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PROLOGUE

Riley

My eyes flutter open, and I’m staring at the most beautiful sky. It’s so bright, so blue. The warm breeze caresses my skin and a ghost of a smile whispers across my lips. 

I stay like this, lying in the grass. 

There’s something peaceful about this place. I can smell the flowers; I can hear the birds chirping and the distant sound of rushing water. 

Warmth spreads through my body, but then I come to a slow realization. 

What am I doing here?

What is this place?

Why am I here?

I slowly sit up. Is this a dream? 

This doesn’t make sense. 

I remember going to bed early last night. I had been so tired, my mind weary and my body feeling sluggish. The moment my head hit the pillow, I fell deeply asleep.

And now I’m here?

I rise to my feet and I spin around in circles, taking in everything around me. My lungs squeeze when I finally notice where I’m standing. 

In a meadow of yellow lilies.

I’m surrounded by the most beautiful yellow lilies I’ve ever seen. 

“Riley.” His familiar, deep baritone voice calls out to me.

My breathing stutters.

My heart ricochets against my ribs. 

I hastily spin around and I see him — Colton Bennett. 

Standing just a few feet away, in the middle of the meadow. He stretches his arm out, waiting for me to take his hand.

I take a step toward him. He grins…and oh God, he’s devastatingly beautiful. 

“Come to me,” Colton rasps. 

My feet move on their own toward him. Until I am standing in front of him, so close I can smell his unique musky scent and his rich cologne. 

This is a dream. I know it is, but it feels so real. 

As if we’re really standing here, just the two of us — away from the chaos of the world and our complicated story. 

Colton takes my hand in his, entwining our fingers together. His other arm curls around my waist, pulling me closer. His body is warm and solid: hard and strong in all the right places. 

Something catches my peripheral vision, and my eyes flicker to the single monarch butterfly. Its striking orange color is the prettiest I’ve seen. It gleams under the sunlight. 

My palm rests against Colton’s chest, and I can feel his heart thudding. Steady and calm.

His heartbeat soothes me. 

And I still can’t take my eyes off the butterfly.

Its wings flutter against the stroke of the wind before it settles on Colton’s shoulder. 

“What are you thinking about?” he asks quietly. 

“About how right this feels,” I breathe, my gaze roving over his face. Memorizing every inch of it. It’s his eyes, I decide.

It’s the look in his eyes that has me so captivated. 

His grin widens. “I’ve been waiting here for a very long time. It’s been a little lonely until now.”

“Waiting for what?”

His head lowers, bringing our faces closer. “For you to come to me,” Colton rasps against my lips. 

“Riley.”

Colton’s arm tightens around me. 

“Riley.”

I hear my name again, but it’s not Colton saying it. 

Confused, I look around the vast meadow of yellow lilies. Searching for that second voice. It’s familiar…I know who’s calling out to me. 

A sharp pain pierces through my sternum. 

Colton pulls back. 

His face twitches with a flinch, and there’s a flash of pain in his eyes.

“Wait,” I tell him.

But he’s already slipping out of my arms…already walking away…

Fading right in front of my eyes. 

Until he’s gone, and I am left with just the comforting scent of him and the ghost of his touch. 


CHAPTER ONE

Grayson 

My head hurts. What the fuck happened? 

When I open my eyes, my vision is blurred. The place is dark; I can’t see much, but it smells dirty and musky. Like days-old rotting garbage. The scent is almost putrid and I fight a gag. 

Blinking a few more times, I try to clear my vision. And I finally make out the shadows around me. It looks like an abandoned construction site. Oh shit. 

I remember waiting for Riley at the park. And then she came to me. She was finally giving me a chance to explain myself, to tell her the truth behind our breakup. Riley had been ready to hear me out and maybe, just maybe…give me another chance. 

I don’t deserve it, especially after breaking her heart the way I did — but fuck, I want another chance with her.

The pain in the back of my head is insistent. Someone struck me from behind, I remember now. A baseball bat. I didn’t see my attacker’s face but I had heard a familiar, callous voice that I would recognize anywhere. That sadistic voice follows me around in my fucking nightmares. 

Goddamn it.

My father had been watching me, lingering in the shadows. Waiting for me to make a mistake. He was waiting for a weakness. And Harrison Avery found it. Her.

I blink, forcing myself to breathe. “Riley?” I call out, straining my neck to look around. My hands are tied behind my back, the thick ropes tight around my wrists. 

“I’m here.” My head snaps toward her soft voice, and I wince in pain. I find Riley huddled in the corner, looking so small and frightened. “I’m okay,” she whispers shakily. “Are you?”  

Riley has a bloody gash on her forehead. My heart aches at the sight of her like this and the throbbing in the back of my head intensifies. 

“Grayson,” she croaks, her voice wavering. “Are you okay?”

I sit up, hiding another wince because I don’t want Riley scared. She needs me right now. But fuck, it feels like someone is mercilessly hammering into my skull. “I’m fine. Are you hurt anywhere else?”

Harrison better not have hurt Riley more than that gash on her forehead or touched her—

I’ll kill him.

Riley shakes her head, sniffling. “No. He didn’t hurt me.”

She’s not bound, that’s good. That means Harrison doesn’t see her as a threat. “How long was I out for?”

“A few hours. I don’t know.” She brings her hand up, touching around the gash on her forehead. Riley winces slightly. “My wound is not bleeding anymore. He took our phones.”

Her shoulders hunch over, almost like she’s trying to make herself appear smaller. “When I gained consciousness, he was there. In the dark, sitting beside your body, with that damn baseball bat in his hand. He was staring at me, his eyes devoid of any emotions. It’s like…staring at a cold, lifeless statue. He didn’t say anything. I was barely conscious when he injected me with something. I couldn’t move.” A muffled sob escapes her. “I couldn’t…whatever he put in my body paralyzed me. My whole body went numb. I couldn’t move, Grayson, and that scared me more than anything. Sitting here, staring at your listless body and not being able to do anything.”

My stomach churns, seeing Riley this scared. This is all my fucking fault. 

I should have stayed away. 

Should have never approached her again.

Should have never fucking dreamed of another chance with Riley Johnson.

If only I had stayed away…maybe, just maybe, she would have been happily moved on with Colton Bennett. She would have been safe.

Safe with him.

Safe in his home, in his bed, in his arms.

Not here, with me. In an abandoned construction site, in the middle of the night and not knowing if she’ll survive or not. 

“I kept praying you’d wake up,” she whimpers. “I don’t remember the last time I prayed this hard for something.”

“You’re brave. I always knew you were,” I tell her, trying to soothe her fear. “Are you finally regaining some feeling in your muscles again?”

Riley gives me a slow nod. “I can move my head, arms and shoulders now. My legs are still not working though. I can’t feel them.”

“Okay, I’m going to move closer to you and you can help me with the ropes around my wrists. I need my hands free.”

She nods again. Her cheeks are tear-stained and Riley looks unnaturally pale. It worries me and all I want to do is gather her in my arms, hold her and keep her safe. 

When I move to stand up, I’m swamped with dizziness. The searing, blinding agony in the back of my skull sends shock waves of dull nauseating pain deep into my abdomen. My knees buckle underneath me, and I fall back on my haunches. 

I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting to remind myself to breathe. 

“Grayson?” I can hear the worry in Riley’s voice, and my name on her lips somehow calms me. It keeps me grounded. 

“I’m okay,” I say, masking the pain in my tone as to not scare her further. 

I don’t try to stand up this time. Instead, I just scoot closer to her on my knees until we’re side by side. 

She sniffles again, blinking back her tears. “Turn around, I’ll help you with the ropes.” 

I turn around, giving her my back, and she starts working the rough ropes loose. I can feel her hands shaking, her fingers still somewhat numb and she can’t work on the knots as efficiently. But Riley doesn’t give up. 

“That was your father, right?” she asks quietly. 

I knew that question was coming. Of course she wants to know about the man who attacked and kidnapped us. And Riley deserves answers. 

She deserved them a long time ago.

“Yes,” I confess morosely.

“I remember you said you were trying to protect me.” Riley pauses, taking a deep, shaky breath. “Were you trying to protect me from him?”

I peek back at her over my shoulder. Our eyes catch and hold. There’s a heartbeat of heavy silence before I respond. “Staying with me would have put your life in danger. This situation is exactly what I had been trying to protect you from. Your life was at risk because of my father and my job. So I did the only thing that felt right to me at that moment. I pushed you away.”

She swallows, her gray eyes glassy. “So your father is the reason we broke up?”

“I had to, Riley. He’s a dangerous man.”

“How dangerous? I need to know.” She lowers her gaze, breaking eye contact and going back to the ropes. I can feel the knots loosening, slowly. Little by little. 

“Harrison has done devastating, horrible things. Drug and illegal firearm deals. Human, organ and sex trafficking. He’s got a whole network and too many connections with even more dangerous men across the country.”

In fact, his network runs all the way to Russia, China, Japan, Italy, and probably other countries. 

“Detective Mallik has been shadowing him for almost five years, but Harrison is good at going off the grid. Because of how solid his connections are, he can disappear easily. And he’s fucking good at hiding. When my father approached me for the first time, Detective Mallik realized that I’m the key to breaking Harrison’s network. I just needed to gain his trust, to get in and find out who he’s working with. The last time we were with each other, Harrison was there. In my apartment. He was watching us, while we were together.”

“He saw us…? You mean, while we were intimate—”

My chest rattles with a miserable exhale. I know my answer is going to cause Riley more distress. “Yes.”

She sucks in a shaky breath, and her fingers pause on the ropes. “What happened then?”

“That was the day Harrison trusted me enough to deliver cargo for him. And do you know what that cargo was, Riley? Bodies. Seven young girls and two boys. None of whom were older than fifteen. They were alive and I had been tasked with delivering them to their buyers.”

“Oh God,” she whispers with sickening outrage. “Grayson, that’s terrible. Please tell me you didn’t.”

The ropes come undone. And I rub my wrists, trying to get some feeling back into them. “I had to,” I tell her quietly, before turning around to see the absolute horror in her expression.

“Grayson—”

I shake my head. “But Detective Mallik knew about the delivery and was able to get his team on it. As a result of me being a plant, they were able to get to the location and catch the buyers. Other details are classified, so I can’t tell you more than this. But Harrison started getting suspicious after three of my deliveries were successfully intercepted by the FBI.”

“Did he catch on?”

“Not until a year later. When I thought I finally had him, he had already figured out that I had never been on his side in the first place. So he went off the grid before we could do anything. Harrison disappeared as if he never existed.” I take Riley’s hands in mine. Her fingers look like they have been scratched raw. Red and chafed. Some of her nails are chipped and bleeding from her efforts to untie me. “And he’s been underground for almost two years. Until now. How’s your legs? Still numb?”

Riley moves slowly, testing out her limbs. “I can feel them now, but I don’t think I can run.”

“We’ll make it out of here, I promise you.” I bring my hand up, hesitantly. When she doesn’t pull away from me, I cup her tear-stained cheek. Her skin is cold and clammy. 

Her chin wobbles, almost like my touch has somehow given her the strength to break down. She sniffles back a sob and fresh tears fill her eyes, but she doesn’t let them spill. Her fingers wrap around my wrist. “I’m so scared, Grayson.”

Jesus Christ, I’m never going to forgive myself for this. 

“I should have fucking stayed away, but I didn’t. And now you have to pay the price. I put you at risk—”

The sound of a metal door creaking open makes me pause. Riley’s breath catches in her throat, and her eyes widen with terror. Her grip on my wrist tightens, desperately holding on. 

“Grayson.” She whimpers as heavy footsteps approach us. 

“Shh, it’s okay. It’s okay, Goldilocks.” I give her the ropes and then turn around, putting myself in front of her. “Hurry, put the ropes loosely around my wrists. Make it look like I’m still tied up, but make sure I can get out of the ropes easily. Understand?”

Her breath hitches. “O-okay.”

My mind races as I try to make out Harrison’s figure through the darkness. His footsteps grow closer and closer, coming toward us. A horrible sinking feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. He’s right in front of me; I can feel him.

And then I’m suddenly blinded with a bright light. I squeeze my eyes shut. For a minute, I had forgotten about the pain in the back of my head, but the light triggered it. Agony blasts through my skull and my body sways with dizziness. Vomit swirls in the pit of my stomach and I fight the urge to wretch. Shit. 

Riley lets out a terrified gasp from behind me. 

I open my eyes again to see my father standing in front of me. A flashlight in his hand, but he’s no longer pointing it directly in my eyes. 

“Ah,” he tsks, with an empty smile. “You’re awake, Son.”

My fist clenches, but I refuse to give him the satisfaction of seeing me angry or desperate. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my line of work, it’s that showing my enemies any kind of emotions is a weakness. They want me to be scared.

Or angry.

It’s a curious anticipation filled with adrenaline. For both myself and the enemies.

And when they get none of that, it confuses them. 

My lack of response causes a brief debilitation in their mind and composure. 

I lift my head, catching and holding Harrison’s gaze. His hair is greasy, and he looks skinnier than I remember. He’s got a beard now and he’s almost unrecognizable. Except for those eyes.

They are Naomi’s blue eyes. 

And I’ll recognize them anywhere. 

Harrison holds my gaze for a second then he slowly smirks. “They’ve trained you well, I see.” He pauses, before chuckling darkly. “But you’re merely a fledgling in this line of work, Son. You still have a lot to learn.”

He peeks over my shoulder and I see the moment his eyes focus on Riley. His smirk widens, and his expression goes from bored amusement to wretched fascination. “Hello there, pet.” 

I feel Riley’s nails digging into my back, and she makes another fearful sound in the back of her throat. 

He tsks again. “Now, now. Don’t be scared.”

“What do you want, Harrison?” My voice is deceptively calm. I want to wring his fucking neck, but I stay completely still.

Because I see the gun in his other hand. 

And I know if I make one wrong move, he won’t hesitate for a second before he unloads the whole magazine in our heads. 

He slowly cocks his head to the side. “I want a lot of things. Been waiting for you to wake up.” 

Harrison places the flashlight on the floor and then beckons at Riley. “Come here, pet.”

“No,” I deadpan.

He bursts out in an almost maniacal laughter. “Oh, you think you have a choice? You think you have any sort of authority in this situation, Grayson?”

My stomach hollows with nausea. “Harrison, this is between the two of us. You and me. Leave Riley out of this.”

“You’re right about one thing.” He nods thoughtfully. “This is between you and me. Your little girlfriend is here for my own personal enjoyment.”

“She’s not my girlfriend,” I tell him. 

Harrison pauses, his grin slipping off his face for a mere second. “You think I’m falling for that?” 

“Use that tiny brain of yours, Harrison,” I drawl tonelessly. “I haven’t seen Riley in years.”

“You’re saying you don’t love her?”

My lungs contract with such a force that I’m afraid they will fold in on themselves. Harrison is smart and cunning, so I know it’ll be hard to deceive him. 

But I’ve been laying down the groundwork for years now. I’ve created a separate image of myself in Harrison’s eyes. 

Grayson Hale—The heartless womanizer. 

The man who uses women like it’s his favorite hobby and then drops them like trash. I needed to fit in with Harrison Avery, so I had to be what he was. 

If there was one thing I hated the most about my job…it was exactly that.

Playing the part of an evil man.

“No, I don’t love her,” I confess nonchalantly, sounding bored and uninterested. “C’mon, Harrison. I’ve been with more girls than I can count over the last few years. You know it. We’ve both been frequent visitors at Club 95. So, you got the wrong girl here.”

Riley’s breath hitches. 

A gurgled laughter erupts from Harrison’s throat. “Oh, yes. I remember blondie from the last time we were there. She sucked your dick good, boy. Too bad I had to snap her neck while I was inside her. She was making too many ugly noises.” His eyes darken with an evil gleam. “In fact, blondie reminds me a lot of someone.”

He leers at Riley. “And you, pet. You don’t love him?”

I can hear her swallowing. “No,” she says, her voice quaking with panic. She’s playing along. Good girl.

“You don’t love him; Grayson doesn’t love you. Perfect, he’s not going to mind when we have a little fun together. Me and you, pet. Come to me.”

Goddamn it. 

His focus is pinned on Riley and when she doesn’t move, the sound of his gun cocking into place fills the silence between us. He points the barrel at my head. “Don’t make me ask again. I will blow his brains out and have his blood splatter all over your face. Come here.”

The distance between Harrison and me is too wide. If I move, I won’t have enough time to reach for his gun and I have no weapons on me. Fuck. 

We’re trapped. 

And I can’t…

I can’t risk making the wrong move.

Because Riley—

She’ll be hurt.

And I can’t allow that.

“Pet,” he growls low in his chest. “Now, or he dies. Trust me, I’ll enjoy it.” 

His finger twitches over the trigger.

“No!” Riley shrieks. “Wait, I’ll come to you. Just…don’t shoot him. Please.”

I hiss under my breath. “Riley.” My heart stutters in morbid panic and absolute dread.

“It’s o-okay,” she stammers softly, loud enough for only me to hear. 

Riley stands up on shaky legs and walks toward Harrison. Her balance is slightly off, and her body sways from side to side. But her shoulders are squared and she keeps her chin up and high, staring at Harrison without cowering.

He beckons for her to come closer. When she’s within arm’s reach, he lunges toward her. His hand goes to her hair, wrapping her silky strands around his fist and he roughly pulls her head back. 

Riley doesn’t make a sound. Not even a tiny squeak.

She’s eerily quiet and unfazed. Even Harrison notices that. “You’re fierce,” he praises while leering down at her cleavage. “I always knew that. Been waiting to test out just how sharp those claws of yours are. Do you want to play, pet?”

Riley doesn’t respond to his taunts. He moves the gun away from me, pushing it against Riley’s stomach. She barely even reacts, and that worries me. 

I don’t know if she’s playing along and saving her strength to fight, or if she’s lost in her head. God, no. She needs to stay strong until I can fucking do something without getting us both killed. 

“Do you want to put on a show for him?” he mocks, his voice dripping with malicious intent. 

He releases her hair and shoves his hand under her sweater. I watch in sickening horror as he roughly fondles Riley’s breasts. Fire burns in my veins. Scorching and charring me with its angry flame — my heart is an inferno of hopelessness and bitterness.

I move on my knees, getting ready to lunge at Harrison when Riley’s gaze shifts to me. I almost miss it, if I hadn’t been paying attention. The slight shake of her head and the utter determination in her eyes. 

A silent moment of understanding passes between us.

She wants me to wait. 

Harrison buries his face in her neck, sniffing like a wild animal, and I hear the wet sound of his lips against her skin. Riley keeps herself completely still, and she steadily holds my gaze. 

Her cheeks are pale, and her eyes are glassy. 

Then she does something I never expected.

My breath stutters. 

She smiles coldly. 

Before spitting right in Harrison’s face. 

“You’re a despicable man,” she hisses.  

It takes him by complete surprise and throws him off, distracting him and giving me just enough time to lunge forward. Adrenaline pumps through my veins and everything happens so fast.

I slam into him, grabbing the gun. A loud, deafening shot rings out and my heart palpitates in utter panic.

Riley screams and leaps out of Harrison’s grasp. My blood runs cold at the sound of her horrifying scream, and fear pumps through my veins. Fear and so much rage. 

If she’s hurt…

Harrison growls like a madman as he loses his balance, and I tackle him to the ground. I keep my hold on the gun before my eyes quickly shift over to Riley. She stands a few feet away from us, her eyes wide in horror. Her whole body is shaking. I search for the pain in her expression, but I see none. There’s only unspeakable awful and frantic terror. 

She appears uninjured. I don’t see blood anywhere. 

She didn’t get shot.

Oh, thank God. 

I turn my focus on Harrison again, only I’m too late to react. He slams his forehead into my nose, and a blinding agony shoots through my skull. 

I stumble back and the world sways underneath me. 

Dizziness makes my stomach swirl with nausea, and I fight back the acidic bile rising in my throat. The copper taste of blood fills my mouth. I feel a sharp twinge in my abdomen, but it’s nothing compared to the excruciating pain in my head.

“Grayson!” Riley shrieks.

My vision blurs. 

“Grayson!” 

I hear my name again.

Fuck…

I can’t breathe. 

“You piece of shit,” Harrison hisses. “You should have never betrayed me. I trusted you, Son. But you stabbed me in the back.”

I blink, reminding myself to breathe and forcing oxygen into my lungs. Harrison stumbles away from me and toward Riley, but I grab onto his ankle. Holding him back.

“You’re going to die, Grayson,” he grits through clenched teeth. “But not before I make you watch me defile that little girlfriend of yours.”  

He tries to shake off my hold, but I use every bit of my remaining strength to pull myself up. And then I pummel my fist into his face. 

I hear a bone crack.

And Harrison lets out a high-pitched scream. 

I wrestle the gun from his hand as we both stumble away from each other. The ground continuously sways underneath my feet. 

Everything hurts.

My body. My skull. And there’s a burning pain in my abdomen.

I don’t look down at it; I know I’m bleeding. I see the knife in Harrison’s hand. It’s my blood on that knife.

As long it’s my blood and not Riley’s.

Harrison pounces toward her with his bloody knife, but this time I’m faster. A loud gunshot rings out through the silent darkness. He screams and through blurred vision, I see him slump to the ground. 

My knees weaken, and everything goes black. 

“Grayson!”

My name…

Her voice.

“Grayson, oh God! Please wake up. Please, please.”

“Ri—” Fuck, I can’t even speak. My throat is parched and my tongue feels heavy in my mouth. 

“Yes! It’s me, Riley. C’mon, baby. I found a car. Harrison had a car. I got you in it. Do you remember? We drove… but— b-but a deer, I didn’t see it. It happened so fast.”

I don’t understand what she’s talking about. Car? What car? Harrison? What happened?

I can’t…remember.

“Oh God, I tried to avoid hitting it, but I think I was going too fast. Our c-car—we flipped…Grayson…Grayson?!”

I can’t make any sense of her words.

Everything hurts. 

I blink my eyes open and I see Riley, standing over me. She has a gun in her hands, and she’s pointing it at someone. “You take one more step, Harrison, and I will shoot you. I swear, I will fucking shoot you.”

There’s a dark, masculine laughter.

“You shouldn’t have escaped, pet.”

That cold, sadistic voice. 

My gaze lands on my father. I see him limping toward us. A completely deranged look on his face. “I warned you, Son. I warned you if you betrayed me—”

“Don’t you dare,” Riley threatens, choking on the words. 

I need to protect her.

He chuckles darkly. “You don’t have it in you to shoot me, little girl.”

I try to move, to reach for Riley, but my limbs are numb. My whole body feels paralyzed. Fear ricochets through me, sheer terror coursing through my icy veins. My helplessness chokes me.

Time slows down.

It happens in almost slow motion.

Harrison takes another step toward us. 

And I watch as Riley pulls the trigger. 

I don’t hear the gunshot, except for the distant buzzing in my ears. Harrison roars, slumping to his knees, and she shoots him again. 

Two bullets.

And my father falls to the ground. He lies there listlessly. 

My chest rattles with a harsh exhale. After a long minute, when Harrison doesn’t get up again, Riley drops the gun and kneels by my side. 

I’m seeing two of her.

“I need you to work with me,” she begs. “We’re going to be okay.”

I can’t keep my eyes open any longer. 

“Grayson! Don’t pass out on me again. Goddamn it, Grayson! Stay with me,” Riley cries out, her desperation breaking my heart.

I see her. Blonde hair, soft gray eyes, tearstained cheeks. 

I miss her.

“Hey,” I rasp, my voice barely even recognizable to my own ears. “I’m here.”

She grabs my hand, lacing our fingers together. A choked sob erupts from her throat. “You left me, Grayson.”

I grip her hand tighter, tugging her toward me. Riley buries her face into my chest, sniffling. “Leaving you is my deepest regret.”

I think I said those words.

I don’t know.

Maybe I’m dreaming. 

“Promise you won’t ever leave me again.”

I smile, even through the pain. “Never again.”

Riley lets out a choked sob as she presses her hand against the stab wound in my abdomen. I try not to wince because she’s already scared enough.

“Grayson, please.” The tremors in her voice break me. “Don’t you dare die on me.”

I cup her cheek with my bloody hand. 

God, she’s so beautiful.

Shit, my head feels like it’s about to explode. 

I’m going to die. Probably.

But not Riley. 

No, she’s safe. She’s strong and a fighter. 

Riley will live. She’s going to get out of here, and she’s going to live happily. Maybe with Colton Bennett.

My only consolation is that…

She came to me.

And maybe, just maybe—

I am her choice. 

That’s the last thought I have as the world goes dark. 


CHAPTER TWO

Colton 

“What?” I growl, fury dripping in that single word. I wait for her to speak, but there’s only silence on the other line.

I’m pissed at Riley. 

But it’s not really her fault that I am so weak in my goddamn knees for her. 

Fuck, I should have made her mine when I had the chance. 

Riley Johnson is indebted to me. The day I saved her life, she became mine. Too bad, she never realized that. I should have collected my debt a long time ago. 

But I waited for her to come to me because I was trying to be the good guy. The one who waits patiently for the girl to finally notice him. The friend she never wanted, but got anyway. 

But I don’t want to be a friend.

I want her in my bed. In my fucking arms.

I need her lips on mine.

I want to bury myself inside her. 

And now she’s with him. For almost three years he was gone, and I was right here. Picking up the broken pieces of her soul while waiting for her to trust me with her heart.

When she finally does, Grayson Hale decides to waltz back into her life.

And what does Riley do?

She runs right back into his arms.

I’m pissed, but when my phone rings in the middle of the night and her name appears on my screen, I do the only thing I’m capable of doing. I answer the call.

Agitated, I rub a hand across my face and prop myself up against the pillows. “What do you want?”

It’s four in the morning and I know she’s not in her apartment. I know because I’ve been waiting for her all night long to come back home. 

I guess…she decided to stay with Grayson.

Maybe to rekindle their relationship. To fix whatever was broken between them.

My lungs squeeze painfully at the thought of Riley and Grayson together. Is she in bed with him right now? Did he touch her, the way I crave to touch her?

“If you’re not going to talk—” I spit out furiously. Why is she calling me now? To torment me further? “I’m going to hang up.”

And that’s when I hear it.

A hitch in the back of her throat.

A pained whimper.

My heart stutters and I listen closely. Her breathing pattern is shallow and erratic. Almost like she’s…scared or panicked about something. “Riley?” The harshness in my voice disappears, replaced with worry.

At the sound of her name, Riley lets out a wounded cry, and I’m immediately on my feet. My stomach tightens with nerves as fear courses through my veins. 

I keep the phone at my ear, listening to her tiny choked cries as I rush out of my bedroom. “Where are you?” I ask, my voice softening. She needs me to be calm right now. I grab my coat and keys, slamming the door behind me as I leave Maddox’s apartment. “I’m coming to you. Riley? Do you hear me? Talk to me, Sunshine.”

“Colton,” she whispers my name brokenly. 

“Yes, I’m here. It’s okay, I’m coming to you.” I’m filled with a sense of urgency and horrifying dread. “Are you hurt? Where are you? Send me your location.”

“I think…he’s dying,” she stammers.

My heart drops. “Who is dying, Sunshine?”

Riley whimpers again. “Grayson. He’s bleeding a lot. Oh God, there’s s-so much b-blood.”

“Okay, take a deep breath,” I tell her. “Breathe with me, Sunshine. We’ll do it together. Inhale.” I hear her take a deep breath. “Good girl, now exhale.” Her chest rattles as she breathes out. 

We do it three more times until I’m assured she’s not hyperventilating anymore. “Now, send me your location. I’ll be there; I’m coming to you.”

“Hurry,” she pleads with me. 

“Did you call 9-1-1 yet?”

Riley is silent for a long minute and then she hiccups back a sob. “I— no, I didn’t. I called you first. I wasn’t thinking. I called you. Colton—”

“Breathe, Sunshine. It’s okay, I’m doing the thinking for us right now. Okay?”

“Okay,” she whispers.

“How did Grayson get his wound?” 

“He was stabbed and he got hit on his head. Three times. He might have a bad concussion. Grayson sounded a little incoherent before he lost consciousness.”

My heart rate speeds up. She had been in danger and I wasn’t there. “Are you hurt?” I ask urgently.

“Not really.”

That’s not an answer, baby. 

I need a real answer. I need to know who the fuck I need to kill. My fists clench with the urge to pummel whoever harmed her. 

“Send me your location,” I demand, my chest heaving as I get in my car. “And I’m going to call 9-1-1 for you—”

“Don’t hang up,” she pleads in alarm.

“I won’t,” I soothe. “Stay with me and I’ll place a second call.”

I tap on the location Riley sent me and see that it’ll take me twenty minutes to get there. Twenty minutes too long. 

I pull out of the parking lot while calling 9-1-1 and give them Riley’s details. After I’m reassured they are sending an ambulance her way, I cut the call and focus on Riley again. “Are you still with me, Sunshine?”

“Y-yes.” Her voice is so tiny, so scared.

“Talk to me. Are you putting pressure on his wound? Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

“Yes, I’m putting pressure.”

“You didn’t answer my second question, Riley. Are you hurt anywhere?”

“I have a gash on my forehead, but it stopped bleeding a long time ago.” I hear her sniffling, but she’s not hyperventilating anymore. So I take that as a good sign. “Grayson is the one who is…h-hurt. H-he saved me, Colton.”

He saved her…

I’m grateful Grayson was with her when she needed him, but I don’t know why my chest aches at the thought. 

I spend the rest of my drive to Riley in silence, while only listening to her muffled, choked cries. I break all possible traffic laws to get to her, and I do it in under fifteen minutes. 

When I find Riley, I see her in the middle of the road. Holding Grayson’s head on her lap. I see a silver car flipped on the side of the road and another one a few feet away from them, with a limp body next to it.

“Riley,” I call out in urgency.

Her head snaps up, her gaze landing on mine. I know the moment she sees me because I watch her shoulders slump as if all strength has left her. 

Her chin wobbles, and she lets out a choked sob. And then I hear my name on her lips.

“Colton.”

It fucking hurts — seeing her like this. My heart burns at the sight of her, looking so scared, so fragile. 

I hear the sirens in the distance, but I can only focus on my girl. She calls out my name again, almost desperately, as I approach her. She’s shaking, her fear and distress palpable. 

I take two big steps forward, dropping down to kneel beside her. “I got you, Sunshine. It’s okay.”

“He’s hurt,” she whispers weakly. 

Grayson’s swollen face is almost unrecognizable. It looks like someone took a baseball bat and bashed his face in at least a few times. And he’s covered in blood, so much that it’s soaking the ground. I don’t know how anyone can bleed this much and still be alive. Shit!

I watch his chest closely, looking for any signs of life. It rises and falls, his breathing slow and labored. He’s alive, for now. That’s all that matters until the paramedics get here. 

I return my focus to Riley. 

Cupping her tearstained face, I gently tuck her messy blonde hair behind her ears. I don’t have a chance to respond when I hear voices from behind me. From the corner of my eyes, I see the paramedics piling out from the ambulances as they rush over to where we are. Riley lets out a wounded sob as someone lifts Grayson away from her lap and she falls back into my arms.

Riley buries her face into my chest. “He can’t die, Colton. What if he dies?”

“He’s not going to die,” I soothe while holding her in my arms. My lips brush against her temple, placing a tender kiss there. “Grayson is a tough guy.”

I pray those words are not a lie. I may not like Grayson, but aside from him breaking Riley’s heart, he’s a good man from a good family. He doesn’t deserve to die.

But I need to know what the fuck happened here. I need to know who hurt my girl and why. 

A female paramedic gently approaches Riley. “Miss, I need to check your wounds. I see a nasty gash on your forehead. Where else are you hurt?” Her sympathetic gaze briefly meets mine. “Sir, I need to take a look at her.”

I know I’m in the way, but I don’t want to let her go. I don’t think I can. She’s in my arms right now, safe. Hurt, crying…traumatized, but nonetheless, alive and safe. 

It’s almost fucking laughable. I used to pride myself in being completely detached from having feelings. I was never an emotional kid, and as I became older…circumstances made me grow even more distasteful of emotions. 

But here I am: a fool, who is weak in his fucking knees for a woman who doesn’t want him. 

When I don’t immediately let her go, the paramedic gives me an impatient look. I reluctantly start to move Riley from the cradle of my embrace, but she clutches my shirt with her tiny fist. “D-don’t let go,” she whimpered. “Colton, please.”

My name on her lips — I’m damned. 

The desperation in Riley's voice has my heart aching. Her grip on my shirt tightens as if I am her only lifeline in this chaos. I just know that I will never be able to say no to anything to this girl.

“I’m right here, Sunshine. I’m not leaving, I promise. I’ll hold your hand while the paramedic checks out your injuries.”

She lifts her head, staring up at me with glassy eyes. Her pupils are dilated and there’s so much hopelessness in that dark gaze— a painful melancholy.

I cradle her right hand in both of mine, tenderly brushing my thumb over her knuckles. They are bruised, but not bleeding. Her fingers feel rough, the skin looking red and chafed. God, what has she been through?

I watch as the lady assesses Riley's injuries, her gentle touch contrasting with the seriousness of the situation. She winces as the paramedic touches the wound on her forehead, but Riley keeps her eyes fixed on me. Somehow, I feel like she’s seeking solace in my presence. I squeeze her hand reassuringly, silently promising that I won't leave her side.

As the paramedic prepares to transfer Riley to the hospital, I stand up, not letting go of her hand and following closely beside her as they wheel her out. I can't bear the thought of being separated from her, not when she's in this vulnerable state.

I’ll be what she needs right now. Even if she no longer wants me afterward.

The ambulance’s lights flash around us, casting a surreal glow over the scene. I see Grayson on another stretcher as they load him up into a separate ambulance.

Riley’s gaze finally snaps away from mine. “Is he okay?” She gasps heavily as the door closes, and we can no longer see Grayson’s limp, bleeding body.

“We’ll get you both to the hospital and you’re both going to be fine,” someone responds before I can.

Riley squeezes her eyes shut. She’s not crying anymore, but a pained expression crosses her tear-stained face.

“I’ll ride with her,” I tell the female paramedic. “She needs me.”

And I’m not leaving her side until I get answers.

Until…she lets go of my hand.

Until…she no longer wants me there.


CHAPTER THREE

Riley

It smells like death.

I hate it.

It’s loud. There are too many voices.

I hate it.

My chest hurts…I can’t breathe.

I hate how the hospital smells, the unmistakable scent of blood seeping through a veil of antiseptic. The stench of death lingers around us. Hospitals are a close second to graveyards. 

I killed a man today.

Why can’t I breathe?

Harrison, Grayson’s father, is dead. I shot him.

Maybe this is all just a nightmare. 

It feels like it.

Yeah, it’s just a bad dream…

But my thoughts are not convincing enough. 

I feel a touch on my knee, and I look down to see Colton’s hand. His thumb brushes back and forth over my knee. There’s so much tenderness in his touch that a sob chokes my throat as fresh tears leak from my eyes. I hurt him before I left…

I went to see Grayson and now he is hurt, too. Possibly dying. 

I hurt everyone around me. 

My father had been right. I really am a disaster. I was the unwanted child of my parents, and I have only brought pain to those around me. 

Unworthy. Broken. Hideous. 

I am a plague. A disease that can only harm.

That’s exactly what I am.

“Whatever you’re thinking — stop.”

His hand grasps mine, entwining our fingers together before giving my hand a gentle squeeze of reassurance. I look up, meeting Colton’s gaze. His clothes are rumpled, his hair is messy and he looks weary. I know he is, because Colton hasn’t left my side once since I called him. He held my hand while the doctors checked my injuries, when they stitched the cut on my forehead and bandaged my other wounds. 

He didn’t let go of my hand even when I was being questioned by Detective Mallik for a whole hour. I was asked to describe everything that happened in detail, not once. But three times. To two different officers and then Detective Mallik. I was questioned, over and over again. About the same damn things. 

Who shot Harrison? How did you escape? Why did you meet Grayson? Did you know anything about Harrison before today?

I answered all their questions as much as it pained me to do so. To relive everything that Grayson and I had been through at the hands of Harrison. I talked until my throat hurt, until the ache in my heart was too much to bear.

Until it felt like my soul had been wrecked beyond fixing. 

“It wasn’t your fault.” Colton holds up our entwined fingers and presses his lips against the back of my hand. His voice drops low, a deep timbre that resonates through my whole body. He sounds so calm and collected…comforting. “You’re blaming yourself, stop.”

Colton promised to stay by my side…and he did so, unwaveringly. I don’t know how I will ever thank him, or somehow repay this debt. 

But he’s wrong.

It is my fault. Grayson is hurt to this extent because he protected me. If it wasn’t for me—

My gaze shifts to the left, where Grayson’s aunt and uncle are sitting opposite from us. Mr. Hale or as he’s famously known, Judge Hale, looks worn out; his forehead is lined with worry as he frowns. Even with him looking this weary, the air that surrounds him — it’s full of confidence and self-assurance. 

His wife’s eyes are closed, but her face is puffy from crying. They both flew in from Manhattan when they received the call about Grayson’s current state. Mr. Hale glances in my direction as if he can feel me watching them. His gaze is sharp, unyielding, and I quickly look away. I can’t hold their eyes; I can’t even bring myself to look at them. 

Do they blame me?

Do they think it’s my fault that their nephew, who they love as if he is their own son, is currently fighting for his life on the operating table?

“Look at me, Riley,” Colton whispers, his eyes searching mine for any sign of understanding. “I know this has been a nightmare, but we’re going to get through this together. You’re safe now; I won’t let anything happen to you.” His words cut through the chaos in my mind, grounding me in his presence. Despite the fear and uncertainty swirling around us, I find solace in the unwavering strength he exudes. “Grayson is going to be fine.”

“He’s been in surgery for so long.”

“They have the best doctors in the country working on him. Have a little faith, Sunshine.”

Faith in who? I don’t think God has ever been on my side.

But if there is a God…

Please, please let Grayson be okay.

As we sit in the dim hospital hallway, the events of the night flood back to me in flashes. The screech of tires, the sound of shattering glass, the feeling of being tossed around like a ragdoll in the collision. Harrison’s sneers and pure, unadulterated hatred. The feel of the gun in my hand as I pull the trigger. The sound of the bullet hitting flesh. The horrid stench of blood. It all feels like a nightmare I can’t wake up from.

As the minutes tick by in silence, I let myself lean into Colton’s strength, letting go of some of the tension that has been coiled tight within me since I woke up, kidnapped and bound by Harrison. 

In the midst of all the questions and confusion, his steady presence is like an anchor keeping me from drifting away in a sea of uncertainty. I squeeze his hand back, drawing strength from his touch.

My father would have a heart attack if he were to find me like this — holding hands with who is supposed to be the enemy…finding solace in Colton Bennett in the midst of chaos.

***

I must have dozed off, because the next thing I know, I’m being shaken awake. I sit up with a gasp, my eyes landing on the doctor who has been operating on Grayson. 

Lurching forward, I come to my feet. “How is he? Is Grayson okay? Is he awake?”

The doctor rubs a hand over his face, before letting out a small sigh. “Mr. Hale’s injuries are…severe,” he starts, first focusing on Grayson’s uncle, before he meets my eyes.

When he grimaces, my heart thunders in my chest. 

“We were able to stop the abdominal bleeding, but as for the head injury, it was extremely traumatic. He has severe brain swelling and there’s damage that we have done our very best to repair.” The doctor swallows, his gaze shifting to something that looks akin to remorse. “I think you should prepare yourself in the case that he may never recover from this.”

“What are you saying?” Grayson’s aunt gasps weakly.

“Mr. Hale may never wake up—”

I don’t hear the rest of his sentence. Blood rushes between my ears with a loud roar. The world spins and cold sweat covers every inch of my clammy body. 

Grayson might never wake up. 

His brain injury is so severe…that he may end up in a coma.

Thud. 

Thud.

Thud.

Grayson Hale — my first love, the man who showed me that the world is capable of kindness. The man who walked into my life, with his big heart and beautiful smile. He was both mysteriously complicated and beautifully broken. That Grayson…may never wake up again.

To never hear his voice.

To never see his smile.

To never feel his warmth.

My stomach revolts and nausea builds. Acidic bile fills my mouth and I fight the urge to gag. Tears slide down my cheeks and my throat closes up. The disgusting feeling of sickness surges through me, clawing under my flesh like a poisoned disease.

I hear someone calling my name with urgency.

Colton maybe…

I feel his arms around me. 

Thud. 

Thud.

Thud.

The floor disappears from under my feet and my weight crashes down into the dark, never-ending abyss. My eyes roll back in my skull and…the world goes black. 

My father had been right.

I really am cursed, and anyone who ever comes close to me, will be damned.


CHAPTER FOUR

Colton

A week later

“Are you sure you don’t need me there? Say the word, Colton, and I’ll catch a plane tonight,” Lila says, sounding a little out of breath. “If Riley needs me—”

“She’s fine.”

“She is definitely not fine!” she exclaims. “She’s not picking up my calls. I’m worried about her. Is she eating? Oh my God, I should be with her right now.”

My gaze flits over to where Riley is curled up on the couch, sleeping with a pained expression on her face. She looks so small and fragile in that moment, a stark contrast to her usual fiery demeanor.

I sigh, rubbing a hand over my face. “You’re right, she’s not fine. But she will be. Right now, you need to focus on Maddox while I take care of Riley.”

Brad Coulter is dying. From cancer.

Maddox was never close with his father. In fact, my best friend hated Brad. They never got along, and if they were ever in the same room — it was a disaster of male testosterone. Years of unchecked anger and festered disappointment. Things always got ugly when son and father were together. 

The only thing fatherly Brad Coulter has ever done is fund Maddox’s lifestyle. 

Maybe that’s why Maddox and I are best friends.

Our fathers are practically alike in every way possible. I guess in some ways, Maddox and I are cut from the same cloth. We were born in the corrupted world of high-society, only to be shackled by its ambiguous rules and left to deal with the aftermath of our decaying souls.

The world only sees what we show them. 

A lavish lifestyle: we had everything we could ever dream of — wealth, prestige, power, a perfect family.

Except, it truly is only a facade. A perfect fucking lie. 

Maybe it’s a trademark for rich kids. To have shitty parents who really don’t give a shit about you because they only care about their selfish ambitions and disgusting motives.

But things changed for Maddox when he found out his father had cancer. I guess they are trying to repair their broken relationship before Brad runs out of time. So right now, my best friend needs the love of his life with him. Maddox is stronger with Lila by his side.

Maddox needs Lila.

Riley has me.

And this is exactly how it’s meant to be.

I hear Lila take a deep breath on the other end of the line; her concern palpable even through the phone. She can’t be in two places at the same time. Because while I know if I told her to be here, she’d drop everything to be by Riley’s side, but she wouldn’t want to leave Maddox alone either. 

To be here for her best friend, or to stay back for the man she loves. Lila is in a terrible predicament, with either choice leaving her with lingering guilt. She’s always been fiercely protective of Riley, and those she loves. Maddox chose the right woman for himself. 

“Maddox may not show it, but he is falling apart right now,” I say firmly. Lila has always been the glue to hold Maddox together. “He needs you more than Riley does.”

There’s a moment of silence before she finally speaks, her voice soft but resolute. “Okay, but please keep me updated on Riley. And Grayson, of course.”

I nod, even though she can’t see me. “Yes, I promise. I’ll talk to you later.” 

As we hang up, my eyes land on Grayson’s battered body on the hospital bed. The faint beeping sound of multiple monitors echoes against the sterile walls. He’s hooked up to so many damn machines. 

The doctors said he may never wake up, but his family refuses to believe that. And Riley? She’s hanging on to the hope that Grayson will pull through and he will wake up soon.

But goddamn it, the chances look bleak. 

I move to the corner of the room, where she is sleeping on the couch. She finally dozed off, after I had made sure she ate a full sandwich. My gaze slides over her weary face, taking in the dark circles under her eyes and her dry, cracked lips. Her cheeks are sunken in, and there’s a fading bruise that Harrison left on her. She looks severely pale, her skin almost translucent. 

She has lost weight, and at the same time, her resolve has slowly weakened over the last few days. Riley has barely been sleeping and she also hasn’t left Grayson’s side since he was moved from the ICU to the long-term care unit. She holds his limp hand and stares mindlessly at the wall. Sometimes she’ll talk to him, whispering words I can’t hear. 

I know she’s traumatized, hurt and guilt gnawing at her. But fuck, she’s so tender with him…in ways she’s never been with me.

I tuck the blankets around her shoulders, making sure she’s warm and comfortable before moving to the opposite couch. The private hospital room is big enough to fit ten people in here. In fact, it looks more like a hotel room than a hospital.

Money can give you comfort.

But can’t protect you from certain calamities.

Death, for example.

We’re humans, after all. Definitely not as invincible as we like to believe we are. It’s a somber thought.

“You should go home.”

I flinch at the sound of Riley’s tiny whisper. Our gazes meet and she’s looking at me with such desolation in those pretty eyes of her, my heart fucking breaks. 

“I’ll go home only if you come with me.” I cock my head to the side, waiting for her answer. 

She swallows. “I can’t leave his side.” The same damn response she has given me every time I have tried to convince her to go home. Until I stopped trying. 

“Then I’m staying,” I assert firmly. 

“Colton—”

“Go back to sleep.”

“You can’t put your life on hold because of me.”

And yet she’s putting her life on hold for him. 

“I’m parking my ass right here until you’re ready to go home. ” Until you’re ready to feel alive again. To be alive. But I don’t say those words to her. “You called me that night, and you asked me to come to you. You asked me to stay, Sunshine.”

“But—”

“Riley, this is going to be a useless conversation. You’re stubborn but so am I. Even more than you and you know that already. So, how about we both just get some sleep?”

I scrub my palm over my face and close my eyes. I can’t bear to look at that despairing expression on her face any longer. The Riley Johnson I knew is nowhere to be found. 

The bold, fiery, stubborn Riley who I enjoyed challenging. 

I guess the love of your life being in a coma will do that to someone. Turn them into this grief-stricken person that Riley is right now. 

Love of her life…

Grayson Hale.

My stomach churns at thought.

I feel her before she even reaches out to touch me. Riley brushes a stray lock of hair away from my forehead, her fingers lingering over my skin with the softest touch. I open my eyes, and our gazes collide — holding each other in our webs of confusion and uncertainty.

Time stands still for a mere second.

One captivating moment.

Thud. 

Thud.

Thud.

Her gray eyes soften in the slightest bit, and they silently convey all the unspoken words between us. Gratitude, misery, and…maybe I am stupidly delusional. 

But I see tenderness there in her gaze. For me.

“Thank you,” she murmurs softly, and I hear a hint of fondness in her voice. She lowers herself on the couch, pressing her soft and tiny body up against me. My arm instinctively wraps around her hips, because I will take every damn opportunity to touch her. To hold her. 

Riley drags the blanket over both of us, positioning herself around me until she’s almost halfway on my lap. Her arm curls around my waist. She releases a soft sigh and I feel her body relaxing against mine. 

Her lips brush against the pulse in my throat. “Thanking you will never be enough, Colton. I don’t know how to show you just how grateful I am.”

I run my fingers through the silky strands of her blonde hair. “Consider it another debt I’ll be collecting.”

I feel her smile against my skin. “You’re devious, Colton Bennett.”

My chest expands with warmth at the slightest hint of humor in her voice. “Only for you.”

She’s silent for a moment and I’m starting to think she has fallen asleep when her arm tightens around me. “I’m sorry…for that day. For hurting you.”

“It’s already forgotten.” I press my lips against her temple. “Go to sleep, Sunshine.”

I know she’s talking about the day she went to meet Grayson. 

I was so furious at her that day, but I can’t bring myself to be angry anymore. Because it doesn’t matter anymore. 

Maybe she chose Grayson that day. 

I don’t know. 

I don’t fucking care.

Riley Johnson is mine.

She’s hurting right now, miserable and distressed. But when Riley is feeling more like herself and no longer swallowed by guilt, she’ll realize she’s meant to be with me.

Maybe I’m an asshole for thinking of how to win her over while she’s grieving for her ex-boyfriend, who is in the same room as us. In a coma.

But I can’t let her go. I’ve never made a commitment to a relationship before, but now that I have — I am all in. 

I hold my girl as Grayson lies unconscious on the hospital bed.

I’ll collect my debt when it’s time. 
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