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LOYALTY








CHAPTER ONE – RELIANCE

GRACE

I blew out a deep breath as I squeezed my eyes shut in an attempt to block out the pain radiating from my ribcage. Every tiny bump we hit was like a sledgehammer to my side, no matter how carefully Hayden drove. I kept my face buried in my arms to hide my grimace; there was nothing Hayden could do about it and I didn’t want him to feel bad for something he had no control over.

The truck hit a divot in the road and I felt the sharp pang vibrate through my ribs again, forcing air through my clenched teeth. My hand on Hayden’s shoulder gripped the fabric of his shirt tightly in my fist as I tried to ward off the pain, and I felt the truck slow a little as he tried to be more careful.

I hadn’t noticed the pain until after I’d climbed into the truck, the adrenaline from the fight and Hayden’s words masking the injury. Now, however, it was impossible to ignore as red-hot pain seared through my ribs. I felt the sticky, warm wetness of blood plastering my shirt to my stomach, but the ache from my ribs seemed to be causing the most discomfort.

A shaky breath ripped from my lungs as I felt the truck manoeuvring through the trees, telling me were finally nearly back to Blackwing. I jumped when a hand landed on my back, the movement causing pain to shoot through my nerves once again.

‘Are you all right?’ Malin asked from beside me, her voice equal parts concerned and confused. No one seemed to have realised I was injured at first, just as I hadn’t. No, that was wrong – Hayden had noticed.

‘Mmhmm,’ was all I managed to reply, nodding slowly while I kept my face pressed into my arm, which leaned against the back of Hayden’s seat. Hayden seemed jittery beneath my touch; my hand on his shoulder was the only thing keeping me grounded as I tried not to let the pain take over.

‘She’s not all right,’ Hayden snapped, his voice laced with anger. He mumbled something else I couldn’t quite hear over the roar of the engine. My heart thumped once at his concern for me, even if it was hidden beneath his angry tone. I couldn’t find the strength to reply, though, as yet another bump in the road sent a jolt through my body.

After a few more agonising minutes, Hayden finally pulled the truck to a stop. I hardly managed to lift my head from my arms when I heard my door fly open. Blood rushed to my head and I felt woozy as I turned to where he stood in the doorway. He took one look at me, his eyes darting to the red stain in my side, before stepping forward and looping his arms beneath my knees and back. He pulled me from the back of the truck easily.

‘Hayden, I’m fine,’ I lied, blinking once to try and clear my head. His arms held me securely to his chest as he started walking, and my arms looped automatically around his neck despite my protests.

‘No, you’re not,’ he argued gently. The truck, its engine running, still hummed in the background, presumably filled with the rest of our raid crew. Hayden hadn’t said a word to any of them before pulling me from the back and carrying me away.

‘No—’

‘Grace, dammit, you’re not fine,’ he said firmly. I could practically see the frown on his face even though my head had fallen to his shoulder. The pain was making me dizzy. I felt pathetically weak that I had to be carried off like this; I’d endured worse pain and had made it through alone. I could take care of myself.

Or so I tried to believe as I let Hayden carry me further. I could feel the warmth of his body through his clothes and the way his heart hammered as I rested my head on his shoulder. I was relatively useless as I felt Hayden push a door open, cutting off the sunlight beating down on us.


‘Docc!’ he called sharply, making me jump slightly and sending another shot of pain through my body. Hayden noticed the wince I failed to suppress. ‘Shit, sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ I mumbled in reply, squeezing my eyes tightly closed once again. I felt his thumb stroke lightly over my shoulder as he walked, the gentle touch soothing a little bit of the ache I was feeling.

‘What happened?’ Docc soothed as he appeared beside us.

‘She tried to fight three Brutes at once,’ Hayden explained quickly.

‘Oh Grace,’ Docc said quietly, partly disapproving and partly impressed. ‘Set her on the bed, Hayden.’

‘I’m going to put you down, all right?’ Hayden said quietly. He sounded very close, which I found to be true when I opened my eyes. His face was only inches from my own, and concern was etched clearly across his features. His bright green eyes were locked on mine, and his brows were pulled low over them as he watched me.

‘All right,’ I responded weakly. I hated how shaky my voice was and I hated him seeing me like this – weak, vulnerable, everything I hated and tried so much not to be. As a girl it was already difficult enough to be taken seriously, worse was being an injured girl who had to be carried into the infirmary. There was no hint of pity in Hayden’s gaze, however, as he gently set me down on the bed. His arms stayed around me until he was sure I was settled, and he only withdrew after I gave him a small nod.

‘Where are you hurt?’ Docc asked calmly as his deep brown eyes settled on me. I found it difficult to look at him, however, as Hayden’s gaze burned intensely into my own. The moment seemed to linger on for far too long, and Docc had to repeat his question before I was finally able to look at him.

‘Where are you hurt, girl?’ he repeated patiently. My eyes flicked to meet his.

‘My ribs, left side,’ I said, grimacing as I tried to point at the area. The area was soaked through with blood by now, something he surely noticed as he leaned closer to inspect.

‘I’ll have to cut away your shirt to get you cleaned up. Hayden, if you’d kindly step out—’

‘No!’ I blurted quickly. Too quickly. I swallowed harshly before continuing. ‘Hayden can stay.’

Docc studied me for a moment with a hint of a knowing glint in his eye before he nodded slowly. ‘All right, girl.’

He turned and walked away for a few moments to retrieve whatever he needed, and my gaze quickly returned to Hayden. He leaned forward onto the bed, his hands splayed wide over the thin mattress only a few inches away from my own hand. It occurred to me that he might not want to stay even though I had just told Docc he could.

‘You, erm, you don’t have to—’

‘Shut up, Grace. I’m staying,’ he said quietly, shaking his head slowly. My breath caught as his hand shifted to cover mine, his fingers winding between the spaces created by my own as he picked it up gently. My heart fluttered at his insistence, and the pain suddenly didn’t seem quite so bad. Our moment was interrupted as Docc reappeared. His eyes flitted to our joined hands he said nothing.

‘Here, take this,’ Docc instructed, holding out a pill and a canteen with water in it. ‘For the pain.’

I did as he said and swallowed the pill. I felt the cool metal of scissors Docc had procured as he cut along the hem of my shirt, causing the fabric to quickly fall away. I was left in just my bra and shorts. Docc was very professional, and Hayden had already seen me like this, or even more intimately, countless times.

I winced as Docc probed gently around my ribs and resisted the urge to look. Past experience with wounds told me that looking only served to make the pain worse; it was better not to see the damage and let it impair your judgement. My gaze stayed fixed on Hayden’s, whose didn’t waver from my own. His thumb trailed lightly across the back of mine, and he squeezed my hand encouragingly.

‘Is it the cut that hurts?’ Docc asked. I could feel him wiping away some of the blood with some kind of gauze, and the sharp sting of alcohol used to cleanse the cut.

‘No,’ I said honestly. The cut hurt, but it was just a flesh wound similar to the many I’d endured before. This pain I was feeling now was deep and achy, much different from the pain of a cut.

‘Hmm,’ Docc hummed quietly. He continued to study my ribs and I couldn’t stop myself from looking down. I sucked in a gasp when my eyes landed on the damaged area, which only served to send another rocket of pain shooting through my ribs. A long, jagged gash ripped diagonally down my side, starting on the front of my ribcage just below my chest and trailing four or five inches, and producing more blood than I had been expecting. It wasn’t particularly deep, but the length of it made it look scarier than it was.

Much more serious, though, was the dark purple bruise that had already formed over my ribcage. Such instant bruising couldn’t be a good thing, and I already knew what I feared before.

‘Broken rib,’ I muttered quietly, assessing along with Docc. The pain seemed to increase, just as I knew it would, now that I’d seen it.

‘I’m afraid so,’ Docc said calmly. His fingers put a light pressure on both sides of my ribcage that caused me to wince again and suck in a harsh breath.

‘Don’t!’ Hayden said quickly. Docc’s eyes left my injury to study Hayden curiously.

‘You’re hurting her,’ Hayden added quietly, holding Docc’s gaze.

I squeezed his hand lightly as I returned my gaze to him. He was looking at Docc with a deep frown before he felt me watching him and turned to look at me.

‘It’s all right,’ I said. Concern flickered across his features again as he blew out a deep breath.

‘Maybe you should step outside, son,’ Docc suggested gently. I knew he would have to do more that would cause me pain, just as he knew Hayden wouldn’t want to see it.

‘No,’ Hayden said firmly. ‘I’m staying.’

‘All right,’ Docc sighed. ‘Just know, she’ll have to endure a bit more pain, so you be there for her instead of telling me to stop.’

‘Good. Now Grace, I’m going to have to feel around a bit, so you tell me where it hurts the most.’

‘Okay,’ I said before taking a deep breath to ready myself. Hayden’s hand was gripped tightly in mine as I nodded that I was ready.

Docc’s hand slid gently over my ribcage, feeling cautiously for any protruding fragments of bone. The pressure hurt, but not unbearably as he tried each bone. He made it three or four times around before his fingers ran over one site that caused me to gasp in pain.

‘There,’ I wheezed breathlessly. My body shook as pain radiated through me.

Hayden let out a heavy huff next to me, and I felt his other hand land lightly on my shoulder. His thumb ran over my skin slowly, his touch distracting me just the slightest from the pain.

‘All right,’ Docc said evenly, noting the area before moving on. ‘Tell me if it happens again.’

I nodded but didn’t respond as I tried to block out the discomfort. I felt his fingers tickle along my ribs, but the sharp, stabbing pain I’d just felt didn’t reappear. He finished assessing my bones and removed his hands, allowing me to open my eyes once more. They flitted to Hayden’s, still watching me, before looking to Docc.

‘Well?’ I asked, afraid to hear him confirm what I had guessed.

‘I think you’re lucky,’ he said slowly, gathering up supplies to stitch up my cut. ‘It’s hard to say without X-raying, but I suspect you’ve just broken the one. It seems to be a clean break and should heal well, but you’ll have some pretty bad pain for a few days before it starts to get better.’

I blew out a deep breath of relief. One broken rib wasn’t too bad, especially if it was broken cleanly. Shattered or fragmented ribs became much more dangerous as they tended to damage internal organs, so I was lucky to have avoided that.

‘Unfortunately you can’t splint a rib, so you’ll just have to take it easy for a few weeks until it starts to heal,’ Docc continued. He poured what I identified as disinfectant over my cut without warning, causing me to hiss in pain. Hayden’s hand tightened around my own, as if it had hurt him, too.

‘I guess that’s good news,’ I said through gritted teeth. He had stared to poke around the cut, preparing to suture it. I already knew there wasn’t anything to do for broken ribs, so this wasn’t really news to me.

‘So she’ll be all right?’ Hayden asked, speaking for the first time since Docc told him off.

‘Oh yes,’ Docc said, nodding slowly as he focused on my ribs once more. ‘Ready for the stitches?’

I nodded and clamped my jaw shut, preparing for the familiar sting of the needle. I knew how rare anaesthetic was, so I didn’t even consider asking for any. I wasn’t from Blackwing and I didn’t want to take away what was theirs.

I turned to look at Hayden. He shot me a tight grimace and leaned closer, his sliding up the side of my neck before landing on the side of my face. I could feel his fingers tangle into the back of my hair while his thumb lightly stroked my cheek.


‘Just look at me,’ he said quietly. ‘It’ll be over before you know it.’

I nodded and tried to keep my breathing even. I focused on how it made me feel to have Hayden there with me, by my side, when he didn’t have to be. As much as I wanted to be strong and independent, I had to admit it felt good to know someone else cared for me enough to help. It was such a strange thing – to have someone clearly care for you – because I was used to handling things on my own.

Even back in Greystone, the only person I’d ever really leaned on was my father. Celt was always there for me when he could be, but his position made his time limited and thus made it difficult to really use him as a support system.

My brother had always been too brutal, too brash to really be much of a support system outside of physical backup, and I couldn’t remember ever having a conversation with him that didn’t revolve around some type of violence.

Leutie had been my best friend, but she’d been too fragile to count on. I had always been the one to support her, for her to lean on, not the other way around. She probably would have been there for me if I’d ever needed her to be, but the fact was that I never had.

But now, as the needle ripped through my flesh to stitch me back together, I needed Hayden. I needed his hand on my face, his other hand in mine, and his steady gaze to hold me together. I needed the reassurance and the strong support, even though I was scared to accept it. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, as much as I knew I shouldn’t, I needed him.

My gaze never wavered from his as I tried to block out the pain, and his gentle touch never stopped as it brushed along my cheek. I found myself transfixed by his gaze, the intensity taking over my thought process so much that I could hardly feel the pain any more. The blood that had dried on his face remained ignored, and I felt the urge to clean him up despite the fact that I was in the process of getting stitches. He was potentially hurt as well, but his every action so far had been to fix me.


‘Almost done,’ Docc said, breaking into the spell I’d fallen under. Hayden’s brows jumped up once as he shot me a reassuring look.

‘You’re doing so well, Grace,’ Hayden murmured, his voice low and soft. My lower lip bit into my mouth as a particularly sharp jab of the needle shot up my nerves. I blew out yet another shaky breath as I refocused on Hayden and his gentle touches. My heart hammered, although I suspected it didn’t have anything to do with my injury.

With one final stitch through my skin, Docc cut the suture and placed a thin bandage over the area. My shoulders drooped with relief, the tension I hadn’t been aware I was holding releasing now that he was finished.

‘All done,’ Docc announced. He gathered up his materials and straightened back up. Hayden surprised me by leaning forward and pressing his lips into my forehead lightly before pulling back again.

‘Good job,’ he whispered. His thumb ran across my cheek one last time before his hand fell away and he straightened up.

I could feel Docc’s eyes on us, but again he remained silent, choosing not to comment on the obvious affection between Hayden and me.

‘I’ll get you something for the pain and then you’re free to go,’ Docc said as he moved towards his storage cabinet.

‘Oh, no, that’s fine,’ I said quickly. I didn’t want to take more of their supplies.

‘Hush, child. You got half of this stuff for me so it’s the least I can do.’

I sighed and accepted this, feeling selfish for not arguing further, because it really did hurt. The sting of the cut would subside in a few hours, but the severe ache of the broken rib would linger for days, if not weeks.

‘Here, take one of these every six hours, two if the pain is really severe,’ Docc said, handing me a bottle.


‘What is it?’ I asked, squinting at the label that had worn off slightly.

‘Hydrocodone,’ he said evenly. I nodded at the familiar name as he pressed two different pill bottles into my hands. ‘After roughly a week, switch to the paracetamol. You can take that every four hours as you need it.’

‘Thank you, Docc.’

It seemed like lame appreciation for all he’d done for me since I’d arrived here, but I didn’t know how else to say it.

‘Of course. Now go get some rest, the both of you. Hayden, get yourself cleaned up as well. I don’t want to see you in here with an infection,’ he said sternly, his gaze flitting back and forth between us both.

‘Will do,’ Hayden said before refocusing on me. His eyes glanced down my body quickly before he seemed to realise I was still in just my bra. His hand reached automatically behind his head to grip his T-shirt. He pulled roughly, whipping the fabric over his head before sliding it off his arms and handing it to me.

‘Here,’ he said quietly. I accepted the shirt with a soft smile.

‘Thank you.’

I managed to lift the shirt over my head with my arm that wasn’t on my injured side, but ran into a few problems as I found it difficult to lift my other arm. Without a word, Hayden’s hands landed on my wrists to help guide me into the shirt before he released me to pull it down fully. I tried not to blush, feeling ridiculously helpless already.

‘Thanks,’ I mumbled again. He nodded gently before speaking once more.

‘Want me to carry you?’

‘No, I’ll be fine,’ I said, waving way his offer. I leaned forward slowly and focused on keeping my face blank as I swung my legs to the side of the bed. Hayden hovered close by, clearing not believing me.


‘No, here, let me—’

‘Hayden, seriously,’ I insisted. ‘Just . . . give me your arm. You don’t have to carry me.’

He sighed in frustration before extending his elbow to me so I could loop my arm through it and hoist myself up. A jolt of pain shot through my ribs again but I ignored it as I took a shaky step forward, leaning on Hayden for support.

‘You two take care of each other, you hear me?’ Docc called from behind us. I couldn’t help the tiniest hint of a smile that pulled at my lips, liking the way that sounded.

‘Of course,’ I replied when Hayden didn’t. He appeared too focused on getting me safely out of the door. A low chuckle was all I heard from Docc as we finally made it to the door, which Hayden held open for the two of us. The sun had started to go down now, setting Blackwing in a soft, golden glow.

I was surprised to see Dax waiting outside the infirmary as he leaned against the wall. The truck was gone, presumably returned to its place and the supplies we’d gathered put away as well. As soon as he saw us, Dax pushed himself off the wall and came to join us. Only when he was a few feet in front of us did I notice he had in his hands the photo album I’d retrieved for Hayden. He took in Hayden’s lack of shirt before he realised I was wearing it.

‘Hey,’ he said, his voice sounding the most serious I’d ever heard. ‘Are you all right?’

I couldn’t tell whom his question was directed at, but Hayden remained silent so I answered.

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

‘She’s got a broken rib,’ Hayden said after a heavy sigh. Clearly our definitions of ‘fine’ were somewhat different.

‘Ooh, ouch,’ Dax hissed, grimacing sympathetically as he glanced at me. ‘Those Brutes will get you.’

‘I’ll heal just fine,’ I said stubbornly. Dax let out a low chuckle while he shook his head slowly.

‘I’m sure you will. But hey, I, erm, I found this in the front seat and . . .’ he trailed off and glanced down at the photo album in his hand. Hayden’s gaze landed on it before he reached forward to take it.

‘It’s mine,’ he said flatly. Dax watched him curiously.

‘Where’d it come from?’

‘My house.’ Hayden’s voice was stony and firm, as if he didn’t want to discuss this right now.

‘Did you finally go in?’ Dax asked in awe, his eyes widening slightly. It was clear he knew, to some degree, that Hayden had difficulty going to that place. Hayden sighed heavily and shook his head.

‘How do you think she got hurt?’ he said, flicking his head towards me.

Dax’s gaze flitted to me, a mixture of awe and surprise written across his features. ‘You got this for him?’

I could feel my brows pulled low over my eyes as I returned his loaded gaze. ‘Yes.’

He looked impressed. ‘Wow.’

Everyone was quiet as Dax seemed to figure it out: not only did it mean Hayden had told me that was his house, but he knew that I’d risked my own safety to get something for him. The weight of this was not lost on Dax as he took in our linked arms and the heavy expression on Hayden’s face.

‘You two . . . you’re like . . . together, aren’t you?’ he said. It was a statement more than a question. In all honesty, what we were remained indefinable. I wasn’t sure of much besides the fact that I had feelings for Hayden. Strong, strong feelings.


‘We have to go, Dax,’ I said finally when Hayden declined to speak once more. He seemed too focused on getting me back to his hut to be bothered with talking to Dax right now.

He frowned at me as we took a step forward and ignored his statement. I didn’t mind that Hayden didn’t answer. We made it a few yards away before Dax spoke again.

‘I’m still okay with it,’ he called, his voice loud enough for us to hear but not for anyone else who might have been around.

‘Bye, Dax,’ Hayden called deeply, disregarding his declaration once again as we moved down the path. I couldn’t help but chuckle, liking the united front against Dax’s attempts to clarify things.

Our steps were slow and steady to cause the least amount of pain possible, so it took a while to finally reach Hayden’s hut. I felt myself falling into a weirdly pensive mood as Hayden led me to sit on the edge of the bed. The pain didn’t seem so bad any more, and I suspected the pill Docc had given me was finally starting to kick in.

‘Are you really okay?’ Hayden asked quietly. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes, finding his concern sweet, but embarrassing.

‘Yes, Hayden. I swear.’

He knelt down in front of me so his face was level with mine now. His hands landed on my knees, and I felt his thumbs trail lightly over my skin, making sure I was telling the truth. Without really thinking, my hand reached forward to land lightly on his jaw. He sucked in a breath when my thumb traced along his lower lip, feeling the cut there that had dried with blood.

‘Let’s get you cleaned up, yeah?’ I said quietly, my urge to take care of him kicking in once again now that I was, for the most part, taken care of. He sighed heavily, fighting his instincts to make me rest.


‘Please Herc?’ I asked quietly. I wanted to wash the damage away, clean him, fix him. I wanted to be there for him like he’d been there for me. Slowly, gently, he leaned his cheek into my palm as he blew out a sigh of defeat.

‘All right, Bear.’






CHAPTER TWO – EXPUNGE

GRACE

‘All right, Bear.’

Despite the still aching pain in my side, I felt my heart flutter at Hayden’s use of his nickname for me. It was such a strange, unfamiliar thing to feel – like a girl. These stirrings of emotion and urges to take care of him were things I’d never felt before nor even imagined I ever would feel. The unsteady beat of my heart and flipping of my stomach made me feel warm, and I couldn’t deny I liked it.

I could feel the warmth of his skin beneath my touch as my hand remained on his jaw. His gaze held a certain vulnerability I never thought I would see, but it was hard to miss as he watched me closely while kneeling in front of me. Blood still caked his face, and my urge to get it off him surged once more.

‘Come on,’ I said quietly, running my thumb along his jaw once more before dropping my hand to his, where it rested lightly on my knee. I picked it up gently, noting for the first time that it, too, was stained with blood and heavily cut. After taking a deep breath, I lifted myself from the bed and focused on keeping my face even, to mask the pain. Hayden didn’t like seeing it, and I didn’t want to hurt him any more than he’d already been.

As I led him towards the bathroom his hand closed around mine cautiously, sending a spark up my arm. It occurred to me that his was the only hand I’d ever held besides my parents’ when I was really little. Such a gentle touch seemed so intimate now as I felt his thumb slide over the back of my own, as if the silent connection between us was linked by the innocent touch.

Hayden didn’t speak as I pulled him to the small basin that sat in the bathroom and positioned him so he could lean against the wall next to it. I collected a small towel and sank it into the basin. The temperature was cold and not at all what I would have liked, but it would have to do.

I felt my pulse quicken as I finally turned back to Hayden and met his gaze. He was leaning against the wall where I’d put him, his arms were folded loosely over his chest. I took a tentative step forward, the rag clutched in my hand, before stopping about two feet away.

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ I asked, noting the thin trickle of blood that had dried as it trailed from his lip down his chin. A few flecks of blood had dried across his cheek, though it was hard to tell if it was his own or not. He sighed and uncrossed his arms before reaching forward to place his hand on my hip and tug me closer to him.

‘Yes, Grace,’ he said lowly. ‘I’ve had far worse.’

The memory of his jagged, marred back flashed through my mind as he spoke, the many scars proving his words to be true. He’d sustained countless injuries far worse than a cut lip and torn up knuckles, but the fact remained that I didn’t like seeing him injured at all.

His hand remained on my hip as I nodded slowly and reached upward with my damp rag. I hesitated right before touching it to his lips.

‘Sit still,’ I said quietly. A hint of a smirk flashed across his face.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he said lightly.

I took in a few more seconds of his intense eye contact before dropping my gaze to his lips to examine the cut. It was hard to focus as I felt the heat of his hand searing into my hip, but I tried. The cut seemed to have stopped bleeding a while ago and wasn’t too deep, though his lower lip had swollen slightly because of it. My free hand reached up slowly to rest my fingers along his jaw, holding him steady as I pressed the rag down to the cut and started to clean away the dried blood.

He didn’t flinch at all as I cleaned his skin, and his gaze remained ever unwavering as it was locked on my face, despite me not returning it. I could feel it on every inch of my skin as he studied me silently, and I resisted the urge to ask what he was thinking.

He felt warm beneath my touch as I slowly dragged the rag over his chin, clearing away the last of the dried blood before running a clean part over his lip one last time. The green of his eyes seemed to be blazing and I could see a thousand and one thoughts racing behind them, though each and every one remained a complete mystery to me. It was as if I were momentarily paralysed, unable to move or break the connection.


It was so unexpected and surreal, but standing in front of Hayden, someone who was once my enemy and captor, felt normal. It felt as if I was supposed to be the one to clean him up after he was injured, as if I was supposed to be the one he could lean on during times of vulnerability. I was certain that he had never allowed anyone to see him like this before, just as I hadn’t, and it made me feel like I’d won something I didn’t deserve.

Hayden’s thumb circled lightly over my hip bone once. I blinked and drew in a shaky breath before bringing the rag to his cheek to remove the rest of the blood. There was no source, so I concluded it was evidence of what he’d done in the city.

‘I usually do this myself,’ Hayden said quietly, his gaze still focused on me. My eyes flitted to meet his momentarily before returning to my work.

‘I thought you might,’ I replied, washing away the last of the blood from his face. ‘Not any more.’

He was quiet as I leaned back to inspect him better and was pleased to see all that remained to be cleaned were his knuckles. I dropped my rag into the basin and reached down to grab his hand once more.

‘Come here,’ I instructed quietly, pulling him off the wall and closer to the basin. Slowly, I lowered his damaged hand into the cold water with mine. Almost immediately, the clear water was tinged with swirls of pink. I ran my thumb cautiously over his knuckles to brush away the blood. They were already an angry red in colour with a few nicks and cuts; by this time tomorrow they’d be dark purple in hue.


He continued to watch me with the same intense expression while I washed away the dirt and cleaned his hand, focusing mostly on not hurting him even though he would never say if I did. I was at a loss for anything to say, but I had a feeling that he wasn’t in a talkative mood. He was oddly pensive as he watched me, as if thinking too many things at once to focus on speaking.

‘Okay,’ I said finally, brushing my fingers over his skin one last time. ‘I think I’ve got it.’

I pulled our hands from the water and dried them off gently with a towel perched nearby. I felt a wave of relief wash through me as I examined him now, cleared of any blood though still slightly bruised. At least he was clean.

‘Thank you,’ he said softly. My hand still held his, even though I had already cleaned and dried it. Slowly, I brought it to my lips and pressed them into the knuckles gently in an attempt to draw out the ache he was surely feeling. He watched me closely, brows pulled low over his blazing green eyes as he took in my gentle action. My heart beat wildly in my chest.

‘You’re welcome,’ I replied. I was surprised when he reached to grab another small rag and got it wet.

‘Now you,’ he said evenly. He didn’t hesitate before stepping closer to me. His free hand tucked beneath my chin to tilt it upward towards him, and I felt the cool dampness of the rag run along my temple where I suspected I’d been bleeding.

Now it was my turn to watch him as he focused on me. Concern was still clearly etched across his face, and it was impossible to miss the hard set to his jaw as he worked to clean me up. His touch was gentle and soft, such a sharp contrast from the way he did nearly everything else. I could tell he was afraid to hurt me as he dabbed the rag over my skin, but his careful touch caused no pain.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from his face as he carried on, swiping the rag once last time over my brow before pulling back to inspect his work. Finally, he must have been satisfied because he returned his gaze to mine and raised his brows once before tossing the rag back into the basin.

‘Beautiful,’ he commented simply.

‘Thank you, Hayden,’ I said, the volume mysteriously stolen from my voice. The tension that lingered around us seemed to be pressing in on me, taking over my ability to speak normally.

‘Sure. Now come on, you need to rest.’

He ran his thumb lightly over my chin before dropping it and turning to leave. He moved smoothly out into the main room, where I followed him. Light flickered to life as he lit a candle and set it on the table next to his bed. I was about to collapse into the bed, which looked awfully inviting and comfortable, when he stopped me.

‘Wait, here . . .’ he trailed off before turning to his dresser. He pulled open a drawer and retrieved a shirt before turning to toss it to me. ‘That one’s covered in blood.’

I blinked and glanced down. I hadn’t even been aware of it, but he was right. The shirt I was wearing, his from before, was stained with dried blood that must have come from the Brute he’d hit.

‘Oh,’ I murmured, stashing the new shirt between my thighs momentarily before reaching to tug the shirt off. I got the hem a few inches up my stomach before a bolt of pain shot through me and forced me to lower my arms once more. The grimace that crossed my face was too much to hide, and Hayden saw it easily.

‘Here, let me,’ he said quietly, stepping forward quickly to stop me from trying again. I let out a shaky breath as I tried to marshal the renewed pain, and blinked slowly before nodding.

He reaching to grip my shirt in his fingers. Slowly, carefully, he pulled it upward, until all of my stomach and chest were revealed. He managed to work my arm on my uninjured side out of the sleeve before he pulled it the rest of the way off my body.

I stood before him in just my bra once more, feeling vulnerable and comfortable all at once. Hayden’s gaze, which had been fixed on mine up until this point, dropped down my body before it landed on my rib. A flash of hurt crossed his features as he took in the deep purple bruise that had settled over my entire side, the bandage over the jagged cut covering only a small portion of it.

‘Jesus, Grace . . .’ he murmured, frowning. He surprised me by lowering himself so he was eye level with the wound, and I felt his cautious fingers drift feathery light over my bruised skin. His touch was different than Docc’s had felt; Docc’s had been clinical and purposeful, while Hayden’s was meant to soothe and heal. The rough pads of his fingers traced the outline of the bruise lightly, sending chills up my spine before I watched him lean forward slowly.

My breath caught in my throat once again as he pressed his lips lightly over my ribcage, kissing the skin and letting it linger. Again and again, he kissed my skin softly until he’d covered most of the bruised area. My heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest as he pressed one last kiss into my side before drawing back and returning to his full height.

‘Please rest, Grace. I need you to get better,’ he said quietly.

These gentle words and actions were too much for me to handle, and it was making my entire body feel hazy. All I managed to do was nod weakly as he pulled the new shirt from between my thighs, where I’d stashed it momentarily. He worked the arm on my injured side through first before repeating his process backwards, and I felt the soft fabric fall over me as he put it over my torso.

‘Rest,’ he repeated quietly, ticking his head towards the bed.

‘Okay, okay,’ I said, giving him a weak smile. It felt like we’d been so serious for so long, and I didn’t want him to feel so heavy. I could see how this weighed on him, and it made me feel guilty for putting him in this mood.

The bed sagged slightly under my weight as I crawled in and pulled the covers over me, lying on my uninjured side to keep pressure off my broken rib. I waited patiently for Hayden to join me but was surprised when he moved to the dresser and pulled out another shirt. He tugged it roughly over his head before I spoke.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked in confusion. He pushed his hair out of his face once before glancing at me.

‘I’m supposed to go and check on the tower tonight,’ he explained.

‘Oh, well—’ I started to sit up before he shook his head at me.

‘No, you’re not coming,’ he said quickly. ‘I told you, you need to rest. This won’t take long and I’m not going to make you climb the tower with a broken rib.’

‘You made me climb right after I got shot,’ I pointed out. I meant it as a joke but he didn’t seem to get it as he frowned at me.

‘That was different,’ he said flatly, offering no further explanation. ‘I have to go but just . . . stay here.’

He watched me with slightly narrowed eyes and I could tell he was thinking of how I’d betrayed his trust. He was hesitant to leave me completely alone even after all we’d just gone through. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I propped myself up on my elbow.

‘I’m not leaving, Hayden.’

He continued to watch me and frowned slightly, drawing his lower lip between his teeth before he released it and nodded resolutely. ‘All right.’

He turned from me and started to walk away before he seemed to change his mind. He spun around to face me and paused, opening his mouth to speak before clamping it shut once more. An amused grin pulled at my lips as I watched his internal battle, finding his rare awkwardness endearing. He sighed heavily and shook his head before taking purposeful steps towards me. I barely managed a breath before I felt his hands on either side of my face gently. He pressed his lips into mine, letting them linger there for a few seconds and sending my pulse pounding. My eyes drifted closed for the few moments as he kissed me gently before he pulled back, keeping his hands on my cheeks.

‘I’ll be right back, Bear,’ he said quietly. His thumbs ran across my cheeks once before he released me, cutting off my chance to reply before I could even catch my breath. He turned and moved quickly out of the hut, leaving me alone in his bed.

HAYDEN

An adrenaline rush I hadn’t been expecting pumped my blood through my veins, the last-second decision to kiss Grace goodbye causing my pulse to skyrocket. I felt like an absolute idiot for being so indecisive about it at first, but couldn’t say I regretted the final decision. Every time her lips touched mine, it was like someone set off a round of fireworks in my heart.

The last thing I wanted to do right now was check on the tower, but I couldn’t ignore my duties just because Grace was hurt. All I wanted to do was comfort her and hold her in my bed, but I couldn’t. At least not yet.

I shook my head vigorously as I began the ascent of the tower, my pace quick in my haste to get it over with. I needed to stop with these pathetic thoughts. It was one thing to finally admit I had feelings for her, but quite another to want to drop everything just so I could be around her. This was exactly what I’d been afraid of back when the stirrings of emotion had started, but I was determined not to neglect my duties. I’d given up trying to resist my feelings for her, but that didn’t mean I had to completely lose focus.

It was completely dark now as I climbed, and the only light that could be seen was the light from the moon and the few scattered lanterns that flickered throughout Blackwing. A gentle breeze seemed to pick up the higher I climbed, and it ruffled my hair around my face. Finally, I reached the top to see Dax manning the post, his back to me as he surveyed the area.

‘Hey,’ I said. He jumped and jerked around to face me, clutching his chest dramatically as he stared at me with wide eyes.

‘You scared the hell out of me,’ he said, blowing out a huff of breath. I chuckled for what felt like the first time in years.

‘Sorry.’

‘Hmm, no you’re not,’ he grumbled playfully. ‘What if I’d jumped so badly that I fell off the tower and died? You’d be real sorry then.’

‘I think you’re being a bit dramatic,’ I told him, shaking my head and grinning all the same.

‘We’ll see how dramatic it is when I’m dead.’

‘Okay, princess. You all good up here?’ I asked, raising an eyebrow at him. I was eager to get back to Grace but I didn’t want to appear so.

‘Yeah, no action tonight. How’s Grace doing? Broken ribs are no fun,’ he said, watching carefully for my reaction.

‘She’s all right. Pretty banged up, but Docc said it’s just one most likely, so I suppose that’s good.’

He nodded thoughtfully, glancing out into the distance for a few seconds before he returned his gaze to me. ‘So . . . are you going to stop lying to me and tell me what’s up with you guys already, or not?’

He pinched his lips together and raised his eyebrows sceptically as if daring me to deny it. I sighed and pinched my fingers over my brow before shoving my hand through my hair.


‘I don’t even know,’ I said honestly. I knew I felt far more for her than I had anyone else, and I knew I liked being around her, but that was about it. We seemed to have fallen into some unspoken, pseudo-relationship that I had no idea how to handle.

‘But you’re something! Ha! I knew it,’ he said, clearly satisfied with himself. I glared at him.

‘Shut up, Dax.’

‘I’m just saying, mate. You guys are pretty obvious about it,’ he said, shrugging.

‘No we’re not,’ I argued flatly.

‘You kissed her right in front of me,’ he pointed out. He sounded extremely smug and it exasperated me.

‘Well, then you should know something’s going on, you idiot.’

He just shrugged again and grinned at me. ‘I like it. I think she’s good for you. Maybe you’ll stop taking everything so seriously for once.’

‘It doesn’t change anything,’ I rebuffed. ‘I still have to do what I was doing before.’

‘I know, I know. All I’m saying is I’m happy for you, all right? You deserve to be happy at least some of the time even if you insist on being miserable.’

I shook my head and let out another chuckle, pleased Dax approved even if though he’d already made it clear he would.

‘Just . . . don’t tell anyone, all right? I’m not sure how people would take the whole thing since she’s technically still a prisoner.’

He nodded easily. ‘Yeah, sure thing.’

‘Thanks.’

I was about to say my goodbye when a flicker of light caught my attention. It had flared up for only a second before someone smothered the light quickly, but it was enough for me to catch. My face fell as I squinted into the night, something Dax noticed immediately.


‘What is it?’ he asked, turning around to glare in the same direction.

‘There was a light over there,’ I said, pointing towards where I’d seen it, which was not very far away at all. My heart dropped as I realised what direction it was in: the same direction as Greystone.

Dax picked up the rifle that was leaning against the railing and looked through the scope. He searched around in the darkness for a few seconds before he spoke.

‘I can’t see anything, it’s too dark. Are you sure you saw something?’

‘I’m sure,’ I said, my voice low and serious.

I’d seen something, all right, and if the direction they were coming from told me anything, it was what was maybe most important. It appeared that soon, we’d have some unwelcome visitors from Grace’s home – Greystone.






CHAPTER THREE – BEDLAM

HAYDEN

Wind rushed past my ears, blowing the dark strands of my hair into my vision as I squinted into the darkness. I was certain I’d seen a light; it hadn’t been very far away, which meant that whoever it belonged to was far too close for comfort. My heart pounded as I considered the possibility of another Greystone raid, the thought of Grace alone, injured, and in an easily escapable position only adding to my distress. I only hoped my suspicions were wrong.

‘Dax, we have to get down there,’ I said quickly as I continued to survey the area. It was too dark to see anything, and I felt my anxiety creeping up at the uncertainty. ‘We’re useless up here in the dark.’

‘Yeah, here, take a gun,’ he said quickly, as he passed me a handgun and an extra magazine full of bullets. I stuffed them into my pocket and prepared the weapon before taking off at a sprint down the stairs. Dax followed close behind, and I could hear him speaking into the radio that usually remained at the top of the tower.

‘Raiders coming in, everyone get into a building and secure your doors. Lights out, and be quiet. Again, raiders coming in,’ he said clearly, stating the usual protocol for when we had enough of a warning to issue it. Usually it didn’t come to this – we either took care of raiders before they got close enough, or we had no warning at all and had no time to prepare.

Radios were distributed throughout the camp, one in every communal building and every third hut. Those with the radios in their huts were responsible for telling those without. They were used only for emergencies, as the batteries drained quickly and were very difficult to come by. I prayed the one situated in my own hut was on, and that Grace would hear the warning and hide without figuring out exactly who was most likely to be leading the raid – someone from her home.

The countless stairs never seemed to end as we practically flew down them. I skipped two at a time in my haste to reach the bottom before the raiders reached the camp. Their stealth concerned me, as if they were being extremely cautious about being caught. I had no clue how many there were or what they were coming for, but a nagging thought in the back of my mind refused to subside as I tried to focus on simply protecting Blackwing.

They’re coming for Grace.

No matter what I did, my mind refused to think of anything else. My thoughts flashed to the night I’d thought I’d seen something in the trees just beyond my hut only to discover the area deserted upon closer inspection. Had I missed something? Had someone actually seen that she was here?

It wasn’t impossible, in fact, it was almost likely, and the thought haunted me as we finally reached the bottom of the tower. Every fear I’d had about Grace’s presence putting so many lives in danger was potentially playing out right now, and I was in the worst position: torn between protecting my camp and selfishly hiding Grace.

Dax’s muttered words into the radio ripped me from my thoughts as we sprinted across the clearing surrounding the tower. My legs stretched and revelled in the ache that seemed to ease out of my muscles, and breath moved evenly in and out of my lungs as I ran. My back collided with the side of a building a second before Dax joined me.

‘Hayden and I are by the tower. Get some people to run patrols,’ he said, his voice a hushed whisper as he held the radio to his lips. He then held it to his ear, listening closely to the reply, which I couldn’t make out, thanks to how far he had the volume turned down.

‘Tell them to stay hidden. It’ll be easier to get rid of them if we’re stealthy rather than an all-out gun fight,’ I whispered. Dax nodded and relayed my message. I assumed he was talking to Kit now, or potentially Barrow. Either way, I knew those that defended Blackwing would be prepared in a matter of minutes, a fact that gave me great pride to call myself their leader.


I felt a rush of pride for the people I protected. Not a single person could be seen on the pathways between the buildings, and the camp was plunged into near complete darkness thanks to everyone extinguishing the lights before we’d even reached the bottom of the tower. They’d reacted immediately, taking the necessary precautions and trusting those who were sworn to keep them safe.

‘It’s going to be hard to find them,’ Dax muttered to me, keeping his voice low and his gun drawn as he, too, searched the area for movement.

‘I know,’ I replied grudgingly. It was nearly pitch black, something that would hinder both sides but them more than us; I knew every single inch of this camp, as did Dax, but they didn’t. Not knowing where exactly they’d come in, how many there were, or what they wanted put us at a bit of a disadvantage, but I was confident we’d be able to defend our camp.

My eyes jumped to where I saw a flash of movement. It was a mere shadow shifting in the darkness, and I lost it as quickly as it had arrived, but I had seen it. Between two huts about one hundred feet away, something had moved.

‘There,’ I breathed, nodding in the direction I’d seen movement. ‘Someone’s over there.’

We remained hidden by the shadows cast over us as we observed, but no further movement could be detected.

‘Let’s circle around. You go left and I’ll go right,’ I instructed, holding the gun in front of my face to double check that it was loaded and ready.

‘All right,’ Dax whispered. I could barely make out the focused nod he gave me before melting back into the shadows to peel off from me. Careful to stick to the shadows myself, I kept my eyes locked on where I suspected movement while I crept ever closer.

My back pressed into the walls of whatever building I skirted behind, pausing long enough to glance around for any more movement before darting to the next landmark. I was nearly where I’d seen movement, but nothing had emerged from between the huts. Dax was nowhere in sight, but I knew he would be somewhere similar on the other side.

My ears pricked as I listened closely, but heard nothing besides the soft rustling of the trees from the wind. Slowly, cautiously, I stepped away from the final hut, gun raised and aimed into the dark gap.

A flash of movement caught my attention immediately, and my finger tightened on the trigger. On the other side of the gap, where I’d seen the movement, stood Dax, with his gun trained on me just as I had mine on him. I lowered my gun immediately and let out an exasperated huff.

‘Bloody hell,’ I muttered, frustrated that after all that, there was nobody there. The second flash of movement I’d seen had only been my best friend.

‘Jesus,’ he breathed, his eyes wide as if his life had just flashed before his eyes. He physically sagged as he exhaled. ‘Thanks for not shooting me.’

‘Same to you,’ I muttered distractedly. I moved to the edge of the gap and peered out into the path to search for more movement. ‘All right, let’s split up again and head towards the main buildings.’

‘What do you think they want?’

‘I don’t know,’ I muttered. I had the odd sensation that I was lying, even though technically, I had no confirmation as to why they were here. ‘You take the left again and stay hidden. Use the signal if you need help.’

He nodded instantly. ‘You got it, sir.’

I barely caught the sarcastic grin he shot me before darting away into the darkness. He knew how much I hated to be called sir. I shook my head, blown away that he could still joke around in the middle of being raided.

After glancing around one last time, I bolted from my hiding place towards the centre of camp. Every instinct I had was begging me to go to my hut, to check on Grace, but I ignored it. I had to put my people first.

My muscles were starting to really warm up as I reached the main buildings, and when I threw myself behind a large barrel that served as a skip, I felt pure exhilaration. I saw two shadowy figures dart across the path. It was difficult to tell if they were friend or foe, so I didn’t fire.

I hunched low to keep myself hidden as I crept forward, following the path they’d taken. They didn’t appear to notice as I followed, keeping about thirty feet behind them as I surveyed their shadows moving through the gaps in the buildings. They didn’t enter any of them and seemed unsure where they were going, which told me they were most likely from Greystone. It surprised me that they appeared to have no gear with them besides the weapons they clutched in their hands.

As I followed, I focused on keeping my breathing low and even, and I was surprised yet again as they ignored basically every storage building we had, passing up opportunities left and right to raid us for supplies. This could on mean one thing, and it made my blood run cold. My thoughts seemed to be confirmed as I observed them from my perch behind a stack of crates near the storage building.

I watched in horror as they pressed their faces into the windows to look inside. Never before had I seen raiders search through huts – they were usually more concerned with getting supplies and getting out.

Not these raiders. They were searching for one thing, and it had been the first thing I’d feared: Grace.

My stomach flipped over as I looked down the row of huts; the two were only five away from my own, where I prayed Grace had hidden herself. A brief feeling of relief washed through me as I saw that no light came from the window, but the hut was considerably larger than those around it, which would make it stand out. I had to get to it before these two, and they couldn’t see me.

The two men moved away from the first hut and towards the second. I kept my gun trained on them but hesitated to fire. I didn’t want to shoot and make my location known, especially if it would only draw more unwanted attention to my hut. My best bet at this would be to get there first, hide her, and defend her if necessary, especially since they didn’t make any attempt to enter the other huts. At least whoever was hiding inside remained safe.

I needed some type of distraction. I frowned as I looked around me in the dark, silently celebrating when my eyes landed on a rock in the dirt next to one of the crates I was hiding behind. My fist closed around it as I picked it up. I glanced at the raiders one last time to make sure they wouldn’t see me as I rose to my feet.

Their backs were turned to me as I threw it as hard as I could in the opposite direction, pleased when I heard it clang loudly against some source of metal. I dropped back down to kneel behind the crates. I saw their heads whip around towards the sound. One of them nudged the other and pointed, the other nodding before they set off the way I’d thrown the rock.

Pleased at my success, I waited just long enough until they disappeared between two buildings before I bolted from my hiding place. Dirt flew up from beneath my feet as I sprinted towards my hut, my legs carrying me silently through the dark. I knew it would only take them a few minutes to discover there was no one there and return to their search, and I didn’t want to waste any time.

In a few short seconds, I’d reached my hut and landed silently outside the door. After one quick glance around, I opened the door and slipped inside, closing it quickly behind me. My back pressed into the wood and I immediately felt something sharp press into the skin of my neck. It was too dark to see, but there was no mistaking the cold edge of a blade forced against my throat.

My adrenaline, which was already pumping ridiculously fast, seemed to skyrocket as I took in the situation. How the hell had someone got inside? Where was Grace?

‘Hayden?’

I recognised the voice instantly and sagged against the door as a breath of relief washed through me.

‘Grace,’ I whispered, taking a deep breath as she dropped the knife from my throat. I squinted into the dark but was unable to see her.

‘Sorry, I thought you were a raider,’ she hissed quietly. I didn’t miss the strained tone to her voice and I remembered she must still be in considerable pain after getting herself out of bed.

‘You were going to kill whoever came through that door?’ I asked, momentarily forgetting our current situation and finding myself both in awe and impressed by her tenacity.

‘Yes,’ she said simply. I could practically see her shrugging, even though it was pitch black. A thump from outside jerked me back to reality, ripping me from my consideration. It sounded as if it was at the hut next to mine, which would be Dax’s, and also meant the raiders had returned from their distraction.

‘Shit, come on,’ I said, reaching forward to where her voice had sounded. She hissed sharply as I accidentally nudged her ribs before finding her arm and gripping it firmly. ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s okay,’ she replied. She didn’t resist as I tugged her through the darkness, thankful for my years of living in this very hut and my ability to navigate through it. There really was nowhere to hide as it was all one room, but my feet carried me automatically to the bathroom. At least that way, I could hide her in there and fight off the raiders if necessary.

I had just managed to rip the door open and shove our bodies through the frame when I heard mumbled voices from outside my front door. A quiet click sounded as I closed the door, my ears tuned for the tiniest of sounds. My hand remained on Grace’s arm as I steered her into the corner, pressing her against the wall as I positioned myself between her and the door.

‘No matter what happens, you stay in here, okay?’ I whispered, my voice so quiet it was almost inaudible.

‘But Hayden—’

‘No. You stay put, Grace.’

She was cut off from responding by the sound of my front door opening. I squeezed my hand lightly and let my thumb trace over her skin before releasing her arm and turning around. My gun was aimed at the door, prepared to shoot if someone came through. The stakes was higher than ever.

The heavy footfalls of raiders’ boots landed on my wood floors. They moved around inside my hut, every now and then rustling or banging something as they searched. I cringed as something crashed to the floor right outside the door, and I knew it was only a matter of time before they tried the door itself.

‘You sure you saw her?’ a voice said, the tone low and even despite the tense situation.

‘I’m positive. She was here,’ the other grumbled, clearly frustrated.

It was impossible to miss the gasp that Grace tried to stifle behind me, and I felt my heart plummet. She realised what I had already figured out – they were looking for her. It was also confirmed now that someone had been lurking just behind the tree line, but had somehow managed to escape before I came looking.

‘But you don’t remember which hut?’ the first voice asked. It sounded as if he were trying to maintain his patience.


‘It was one of these on this side, that’s all I know. We don’t even know if that’s where she’s being kept,’ the second said defensively. I heard a soft rustling from behind me as Grace took a step forward before stopping herself. Her hand landed softly on my back before curling into a fist, and I could feel her forehead press into my shoulder blade. I could practically hear the inner battle she was waging, and I couldn’t blame her.

Mere feet away were two people from her home camp, searching for her, while I forced her to hide in a bathroom. She had to be feeling torn in two completely opposite directions, and I suddenly found myself terrified she would choose to make her presence known and leave me.

‘I just find it hard to believe she’s been here this whole time. The Grace I know would have escaped by now,’ the first voice said sceptically. The mention of her name sent a dagger of fear through my heart. Grace’s breath warmed the fabric of my shirt that covered my back, and I felt her press harder against me as if holding herself back.

‘I’m telling you, it was her. And she was with their leader.’

Their footsteps had stopped moving, as if they had taken a moment to pause their searching to discuss. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness now, and a tiny sliver of light leaked through the roof to provide just enough illumination to make out whatever was within a few feet of me.

Grace’s fist thumped lightly into my back in frustration before I felt it slide down slowly and fall to her side. My heart pounded once, anxious as to what her silent actions meant. Bravely, I turned slowly on the spot, lowering my gun to my side. She leaned back as I moved, and her face quickly came into my line of vision. Her brows were knit tightly together and her jaw was clenched firmly, her gaze blazing into mine even through the near complete darkness. My eyes flitted quickly back and forth between hers, desperately trying to read her thoughts as the conversation carried out just outside the door.


‘His name is Hayden. How do you know it was him?’ the first voice, the calmer of the two, asked. A brief flash of disappointment flooded through me that they now apparently knew what I looked like; in this world, it wasn’t a bad thing to be anonymous.

‘I just know,’ the second voice growled. ‘I can’t believe Grace was stupid enough to get herself caught.’

‘Maybe she wouldn’t have got caught if you hadn’t left her behind.’

My head jerked to the side as I absorbed the words. They sounded distinctly familiar to something I’d said to her, and I knew she heard it, too. There was no surprise in her face, however, as she had surely recognised the voice a long time ago.

These weren’t just any raiders from Greystone. One of them, the angrier one, was none other than her brother, Jonah.

I caught the flicker of the silent battle going on in her head as she saw me make the connection. She was so close to me – only a few inches away – but I suddenly felt like she was about to slip through my fingers. I could see the way her chest heaved slightly as her breathing increased, the stress of the situation clearly getting to her. I could see the tension on her face and the way she both tried to hold my gaze and drop it all at once.

‘Yeah, I got it,’ snapped Jonah. It was very clear from the tone of the conversation that he’d heard this more than once. ‘Believe it or not, I want her back, too, you know.’

The first voice muttered something I couldn’t hear, but I saw the weight of the words reflect on Grace’s face. Her eyes pinched shut and her nostrils flared as she drew a deep breath, as if trying to calm down. I couldn’t imagine how she felt at that moment; to be so close, so close, to a member of your family but unable to reach them must have been the most painful thing imaginable. For a second, I considered what I’d do if I were in her situation.

I had no family left, but if I had, there was nothing that could stop me from getting to them. The fact that she still stood here, internally debating on what to do, seemed to speak volumes. I felt a surge of guilt as I realised that the only reason she’d have to stay where she was would be because of me. Surely if she revealed herself, they’d find me as well, and there was no telling what would happen then.

She really did care about me, and it was currently breaking her in half.

Despite knowing how torn she was, I wanted her to stay, and I wanted it desperately.

She held my gaze throughout this thought process, and I knew she could make out enough of my face to see my reactions. She still appeared torn, her body leaning forward slightly as if tempted to run past me, while her fists remained clenched by her sides in an attempt to keep her there. There was no way I could stop myself from shaking my head slowly, silently pleading with her to stay.

She drew a silent breath, and I caught the way her jaw quivered and she tried to rein in her emotions. It was impossible to tell which choice she was leaning towards, but I prayed she’d choose to stay. Slowly, I raised my free hand and placed it on her cheek, the tips of my fingers brushing lightly over her skin before sliding back into her hair. She sagged under my touch, as if it had melted part of her resolve, and her eyes drifted closed momentarily.

‘I just want my little girl back.’

She squeezed her eyes even more tightly as the words took effect. Just as with the first voice, she had identified it long ago, and it explained why she was having such a hard time. The pieces fell into place; I realised just who was standing only feet away from us: Celt, Grace’s father, and the leader of Greystone.

Any hope I had plummeted to the pit of my chest. I could maybe compete with that arsehole of a brother, but her father, whom she’d only spoken highly of and obviously missed desperately? I didn’t stand a chance. My only question now was why she’d waited so long.


Green irises, nearly gone now from her widened pupils, were revealed to me as she opened her eyes again. Her lips parted silently and closed once again as if stopping herself from speaking, all the while her eyes remained focused intently on my own. My hand lingered on her cheek, my final silent plea for her to stay. The tension between us seemed to electrify the air, and I felt as though we were stuck in a kind of vacuum that sucked out all meaning of time. My breath stalled in my lungs, and I found myself more anxious than I had been in a very long time.

She was still my prisoner, but there was no denying she’d grown to be something much more important to me. I’d never felt the things I felt for her before, and I’d never wanted so badly to keep somebody safe. It felt wrong, frankly, to consider her a prisoner, and I couldn’t find it in my heart to force her to stay if she truly wanted to leave. She was too much to me now to do that to her, and despite feeling weak, I knew if she chose to go, I would let her, even if it broke me to do it.

‘I know,’ Jonah said lowly. He sounded slightly less angry now than before, as if Celt’s sincere statement had sunk in. ‘Let’s move on. We’ll find her.’

‘Good idea,’ Celt said calmly.

The front door opened, and I heard them move through it. This was it – the moment Grace decided if she’d stay with me or reveal herself to the only living members of her family left.

My hand on her cheek seemed frozen in place, and my thumb had stopped the careful tracing of her skin as I waited for her to decide. I held my breath in my chest, and I felt the depth of her gaze down to my toes. She had a pained expression on her face, brows pulled low over her beautifully green eyes. Emotions were rolling off the both of us, colliding and mixing in the air between us.

Even though we were silent, so many thoughts and unspoken words were flowing between us; the silent conversation riveting, captivating, and heartbreaking all at once. I knew what I wanted to say, what I wanted to beg of her, but I couldn’t do it. She had to decide on her own, leaving my fragile heart on standby, ready to shatter at the word.

Stay. Please, Grace, stay.
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