dark enough to give the room a calm feeling. Again, I faced her and let my hands fall to her hips; she never took her gaze from my face, watching my every move.

My fingers tucked beneath the hem of her shirt, feeling the warmth of her skin across the backs of my hands as I started to lift it upward.

‘Arms up,’ I instructed softly.

She obeyed and raised her arms above her head, allowing me to slip the fabric over her body slowly. Every inch of skin that was revealed was damaged in some way, as nearly her entire left side revealed the long, jagged scar she’d sustained ages ago when she broke her rib. Once the shirt was free of her torso, the scar directly over her heart was visible, too.

Without thinking, I ducked my head, pressing my lips lightly over the rough edge in her skin. I let the kiss really sink into her scar before moving lower. Again and again, I pressed my lips to the rough scars and uneven flaws in her skin. When my lips reached her hip, I pressed one last kiss before standing back up in front of her. Her eyes were closed and a single tear had slipped from her eye, wetting a trail down her cheek. Even now, pain was radiating from her. I wanted her to feel loved, warm, beautiful. I wanted her to feel all the things she so deserved, because I knew she wasn’t feeling any of them at that moment.

I sighed once, feeling inadequate and unworthy of her as my fingers traced around her hips and started to undo her shorts before dropping them to the floor, taking her underwear with them. Still, she didn’t open her eyes. She barely shifted her weight to kick away her clothes.

She stood before me now, naked, broken, vulnerable. Again, I felt her pain as if it were ripping through my own body, burning me from the inside out with nothing to stifle the searing agony. I moved quickly to remove my own clothes, casting them aside before regaining my touch on her hips. Slowly, I guided her under the shower, where she finally opened her eyes though she remained silent.

When I pulled the tab to start the shower, she hardly reacted. Immediately, the cold water poured over us, drenching our skin and lifting some of the dark red blood from Grace’s flesh. I raised my hand from her hip to brush it away, sending burgundy-tinged ribbons dripping down her body before they disappeared down the drain. She stood perfectly still, not reacting at all as I moved slowly and carefully, making sure to clean every speck of dirt and blood from her body without hurting her.

The filth from my own body washed away as well, and soon, we were both left clean. The air around us seemed loaded with so many words that weren’t being said, weighing down around us heavily with the water from above. I knew the shower was about to run out, but I couldn’t manage to pull myself away from her just yet. Her beautiful green eyes were locked on mine as she stood inches away, as she let me pet my fingers gently across her skin. She made no move to touch me or do much of anything, still too numb to act.

When the shower gave a final sputter and stopped altogether, I let out a low sigh and shifted us backward before grabbing two towels. I wrapped mine quickly around my waist before looping hers around her shoulders, shrouding her with it. My hands moved gently over her body, drying her skin as best I could. Once I was satisfied, I linked my hand with hers again and led her back into the room. She let me pull her back near our bed, where I tore myself from her to collect clothes.

Just as before, I repeated the process in reverse as I dressed her. She obeyed my whispered instructions silently, lifting her arms and feet when I needed her to without a word. When we were both dry and dressed as much as was necessary for bed, I let out a sigh of relief. Finally, I would be able to hold her as I’d been dying to since everything happened.

‘Come on, Bear,’ I soothed, taking her hand yet again and guiding her into bed.

I lifted back the covers and let her crawl in before following, sinking in to the mattress with her. She shifted to face me as I drew the covers up around us, cutting us off from the world. I could feel the heat from her body, the physical pain she exuded, and the blank numbness she was suffering.

I looped my arm around her back and tugged her into my chest, slipping my other arm beneath her head to cradle her closer. Her hands rested lightly on my chest as her eyes went out of focus again. Slowly, I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her temple, lingering for a few moments.

‘Do you remember what you told me?’ I whispered. A small wave of relief washed through me when her eyes flitted to mine, seeing me again. I caught the hint of confusion in her gaze, so I continued.

‘When Jett died . . . Do you remember what you said?’ I explained quietly. She watched me silently, waiting for me to continue. I took a deep breath.

‘You said that you have to feel it so you can deal with what happens before you move on,’ I continued. Her eyes flitted back and forth between mine, suddenly engaged again. ‘It hurts, but that’s okay, because it won’t hurt like that forever.’

Her face tightened as she swallowed once, jaw quivering slightly.

‘And I know it’s not the same. It’s not even close to the same. But I know it will be okay eventually, and for right now when it’s not, you have me.’

A silent tear slipped from her eye and streaked sideways until it disappeared into her hairline. I shifted even closer to her.

Another small wave of relief ran through me as she finally moved on her own, linking her arms around my neck as she hugged herself to me. Automatically, my arms tightened around her. I felt the warm heat of her tears at my neck as she finally let herself cry again, and I could feel the slight shake to her body with every breath she managed to take in.

‘It’s all right, Grace,’ I murmured into her ear. My hand smoothed down her back once more. ‘Just let it out. It’s just me.’

It was if my words had obliterated the invisible wall between her and her emotions, because as soon as she heard them, a choking sob ripped through the air as her entire body convulsed. My eyes squeezed shut and I tightened my grip on her, relieved she’d finally broken down completely. She had to hit the darkest, most painful pit of despair before she could start to climb out, something I knew from experience.

It was something I’d only got through because of her.

The gasping of her sobs echoed through the air, settling onto my skin and sinking down to my bones. Her entire body was shaking now no matter what she did, and her tears soaked my neck even more. All the while, I held her, trailed my hand down her back, murmured things to her. As much as I wanted to take this pain away from her, I knew I couldn’t; she had to feel it to heal, and she was definitely feeling.

I lost track of how many times I told her I loved her, how strong she was, how proud I was. She had yet to speak since arriving home, but it didn’t matter. As long as she heard me, that was enough. My grip on her never loosened as long as she clung to me, and it seemed like years later when she finally relaxed enough to pull back to our original position.

Her eyes were red and puffy, offsetting the green of her irises to make them seem like they were glowing.

‘I wish I could have done it for you,’ I whispered.

She shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment before looking at me again. She seemed to melt into me even more.

‘I wish I could feel this for you. Take that away for you.’

Again, she shook her head. Her brows were low over her eyes, still beautiful even now.

‘I wish I could,’ I repeated, voice almost silent.

She let out a deep sigh and surprised me by bringing her hand to my face, tickling her fingers along my jaw before entrenching them in my hair. I was even more surprised when she pressed her lips to mine, holding them as if letting the pressure of our kiss breathe life into her again. Afterwards, I felt my stomach flutter and my heart thump heavily, just as it did the very first time I’d kissed her.

‘I love you, Hayden,’ she whispered.

Her eyes held mine as she bit into her lower lip again, fighting off tears that threatened to return. She gave a small nod as if to reiterate her point.

Finally, she had broken her silence. I sagged with relief.

‘God, I love you, Grace,’ I replied earnestly. ‘So much that it hurts.’

‘I know how you feel,’ she answered. Her hand lingered on my jaw where she’d placed it moments ago.

‘I think you’re hurting because of something else,’ I said as lightly as I could.

‘I am, but trust me, I know how you feel,’ she reassured me. ‘That’s how I feel all the time – like I love you so much that it hurts.’

I squeezed my arm around her, desperate to draw her closer.

‘Masochists, aren’t we,’ I murmured, allowing my lips to quirk up on one side. The attempt at a smile felt odd on my face. She paused a few seconds, dropping my gaze for a moment before reconnecting it. Again, a small, half-smile almost managed to reach her eyes.

‘We are,’ she agreed quietly. ‘The best kind of masochists.’


CHAPTER THREE: MITIGATE

HAYDEN

Five days passed before I saw Grace smile for real.

Five days of holding her, comforting her, reassuring her the best I could.

Five days for her to heal enough to free her mind for a few fleeting moments.

It happened one morning when we were lying in bed, lazing about longer than we should have because I was unable to pull myself from her. Her back was pressed to my chest and her head rested on my arm as I curled around her. We were both awake, enveloped in a comfortable silence. I felt the soft tips of her fingers as they trailed over my forearm again and again, running gently over the surface to raise tiny goosebumps in my skin.

She still carried such an obvious weight on her shoulders, and her thoughts were constantly swarming with memories of what she’d had to do, but she was healing, and that was all I could hope for.

‘Hey,’ she murmured softly to me. I was pleased to see her eyes looked clear for the first time in days, as if she were finally able to fully focus on me.

‘Hiiii,’ I replied with a soft smile.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ she started slowly.

‘Oh no,’ I joked lightly, hoping to draw a smile from her.

I was rewarded when I saw the corners of her lips quirk up slightly, though it wasn’t the full-blown, breathtaking smile I craved seeing.

‘I think today’s the day,’ she said seriously.

I instantly knew what she meant. In the five days since I’d carried her back to our hut, she had yet to leave it. What little food she’d managed to eat had been delivered to us, though I hadn’t been able to coax much into her. Dark circles had formed under her eyes and her face seemed slightly more angular than usual. She hardly moved from the bed, but when she did, her body was obviously weak from lack of energy.

‘You think so?’ I asked hopefully. I hated seeing her this way even if I understood it.

‘Yeah,’ she said, nodding. ‘I think it’s time I got some fresh air, don’t you?’

‘Definitely couldn’t hurt,’ I agreed, trying not to appear too eager. ‘Fresh air, some food . . .’

‘Smooth,’ she said. This time her smile was real as she grinned at me; I was thrilled to see it finally reach her eyes, which beamed at me from a few inches away.

Her first real smile in over five days, as beautiful as ever.

I returned it and shrugged.

‘You know I’m right,’ I told her gently. My thumb trailed lightly over her hip, which seemed to protrude more than usual. She looked too thin and it worried me.

‘I know,’ she agreed quietly. ‘How about we eat something and visit Dax?’

I felt a wave of relief at her words; this would be a big step for her, and I was pleased she felt strong enough to take it. Aside from a few minutes here and there, usually to check on Dax, I hadn’t left her side since we got back. Everything else could wait.

‘That sounds great.’

She shot me another small smile and a determined nod. My fingers gently squeezed her side one last time. After getting properly dressed, Grace and were on our way to the mess hall. Upon arrival, I felt every single person turn to look at it us. It was like a flashback of when she’d first arrived and everyone had stared at her everywhere we went, only now, instead of malice and mistrust, they looked at her with admiration and awe. I felt a surge of pride all over again.

Grace looked around at everyone, easily noticing their stares. I could tell she felt somewhat awkward with all the attention, so slipped my hand in hers and tugged lightly, directing her towards where Maisie was serving food.

‘Come on,’ I murmured softly.

She obeyed and let me lead her away. Everyone must have realised they’d been staring, because their gazes fell and they resumed their previous activities. A familiar quiet chatter started up again in the room. Maisie, who had slowly been healing from her own loss, managed a real smile at us both when we approached.

‘Hayden,’ she said with a nod to me before turning to Grace. I nodded back.

‘Grace,’ she continued, warmly. ‘I heard what you had to do. And I know you had a lot of reasons and Jett was probably only one of them but . . . thank you for what you did. Your sacrifice is not lost on me.’

I saw her eyes glisten slightly as a few tears gathered, though she managed to blink them away. I was torn between gratitude to Maisie for her kind words and resentment for bringing it up so soon after Grace finally managed to leave our hut.

Grace cleared her throat and gave a curt nod. ‘Of course.’

She seemed unable to say more, but Maisie understood. She cast her another warm smile before handing her a plate of food. She handed me mine as well, which I noticed had significantly less on it than Grace’s; it appeared I wasn’t the only one to notice her diminishing weight. I murmured a quiet ‘thanks’ to Maisie before ushering Grace to a table, hand still linked in hers until we had to sit down across from each other.

Grace picked up a fork and poked at her food, pushing it around on her plate slowly. Her gaze was trained downward, and a while passed before she seemed to feel me watching her. She cast me a guilty look and sheepish grin before taking a bite, as if reading my mind. I grinned in satisfaction when she took another bite, and I finally started to eat my own.

We ate in comfortable silence for a while and she had about a third of her plate cleared before she paused to speak.

‘How does everyone know?’ she asked softly, keeping her voice down as she glanced around at everyone. ‘They all seem to know . . .’

‘Kit made the announcement when we got back,’ I told her. ‘And Docc told some people what we were going to do before we even left. Word travels fast, especially something like that . . .’

I shrugged. Her expression was difficult to read.

‘Are you okay with them knowing?’ I asked.

‘I guess so,’ she replied. ‘I don’t know. Aren’t they going to think less of me? That I’m some . . . I dunno, heartless monster or something?’

‘Grace, no,’ I said instantly, shaking my head. This was something I suspected she’d been worrying about for a while, especially after Shaw’s comment from before: Maybe you’re more like him than I thought.

‘I promise you no one thinks that. They know how difficult it was and they respect you for that. Plus, they know what you did probably saved a lot of people’s lives. Trust me when I tell you, what you’ve done and what it all means is not lost on them.’

She sniffed once and nodded before pushing her food around on her plate some more, not taking a bite.

‘Do you trust me?’ I pressed, ducking my head to try to get her to look at me. Her eyes flitted up to meet mine.

‘Of course I do,’ she replied easily.

‘And do you believe what I said?’ I asked gently, raising an eyebrow. She was quiet for a while as she studied my face intently.

‘Yes,’ she finally said.

‘Good,’ I said simply, nodding. ‘Now will you please eat?’

‘Okay, okay,’ she said with a small grin, obliging me by taking another bite.

I took the last bite of my food and waited patiently as Grace continued to eat, watching her endearingly. Every so often something distracted her, so I’d nudge her hand gently with my own and let my eyes dart to her plate. She’d grin guiltily and take another bite. This went on for a while, but she only managed a little over half her plate before she pushed it away from her.

‘I can’t eat any more,’ she said, shaking her head and leaning back from the table. ‘I’m full.’

‘Are you really?’ I asked sceptically, raising a brow at her.

‘Yes, promise,’ she said earnestly. ‘Stuffed.’

I let out a small sigh and nodded. She held out her fork to me, offering me the rest silently. I hated to admit that I was still hungry, and with our dwindling supplies, the last thing I wanted to do was waste food, so I finished off her plate in just a few mouthfuls. She smiled in satisfaction before we stood to return our plates.

‘Shall we go and see Dax?’ she asked. Her tone sounded the lightest it had in days, which brought a smile to my lips.

‘We shall.’

We both waved goodbye to Maisie, where again the eyes of all those present became fixed on us. Grace did her best to ignore them, and soon we were outside and on our way to the infirmary. It was cloudy and humid today, quickly bringing an uncomfortable, sticky feeling to my skin. A soft wind trickled through camp and lifted the hair off my neck, providing some relief. Without thinking, I reached up to pull it back into a bun, using the hair tie I’d stolen from Grace that I kept around my wrist.

I could feel Grace’s eyes on me as I finished and let my arms drop, so I glanced at her.

‘What?’ I asked with a chuckle.

‘Remember what I told you about the bun?’ she asked, grinning.

‘It’s sexy,’ I said with a knowing smirk. I ducked to the side to nudge her gently with my shoulder.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said with a laugh. My heart fluttered at the sound that I’d missed so much for the last few days.

‘All the better to please you with, my dear.’

She let out another beautiful laugh. ‘Quite the charmer, you are.’

‘You bet,’ I replied lightly, grinning.

Her mood seemed to sober instantly as she entered the dark building. It was still humid inside, but less so than the stiflingly oppressive outdoors.

I saw Kit, Leutie, and Malin gathered around the bed that could only belong to Dax. Docc, I noticed, was sitting at his desk on the other side of the room, where Shaw’s bed had been moved to give Dax some space. Shaw appeared to be asleep, and was still very bruised and battered from what I’d done to him.

When his visitors noticed us, they parted to let us by the side. Dax was sitting up in bed, left hand wrapped in a neat white bandage and right ankle bound in a thick wrap. A few cuts and bruises littered his skin, but he was very much awake and alert, judging by the wide grin on his face.

‘Finally come to see me, have you?’ he said lightly, grinning at Grace. This was the third time I’d seen him since we’d arrived, but Grace’s first.

‘Been a bit preoccupied,’ she said with a small smile and shake of her head. ‘See you’re healing up all right.’

‘Yeah, I’ll survive,’ he said with an unconcerned shrug. ‘Docc over there stitched me up pretty good.’

‘What happened to you?’ she asked curiously.

‘Bloody Brutes tried to cut my hand off. Guess they wanted to add one to their collection. Some huge guy was holding me down but I managed to break away – not quickly enough to avoid the knife but enough to keep most of my hand. They’re a pretty twisted lot, I tell yer.’

‘Jesus,’ I muttered. My eyes darted immediately to Grace, where I saw her swallow harshly. She was already having nightmares about that place and I hoped this wouldn’t make it worse.

‘Twisted my leg in the process but Docc says it’s just a sprain and should be better soon,’ Dax concluded with a shrug.

‘So you’re all right?’ Grace asked, cautiously hopeful.

‘Oh yeah, you’re not getting rid of me that easily,’ Dax said with a wide grin.

Everyone laughed. It was then that I noticed Leutie standing on one side of his bed with her hand resting on the mattress. Kit and Malin stood on the other, shoulder to shoulder. Malin appeared slightly more serious than usual, which reminded me she’d lost her father the night we’d lost Jett.

‘I’m glad,’ Grace said with a soft grin. I reached out instinctively to grab her and once more, squeezed gently. She turned to look at me and cast me small, slightly sad smile.

‘How are you doing?’ Leutie asked. Grace let out a heavy sigh and shrugged noncommittally.

‘All right, I guess,’ she answered honestly. All eyes were on her.

‘Do you want to talk?’ Leutie questioned kindly.

‘Oh, erm,’ Grace blinked as if she hadn’t thought about it. ‘No, that’s okay . . .’

‘You should,’ I told her gently. ‘Maybe you need someone other than me.’

She turned to me quickly, frowning. As much as I wanted to be the one to fix her, it could help to have someone who’d actually known her brother for most of their life talk with her. I would sacrifice my selfish desire to be that person for her if it meant she’d heal faster.

‘Really,’ I told her, nodding to reiterate my point.

‘All right,’ she said slowly, as if unsure I really meant it.

I squeezed her hand once more and kissed her cheek. ‘Go on, then.’

‘Aww,’ Dax said sarcastically, grinning widely at us all the same.

‘You have no room to talk any more,’ I said quickly, pointing at him.

Dax opened his mouth to reply before snapping it shut again. A sly grin spread across his face. ‘All right, fair point.’

‘Ready, Grace?’ Leutie asked her calmly.

‘Uh-huh,’ she hummed, nodding.

‘I’ll come and see you later,’ Leutie murmured to Dax. He nodded and gave her the most genuine smile I’d seen from him in a long time.

‘See you in a bit,’ Grace murmured to me before squeezing my hand one last time and pulling away. I nodded.

Grace and Leutie were just about to leave when Malin spoke.

‘Do you, erm, do you mind if I tag along? I don’t want to intrude but it’d be nice . . . just to talk, you know?’

My eyes immediately flitted to Kit, who looked slightly confused and guilty all at once. Malin seemed to be avoiding his gaze as she pleaded silently with Grace and Leutie.

‘Sure, of course you can,’ Grace said kindly. She, too, looked puzzled, but brushed it off quickly. My stomach twisted uneasily at the thought of them talking but I waved it away.

‘Girl talk, how fun,’ Dax quipped, earning a nervous chuckle from Kit. Apparently he, too, had something to worry about.

‘Great,’ Kit said sarcastically, a slight smirk clear in his features.

I let out a small laugh and pulled up a chair, sitting down beside Dax.

‘Well, since they’re leaving . . .’ I trailed off, grinning. ‘Let’s see what’s left of your hand.’

‘You wanna see the bloody stump?’ Dax pressed proudly. ‘It’s pretty gruesome, I’ll warn you.’

I chuckled. ‘I think I can handle it.’

Dax shot me a sceptical look before beginning to unwind the bandage covering his hand. I tried to ignore the uneasiness in the pit of my stomach. I wanted Grace to heal, so if this could help, all the better. She needed a support system beyond me in case something should happen to me someday, and I was glad she’d found somewhere to start building that.

GRACE

It felt odd to be separated from Hayden after spending so much time alone with him. I’d have been lying to myself if I said I wasn’t a little nervous. I felt so fragile and weak, as if I’d been broken in half by what I’d done, and I was afraid I’d crumble back into bits without him and his constant reassurance. I knew, however, that it was impractical to be with him at all hours of the day, and that I needed to learn to heal on my own as well.

Leutie, Malin, and I made our way towards the edge of camp, wandering aimlessly until we stumbled across two benches. Trees bordered us on one side while huts filled in the other. I sat down on one of the benches, leaving the other for Leutie and Malin to share. It felt foreign to be with a group of girls for once rather than surrounded by guys, which was how I spent a vast majority of my time.

‘So,’ I said somewhat awkwardly. Malin fidgeted with the hem of her shorts for a second and stared into the dirt while Leutie cast me a soft smile.

‘How are you?’ Leutie asked kindly.

‘Fine,’ I replied, hardly pausing to think.

She shot me a doubtful look. ‘Really?’

I sighed. ‘No, not really. Better, though.’

‘I’m sure Hayden’s told you but . . . you did the right thing,’ Leutie reassured me, nodding sincerely. ‘I can say as someone who lived in Greystone up until very recently, you absolutely did the right thing.’

‘Did I?’ I asked tightly, grimacing as I glanced at her. ‘I keep thinking that there’s never enough reason to kill your own brother. Like I’ve committed some darkly evil sin or something.’

‘Oh no, Grace, please don’t think that,’ Leutie pleaded gently. She rose off her bench to join me. Her hand reached to grasp mine. It was odd to see her small hand in mine when I was so used to Hayden’s much larger one. ‘Things were awful when he was around. People were dying, starving . . . Even those living were miserable. There was no reasoning with him. Shaw was one of his best friends and he tried, but even then Jonah didn’t listen. And you saw how Shaw flipped on him . . . There was no other option, Grace. Trust me.’

I let out a deep sigh. These things were reassuring to hear, but I knew I would never have peace over my actions; I just had to accept them and try to move on, because the redemption I so desperately wanted would never come.

‘Okay,’ I breathed out slowly. ‘Can we talk about something else? I feel like it’s all I’ve thought about since it happened and I just want to try and move on.’

‘Of course,’ Leutie agreed. Her hand squeezed mine once more before releasing it. ‘Anything come to mind?’

I glanced across the space to Malin. She’d asked to come along so clearly there was something on her mind, but she hadn’t volunteered to speak. Her fingers continued to pick at her shorts and her eyes seemed unfocused on the ground. Maybe she wasn’t ready to speak.

‘I’ve got something,’ I said suddenly, feeling a flash of amusement. ‘How’s Dax doing?’

The corner of my lips quirked into a self-satisfied smile when I saw a blush creep up her cheeks. Her lips tugged into a grin that she couldn’t manage to subdue.

‘He’s fine,’ she said sheepishly.

‘Oh, come on,’ I chided, nudging her with my shoulder. Malin let out a soft chuckle from across the space. ‘I saw that kiss.’

‘Stop, Grace,’ she whined happily, covering her face with her hands. Her cheeks were redder than ever as I grinned at her.

‘That was the first one, right?’ I questioned, thoroughly enjoying being out of the line of questioning for once.

‘Yes,’ she admitted. She peeked out from behind her hands at me and flashed me another guilty grin.

‘I think he really likes her, Grace,’ Malin said gently, smiling at Leutie. ‘Haven’t seen him really even talk to a girl since . . .’

She trailed off and frowned. It never really occurred to me before but Malin had probably been friends with Violetta. She’d lost her too, not only Dax. It was so weird to think about their lives a few years ago: Dax had been with Violetta, Hayden had been, somewhat, with Malin. They’d all had lives and relationships before I’d come along, and it was strange to think how different things were now. I shook my head, refocusing on the conversation.

‘Do you like him, Leutie?’ I asked, grin returning to my face.

‘I don’t know, do we have to discuss this?’ she asked exasperatedly, finally dropping her hands from her face.

‘Yes,’ both Malin and I said at the same time. I shot her a conspiratorial grin.

‘Ugh. I do, all right? He’s really funny and nice and . . . sweet; I dunno, can we stop now?’ She fidgeted with her fingers and refused to look at Malin and me, both of us grinning widely in satisfaction.

‘He’s a really good guy, Leutie,’ I told her sincerely. Finally, she managed to look me in the eye.

‘Yeah?’ she asked hopefully.

I nodded slowly and raised my brow. ‘Yeah.’

She let out a deep sigh and allowed herself an indulgent smile, avoiding my gaze once more.

‘You’re both lucky,’ Malin said wistfully. I suspected this was the reason she’d wanted to talk.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked cautiously. Her legs were crossed at the ankles and she leaned forward on the bench, holding herself up with her hands on either side of her thighs.

‘I’m really sorry . . . I don’t want to dump all my problems on you guys but . . . Kit . . .’ she trailed off and pursed her lips. I’d always suspected Malin wanted more from Kit but had hoped I’d been wrong. Malin took a deep breath and started again.

‘I don’t know if you guys know but . . . my father was killed the last time Greystone attacked.’

‘I heard about that,’ I said, feeling suddenly guilty for not acknowledging it sooner. ‘I’m really sorry, Malin.’

‘That’s awful,’ Leutie murmured sincerely. She looked on the edge of tears. Leutie had always been kind and sensitive, taking on other’s problems as her own. It was one aspect where I’d wished I was more like her. To be so kind and caring with everyone was something I did not have.

‘Thank you,’ she said softly. ‘We weren’t particularly close or anything but he was still my dad, you know?’

I suddenly felt the loss of my own father, who I had been very close to. I shook my head, attempting to clear away the feelings.

‘I know,’ I agreed quietly.

‘Anyway,’ Malin said, continuing. ‘Kit was so great for a few days after that but now he just . . . I don’t know. He just kind of shuts down whenever I try to bring anything up, and it sucks because I need him. And whenever I try to talk about what we are or how he feels he just completely closes off and refuses to talk about it. I just don’t know what to do.’

I suddenly felt terribly sad for Malin. It was very obvious that she had strong feelings for Kit, maybe even loved him, and that it hurt her a lot when it wasn’t reciprocated. I tried to imagine being in her situation or going through the things I had without Hayden.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I said again, shaking my head slowly. ‘Has he ever talked about that stuff? Feelings and what not?’

‘No,’ she said dejectedly. ‘And at first that was fine because we just started out as a physical thing, you know? But then I started to get feelings for him so I guess that’s my fault . . .’

‘It’s not your fault,’ Leutie said quickly. Again, she got up and moved back to Malin’s side. It was as if she was drawn to whoever needed her comforting touch. ‘You can’t help who you fall for.’

‘Do you think he has feelings for you?’ I grimaced as I realised how harsh that sounded. I tried to soften it as I continued. ‘What I mean is . . . he’s kind of . . . serious, isn’t he? Stoic? He hardly seems like the type to express his emotions. Maybe he does feel them and just doesn’t know how to show you?’

‘That’s what I used to tell myself, but I just feel like he doesn’t,’ Malin admitted sadly. She gave a dejected shrug. ‘And I didn’t really notice how unattached he was until I saw you and Hayden . . .’

She trailed off and I felt my stomach twist uneasily. She must have seen it on my face because she continued.

‘I don’t mean to make it weird or anything. Yeah, there’s a little history between Hayden and I but honestly . . . it’s nothing at all compared to what you two have. He’s never looked at anyone the way he looks at you.’

Suddenly the uneasiness in my stomach was gone, and I was left simply feeling bad for Malin again. It was so clear she just wanted Kit to love her the way Hayden loved me, and I felt myself getting angry with Kit for putting her through this. Malin had never done a single thing wrong to me, and even though she might have made me slightly uncomfortable before because of her history with Hayden, that was all but gone now as she revealed this vulnerable side to me.

‘I think I just got lucky,’ I admitted truthfully. I still found it hard to believe that someone like Hayden loved someone like me so much.

‘I don’t think so,’ Malin said. She shook her head and gave me a perceptive look. ‘I think you guys were meant to find each other.’

I couldn’t seem to find the appropriate response to her words, so I just smiled. Malin seemed to sense my loss of words, so she spoke again.

‘Anyway. I really am happy for you guys. It gives me some hope, you know? Like of course, I’m insanely jealous of what you have, but I’m happy for you. I just wish I had that with Kit.’

‘You know what I think you should do?’ I said suddenly, sitting up and leaning towards her. Her heartbreaking story had made me more eager to help her.

‘What’s that?’

‘Give him an ultimatum. Tell him he either grows a pair and admits his feelings or end it altogether. It’s not fair of him to toy around with you like this. If he likes you, he needs to tell you and stop being such a child about it. If he doesn’t, well . . . At least you’ll know and you can move on.’

My voice was passionate. I suddenly felt so grateful to have Hayden as I thought about all he’d done for me throughout our relationship, especially the last week. He’d never once complained or pushed me further than I was ready for. He’d stuck by my side through everything, healing and fixing me the way no one ever had before.

At that moment, I felt like sprinting away from everyone and running straight to him, but I held back.

‘You’re right,’ Malin said. I blinked and remembered what I’d said as I nodded encouragingly. ‘Yeah, that’s exactly what I need to do.’

‘Yeah!’ I said sharply, excited and energised.

‘Erm, yeah!’ Leutie said, joining in a few moments too late. I let out a light chuckle and sprang to my feet.

‘I’m really sorry but I just remembered something,’ I lied distractedly. My need to run to Hayden was overpowering. ‘Good luck and let him have it, all right? Don’t let him walk all over you. Let me know how it goes.’

‘I will; thanks Grace,’ Malin said sincerely, flashing me an empowered grin.

‘I’ve got to go but I’ll see you guys later. This was . . . nice,’ I concluded honestly. As odd as it was to have such a classic girl talk, I had to admit I had enjoyed it. ‘See you.’

I waved once at each of them before turning sharply and walking back towards our hut. My pace was quick and determined, increasing in speed with every step. The conversation about Malin’s struggles and Leutie’s blossoming relationship had ignited something in me. Of course I already knew how incredible Hayden was, but to see such a sharp contrast to how things could have turned out made me feel even more adoration and gratitude for him.

I needed to see him, and I needed it to happen as soon as possible.

I was about halfway to our hut when I started jogging, desperately hoping he’d be there. I’d left him at the infirmary, but that had been a while ago. A few people turned to stare at me as I ran by, but the intensity of my feelings pushed me on.

Finally, our hut came into view as I closed on the last few yards. Without pausing, I pushed my way through the door, slamming it shut behind me as I moved inside. A huge sigh of relief pushed past my lips as I saw Hayden spin sharply, reacting to my sudden, unexpected entrance. Soon I was just a few feet away from him. His brows lowered in confusion and concern flitted across his face as he opened his mouth to speak.

‘Grace, wh—’

He was cut off, however, when my lips landed firmly on his. I roped my arms around his neck and hauled him down to me. He didn’t react at first, surprised by my sudden arrival, but after a few moments he recovered and returned my kiss. He lingered for a few seconds before he pulled back.

‘Grace—’

I shook my head sharply and cut him off again. This time, he didn’t try to fight it as he let his hands rise to either side of my face, cradling my cheeks as I kissed him. My body seemed to ignite on the spot as I deepened the kiss, letting my tongue slip along his lower lip while my body pressed to his. He sensed my urgency, because he returned the action and let one of his hands trail down the side of my body, landing on my bum to haul me firmly against him.

With all the relentless emotions rolling through me and wreaking havoc on my body, there was one thing I desperately wanted.

I didn’t want to talk.

I didn’t want to cuddle.

I just wanted him.


CHAPTER FOUR: BURN

GRACE

It was as if I was on fire and the only thing that could stop me from incinerating on the spot was Hayden’s lips, Hayden’s hands, Hayden’s body.

I needed them all, and I needed them everywhere.

If he was confused by my sudden assault, he’d waved it away, because the heat of his hands burned through the suddenly irritating clothes I wore as they smoothed down my body. His fingers curved into wherever they passed over: my ribs, hips, my bum. The pressure he put down on me drove me further into his arms, and I deepened the kiss as my fingers entrenched themselves in his hair.

A rumbling groan slipped from his lips as I felt his tongue delve smoothly into my mouth. His hands, which had fallen to my backside, tugged more firmly to press me into his front, where I could already feel him growing harder and harder by the second. Heat was already starting to burn through me so strongly that I was fairly certain I was going to explode.

Hayden kissed me deeply as I ripped my hands from his hair, trailing them down his sides before I gripped the hem of his shirt. I tugged it upward, revealing his toned, flat stomach, and over his head. His green eyes met mine, wild and burning. I dragged my own shirt over my head, breathing quicker than I should have been.

I didn’t give Hayden the chance to hesitate or speak again, as I launched myself back into his arms. His mouth met mine, kissing me deeply. The way he touched me now was in such a sharp contrast to how he’d been all week; there was nothing gentle about the way his hips ground into mine, the firm grip in which he held my jaw, or even his kiss as the needy desperation I was feeling seemed to flood through him as well.

My hands smoothed down the sides of his bare torso, feeling every uneven ridge in his skin from the scars and muscles beneath. When I reached the waistband of his shorts, my fingers wasted no time in digging beneath. I was about to tug them downward when his hands dropped from my face, then hooked under my thighs and lifted me off the ground.

A hot gasp left my lips in surprise as my mouth tore from his. I wrapped my legs tightly around his waist as he moved backward to the edge of the desk. My weight now supported, his hands ran roughly up my sides, sending a searing wave of heat through me. He paused just long enough to send a dark, lustful gaze trailing up my body.

That look was enough to make me lose all self-control. My legs tightened around his waist as I drew his body in, craving the contact between our cores.

‘Jesus, Grace,’ he muttered against my mouth, voice deep and raspy as he spoke.

I could hardly find words to respond as his hands slid up either side of my thighs, pressing firmly into my skin to sear down to the bone. My back arched involuntarily as his fingers slipped beneath the band of my pants, tugging hard enough to pull them free along with my underwear. I felt his hand drift upward to undo the catch on my bra. In a matter of seconds, he had me completely naked for him.

My breath was already uneven and shallow as he tore his lips from mine to trail heated kisses down the side of my neck. My hands moved of their own accord, roving from his hair to his shoulders to his sides. I felt wet heat on my skin as Hayden ducked lower, shifting down my chest where he placed a single kiss over the scar above my heart before continuing on the path. My head tilted back and a low moan slipped past my lips as I felt his mouth close around my nipple, wetting the skin with his tongue as it swirled around it.

I saw him drop to his knees in front of me, a hand on each of my thighs as his fingers kneaded gently into my skin. I caught the ghost of a smirk on his face before he ducked forward and ran his tongue up my centre, causing the world to black out as my eyes closed once more in pleasure. My bare chest heaved in and out quickly as I struggled to control my breathing, but the way Hayden’s tongue dragged devilishly slowly up my core made it nearly impossible.

A deep groan rumbled from Hayden’s chest as his hands smoothed up my legs, as if he was enjoying himself just as much as I was. The sound of it sent a vibration through my centre that reverberated through my entire body, drawing yet another moan that I tried and failed to stifle. The pressure he put on my thighs was strong enough to hold me still as his tongue circled expertly around my sensitive bundle of nerves.

Again and again, his tongue moved to quickly push me towards my end. I could feel the pressure that had already built up, waiting to be released with every swipe and twirl of his tongue. Each time the tip of his tongue circled around me, he’d follow it by putting down pressure with the flat of it, making it difficult for him to hold me still as my body thrashed uncontrollably. Just when I thought I couldn’t handle any more, I felt the relief I’d been craving as my release finally hit. My back arched even more as my head tilted backward, eyes closed and lips parted as I felt my orgasm ripped through me. Hayden didn’t stop his actions until I was gasping for air, body going limp on the desk as I started to come down.
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