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One
Link
 
“LINK.”
I pause with my hand on the door. My anger is a living being. I can feel it slithering through my veins and pounding in my head. I can see it in the trembling of my fingers, crushing the newspaper in my grip. I can hear it in the thundering static playing inside my eardrums.
I can smell it. 
I can taste it.
That fucking bastard has been watching me. Bates went after Rocky. He showed up at Lea’s. And after what he did to me and Liv—I have to kill him. Slowly. And Anthony’s going to tell me where to find him or he can join him.
Rocky thinks she can stop me. Calm me. Make me reconsider. But she can’t. Nobody can. I’m past the point of no return. I have to do this. Can’t she see that? Can’t she understand? I won’t let her suffer Liv’s fate.
I shove the door open and keep going without a look back. If I look at Rocky—if I see the fear on her face again—I don’t know if I’ll have the strength to hold back once I have Anthony in my sights. I might beat the life out of him before I get any information from him.
“Link,” Rocky pants as her hand clamps around my bicep.
“Don’t try to stop me, Rock,” I utter through clenched teeth. “I’m doing this.”
“I’m not trying to stop you. I want to go with you.”
My steady pace falters. I stop just a few feet from my car, my gaze sliding over to hers. I narrow my eyes, my rage boiling over. “The FUCK you are.” My fingers twist into rock-like fists at the ends of coiled arms. “Take your ass back into the gym with Augie and Joe. And stay there.”
“If you’re going I’m going,” she demands.
I step up into her personal space and push her back with my chest. I point over her shoulder at the gym where Lea stands, waiting. “Go back inside, Rocky. Now.”
She raises her chin, her gaze meeting mine, unaffected by my obvious anger. “If you’re going—I’m going,” she repeats.
The last thing I’m going to do is allow her to accompany me to the house of the man who raped and murdered my girlfriend. I don’t know what the fuck she’s thinking, but it’s not happening. It already kills me that she breathed the same air as Bates. I’m not going to willingly take her to Anthony.
I scoop her up and toss her easily over my shoulder in one continuous move. There’s one solid second of shocked silence, and then a string of cuss words begin flying out of her mouth. She tries to kick at me immediately, but I catch her legs, securing them just below the knees, holding her still. I know she’s furious with me. But I’d rather her be pissed off and alive than the alternative.
“Put me down, Linken,” she hisses. A growl of outrage follows. Her small fists pound at my back futilely. If I were in any other mindset than the one I’m currently in, I’d probably laugh.
“You’re not coming with me,” I state firmly. “You’re staying here, where you’re safe and I don’t have to worry about you.”
As I near the door, Rocky pushes herself up until she’s almost straight, and slams her elbow into the side of my neck. I stumble sideways with the blow, losing my grip on her legs, and nearly drop her. 
Now that was a good hit—solid and potent. It hurts like hell and I’m proud of her—she’s been paying attention in class. But she’s still not coming with me.
With a final kick, she slides out of my grasp. And though I reach for her quickly, she slips past me with ease. “Fuck,” I breathe, rubbing my neck. I’m sure she was only trying to get loose—not hurt me—but damn it stings. I feel bad for any guy she wants to damage.
But again, she’s still not going.
Rocky circles in front of me with a smug smirk, her hands resting on her hips. “I can take care of myself.” She quirks a brow as if to drive the point home. “And I can hold you up all day long. You might as well let me come with you.”
If I didn’t give a shit about her, this would work. I’d bring her with me just for the simple fact that it’d be easier.
“Fine,” I say. I pivot on my heel and head to my car. She hurries to the passenger side, jerking the handle as I unlock my door and fall into my seat. I put the key in the ignition, starting the engine, and Rocky wiggles the handle once again.
If I didn’t care about her, now would be the moment I’d lean over and pop the lock on her door.
I look into her eyes with no apology in mine.
Her brows crinkle, and I see the moment it finally sinks in. That exact second she realizes I have no intention of giving into her ridiculous demands. She glares at me through the window, her hand clapping against glass.
I return her earlier smirk and pull away.
 



Two
Rocky
 
That son of a bitch left me.
I stand here in his empty parking space for several seconds, stunned and fuming. I’m so pissed off all I can do is watch as his car turns the corner. 
He fucking left me. 
I glance over my shoulder at Lea. She’s in the doorway looking on as Link disappears.
“Where’s your car?” I call.
She steps into the lot and nods toward a little silver Volkswagen. The car is brand new. Sleek and pretty. It fits her way too well.
“Hurry up,” I huff, waving her forward. “I don’t want to lose him.”
Lea raises a groomed brow. “I’m not involved in this—and I don’t want to be.” She fixes her purse strap over her shoulder and clicks her heels on the pavement as she stalks briskly to the driver’s side. “You don’t know me—what I’ve already lived through. There’s been too much violence in my life. I’m not chasing after a murderer. Not even for Link.”
I’m not about to let her leave me behind too. I rip the door open and slip inside next to her.
“Follow him,” I demand. “Once we get where he’s going, you can leave, but I need to stay with him. I need to make sure he’s okay.” I shake my head, looking out the window as if he’ll suddenly reappear. “He barely survived these guys last time.”
I can feel the weight of Lea’s gaze. I turn to meet her stare. She watches me with her large green eyes, doing nothing, and it only adds to my anger. I yank the keys out of her hand and place them in the ignition, starting it myself. If Link caught the light, we can probably catch up with him. I can’t waste anymore time.
“If I have to kick you out of your own car, I will,” I say through my teeth.
“You care about him,” she murmurs as she puts the car into drive and rolls out onto the street.
I shrug absent-mindedly, searching for any signs of Link. How I feel doesn’t matter right now. And in all honesty, it’s none of her goddamn business. 
I bite at my nail, my body full of nervous energy. My knee is bouncing, my heart pounding. I still can’t believe he left me like that. He’s always so big on being smart, not putting yourself into dangerous situations, protecting everyone else. But apparently none of that is supposed to apply to him. What makes him above his own rules? Two is better than one—his words. I should be with him.
When I find him—after I make sure he’s okay—I’m going to beat the shit out of him. What did he think I would do? Just sit inside the gym like a good little girl and wait for him to get himself killed?
I can’t stand by quietly and knowingly allow him to do this alone. I just…
I can’t.
The thought of a world without Link makes my heart ache. It’s hard enough to live this life. I don’t think I can keep doing it without him in it.
“Is that him?” Lea asks. I sit forward, resting my hand on the dashboard as I follow her gaze. My eyes trail over every vehicle. Finally, a block up, I see Link’s car take a right turn.
“Yes. Hurry. Get up there before we lose him again.”
“I can’t go faster than the car in front of me,” she states flatly. “Get my cell phone out of my purse and call 911.”
As tempting as that is, I learned a long time ago cops aren’t always able to help. “Link’s going after these guys to kill them, Lea, not rumble in an alley. If we call the cops, he’ll go to jail and these guys walk away once again.”
“Better jail than a funeral home,” she spits.
“This is what he’s been waiting for since the day Olivia died. You think it’s better for him to go to jail?”
Her eyes dart sideways, shooting me a look. “Yes.”
“You don’t get it.”
She rolls her eyes. “You have no idea how much I get it. But Link can’t go up against two of these guys alone. They’ll kill him.”
I look away, focusing on the cars outside the window. “That’s what he has me for,” I murmur. “I won’t let them hurt him.” 
Maybe I’m not thinking clearly. Maybe I’m too confident in myself. Maybe I’m just naïve. But I can’t help believing that Link and I together are a force to be reckoned with. 
And honestly, I have nothing left to lose.
“You’re insane,” Lea says. “Both of you.”
“Don’t knock insanity. It might be our one saving grace.”
 



Three
Link
 
I haven’t seen or spoken to Olivia’s parents since they came to visit me while I was in the hospital after the attack. I don’t have a defense for this other than I couldn’t bear to look them in the eyes. Hell, I couldn’t bear to look at them—period.
I couldn’t stomach seeing Olivia’s bright blue eyes on her mother’s face.
I couldn’t summon the strength to watch her father’s chin—so much like hers—quiver with pain.
And I couldn’t deal with the fact that it was my fault. My fault Livie was gone. My fault I would never look into her eyes or hold her in my arms again. My fault her parents didn’t get to say goodbye.
The agony I felt—that I continue to feel daily—can be nothing in comparison to what her parents are forced to live with. I can’t imagine how her father’s lips miss kissing his only daughter’s forehead. Or how her mother’s hands suffer, no longer able to caress her cheek.
A parent isn’t supposed to outlive their child.
And that’s my fault.
Because I wasn’t strong enough. Smart enough. Shrewd enough. I should have protected her. It was my job. I should have saved her. I should have…
It should have been me that night.
I should have been the one to die.
I don’t know why I was left behind. Maybe God didn’t want me. Maybe I wasn’t good enough. Maybe he only wanted another angel.
Whatever the reason—whatever the purpose—I won’t allow it to happen again. I won’t let another woman leave this planet too soon. Taken from her parents. Taken from me. If I have to, I’ll die to protect Rocky.
No matter how much she reminds me of Liv or how similar their pasts are—that’s as far as I’ll allow their courses to parallel.
I don’t recall a single second of the drive over to Anthony’s insurance agency. All I know is I’m here, throwing my car into park and stalking toward the door with purpose.
The receptionist is seated at the front desk, just like the last time I was here setting up an appointment with her boss I had no intention of keeping. Recognition flickers over her features—probably remembering how I gave her a fake name and number. I walk past her without hesitation.
“Sir,” she calls after me. “You can’t go back there without an appointment.”
I ignore her, searching the doors until I read Anthony’s name on a nameplate. Everything else fades. My vision tunnels, zeroing in on the letters—so simple and innocent—and I lose it.
I lose myself.
The door bursts inward, crashing into the wall with an earsplitting crack. I step inside, peering around the empty room.
“I’m calling the police,” the receptionist says. Her words tremble through her lips, having little effect on me.
I turn my head slowly, glaring at her over my shoulder. My fingers ache from fisting them so tightly. The newspaper crinkles audibly. I try to inhale a calming breath, but my chest feels to tight—my lungs constricted with bitterness.
“Where is he?” I seethe.
She gapes at me, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. She shakes her head, unsure how to answer.
“It’s okay, Amy,” a man says. My gaze shifts, locating the voice. Anthony stands a few feet behind her, holding out placating hands. His eyes lower to my hands, then back up to meet my stare. “It’s okay,” he says again, his voice lowering to a whisper, and I don’t think he’s talking to her anymore.
“Should—should I call the police?” Amy stutters.
“NO. No,” Anthony says, his gaze flicking from me to Amy and back again. “Everything is fine. I’m just going to step out for a little while. Cancel my appointments for the day.”
Amy hesitates, unconvinced I’m not a threat. It sobers my anger just enough for a clear thought to make its way through my head. I shouldn’t be doing this here. There are witnesses. People who can report me. Stop me.
“Outside,” I snarl.
Anthony’s eyes scan the paper in my hand again. He nods stiffly, turning on his heel. I follow him down the hall and out into the reception area. Amy watches me as she stands behind her desk. I’m sure to her I look like a maniac, coming in here and kicking in her boss’s door.
If she only knew what her boss really is—what he did. If she knew what I witnessed—what I lost—she wouldn’t look at me this way.
I’m not the bad guy.
I’m what’s left over after the bad guy is finished.
Anthony pauses just before the door. I understand his hesitance. He has no idea what fate awaits him once he steps outside. I find some satisfaction in his fear, but not nearly enough. He will never know the terror Livie faced. The horror I went through.
With this last thought, I decide exactly where I want to take him. The only place that could ever make him feel a minuscule of the agony I faced.
I’m taking Anthony back to his own home. With his wife and daughter.
 



Four
Rocky
 
Lea pulls away before I’m able to shut the car door. It slams closed on its own as she floors it out of the parking lot. I’m still looking at her taillights when I hear Link’s familiar voice.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
I turn, coming face to face with a dark-haired man, his eyes wide, his forehead beaded with perspiration. Just behind him, Link glares at me with more anger than I thought he was capable of.
“We followed you.”
The man in front of Link gulps loudly, his Adam’s apple bulging as if he’s swallowing a rock.
“We?” Link asks, his gaze darting around the lot.
“Lea dropped me off.” 
My eyes move back to the man. I recognize him from Link’s picture. I know he’s one of the men who hurt him. No, this is one of the guys who tried to kill him. Who did kill Olivia—after he raped her. 
Now that I’m here and can see Link with my own eyes—see he’s okay, I finally start to comprehend the danger he tried to warn me about. It spikes my pulse, making my heart thud against my ribs.
But I’m not afraid. Not really. Not like I probably should be. I don’t know if it’s because Link is right here and I know he’d never let this man do anything to harm me or if it’s because I’m determined to protect Link in the same way. Or maybe it’s because this man doesn’t look like a cold-blooded murderer. He looks weak. Tired. Scared. 
And though he looks terrified, he’s not being held in any way. There’s a good foot of space between the two men. There’s no gun being held to his back. No knife in sight. It’s almost as if he’s choosing to stay. To face his fate.
“She dropped you off?” Link utters. “She just left you here?”
“She doesn’t want to be involved.”
“You shouldn’t be involved either.”
“I already am.”
I hold his stare, refusing to waiver. I’ve already come this far. And the cowboy is after me too. I have just as much to lose in this situation as he does. But I know he isn’t going to see it that way.
If he wants to treat me like a defenseless woman, then I’ll act like one.
“I’m safer with you, Link. The cowboy’s still out there. Don’t leave me alone again.”
Link shakes his head, his eyes narrowing as if he’s disgusted  with me. “Get in the fucking car.” He pulls his keys out of his pocket and tosses them to me. “You can drive,” he adds.
I get in and buckle up without a word, but as I try to find the right key, I can’t help wondering if I’ve just made myself an accomplice to a soon-to-be murder.
“Get in, Anthony.”
“Where are we going?” Anthony croaks.
“Get. In.”
I watch in the rearview mirror as they both slide into the backseat. Link meets my eyes in the mirror.
“Take a left. At the second light, go right.”
I do as he says, but my gaze repeatedly returns to the mirror, watching both men.
“Where are we going?” Anthony asks again. Link doesn’t answer. Instead, he glowers at him with barely controlled fury.
Without taking his eyes off of the man beside him, Link orders me to take the next left. With this last direction, Anthony must finally understand where we’re going, because he begins to weep loudly.
“Please. No. Please.”
“Shut up,” Link growls. Then to me, “Pull into the driveway with the chalk drawings.”
“NO. Please. I’ll go wherever you want. I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t do this in front of my family.”
I gasp as I realize he’s talking to me. Our gazes lock in the mirror, and I read the terror etched into his features.
“Please. My daughter—” Anthony throws his upper half over the seat, reaching for the steering wheel. He jerks it to the side, causing us to veer onto the sidewalk and graze a row of bushes.
Link yanks Anthony back by his shirt, smashing a fist into his cheek. I correct the car, swerving back onto the street just as all hell breaks loose in the backseat. I pull to a stop, throwing the gear into park.
The Anthony who quietly complied before is gone, now replaced with a man aggressively fighting to defend his family. There’s a blur of wild punches and flying elbows. Both men attack each other with a relentless ferocity I’ve never witnessed before.
What fear can do to a person is chilling.
Anthony lands a hit on Link that knocks his head into the window. I watch the glass splinter into a large, spider web crack. He looks dazed as he places his arms on either side of Anthony, almost as if he’s hugging him.
Anthony breaks out of the hold, reversing it, and pinning Link’s arms instead. I reach over the seat, trying to break the two men apart as they continue to cling to each other, both preventing the other from landing a hit.
“Not here,” Anthony says. “You’re not going near my family.” He gets a hand free, shoving Link’s head back at an odd angle, as if he’s trying to push his face into the cracked glass.
“STOP,” I scream, pushing on Anthony’s shoulders. I curl my hands into fists and begin hitting him in the back. I claw at his neck. Link’s face grows red as he pushes back against him. It’s like two walls trying to knock each other down.
Link releases Anthony, reaching into his pocket. Taking advantage, Anthony’s able to get another hit in. His fist whacks into Link’s jaw, sending his face right into the window.
It takes me a moment to understand why Link isn’t fighting back. Why he’s allowing his blood to be spilled so easily. What’s so important in his pocket.
The image from the other night of his knife falling from his pants just a beat before the picture had floated slowly to the ground fills my mind’s eye.
I hook my fingers into Anthony’s hair, and then I twist at the same time I yank, jerking his head back and buying Link the last second he needs to tug the knife free.
I have one moment of horrifying clarity, hoping Link doesn’t actually use the knife.
Anthony stops struggling as the audible click of the blade sounds in the small confines of the car.
Link wraps his fingers around Anthony’s throat, nodding for me to let go of his hair.
“I’m going to give you the choice you never gave me,” Link says coldly. “Cooperate, and you and your family will walk away unscathed. Continue to fight me, and I will not hesitate to kill you and everyone you love.”
 



Five
Link
 
Rocky is huddled into my back as we wait for Anthony to unlock his door. He pushes it open slowly, calling out immediately for his wife. His voice cracks with dread over every syllable.
I can’t help feeling slightly relieved when there’s no reply.
No matter how much I want him to fear for his family’s life—no matter how much I want him to feel that unyielding terror—I would never do anything to harm an innocent woman or child.
“Where are they?” I ask.
“I don’t know.” He tries to turn around, but I grab his shoulder, squeezing tightly, warning him to keep going.
“Please. Don’t bring my family into this. They have nothing to do with my past. Emma’s only three. She’s innocent in all of this.”
I shove him forward. I know what he’s doing. Humanizing himself—his family. It’s all in vain. He didn’t give a shit about Liv’s innocence. I’ll never see him as anything but a murdering monster.
I begin to walk him through the house, peering into each room to verify we’re definitely alone. Rocky stays at my back the entire time, quietly following.
In the hallway, just before we come to the last two doors, Anthony shoves back against me, trying to throw me off balance.
One of the first rules in boxing—always keep a strong core balance.
His effort is in vain. I swing him into the wall, raising my knife to his face. I watch him weigh his options, trying to determine whether he can get the knife away from me before I have time to use it. I feel him tense, his muscles tightening in anticipation of whatever move he’s about to make. I press the tip of the knife into the skin just below his eye.
“I wouldn’t,” I warn. “I won’t hesitate next time. And I won’t remind you again. Next time you pull a stunt like that, I’ll fucking stick this blade into your chest and watch you bleed out.”
He doesn’t reply and I don’t expect him too. Rocky peeks into the last two rooms, giving the all clear, and I guide Anthony back through the hall, the blade tight against his throat.
We come to the kitchen last, and I figure this is as good a place as any.
Directing Anthony to the table, I kick out a chair and he sits, resting his head in his hands. His fingers tremble as he clamps them into his hair. I can hear his feet tapping out a quick, anxious beat on the tile floor. Probably counting the seconds until his wife comes home.
I drag the chair out opposite him. Rocky chooses to stay back, leaning into the wall. I prefer her there. I hate that she’s even here. That she is witnessing this. Witnessing me do this.
I have no idea what she thinks of me in this moment, but I hope she understands why I’m doing what I’m doing. I hope she understands I would never hurt his wife and daughter.
“You’ve made a nice life for yourself,” I say casually, glancing around the room. Colorful drawings align his refrigerator held up with tourist magnets. It appears Anthony traveled well over the years. Canada, Mexico, and a lot of states in-between.
I grab an apple from the bowl of fruit centered on the large wooden table and roll it in my hands.
“You appear to be doing well. You have a beautiful wife and an adorable daughter.”
Anthony’s head snaps up. His gaze meets mine, eyes wide with alarm. I can feel the cruel smile tugging on the corners of my mouth. This is what I wanted. This right here. The agonizing realization that there’s no way out. All he can do is wonder what I’ll do to him and the family he loves so much.
I lean my elbows on the table, pressing my chest into the edge. “How surprised do you think your wife will be when she comes home?”
He flinches with each of my spitted words as if every single one beats him down more and more.
I slam my fist down, hard, causing him to jump. “This should have been MINE.” 
I shove the chair back, knocking it into the wall. “This should be my house.” I kick the chair, sending it crashing to the floor on its side. I bend over and pick it up, flinging it back toward the table. 
“This should be my fucking chair. My fucking table. MY FUCKING LIFE.” 
I point to the fridge as more and more rage coils around my heart. “You don’t deserve those pictures—colored with so much adoration for a murderer.”
I step back up to the table and place my hands flat against the smooth, cool surface. Because if I don’t, I know I’ll wrap my fingers around his throat, squeezing until the life seeps out of him.
“You took everything from me,” I breathe. “Everything.”
“I’m sorry,” Anthony utters. And fuck if he doesn’t sound sincere. I can hear the tumultuous regret in his voice. But what good does his regret do for me now? It doesn’t change anything. It doesn’t bring her back or erase the past four years.
“Tell me where I can find Carter Bates,” I command.
He shakes his head slowly, as if he’s confused. “I have no idea. The only contact I’ve had with him since that night has been when he seeks me out. What he did that night… It was never supposed to go that far—”
I stop him with a menacing look. I don’t need to hear this. I can’t. Each man responsible for that night has given me some version of this same statement. It wasn’t supposed to go that far.
“How far was it supposed to go? How far was okay in your mind? Beating us? Raping my girlfriend? Was it the stabbing that was too much? Too far? Or maybe it was when you left, bought bottles of bleach, and returned to the scene of the crime to dump it over her lifeless body. Maybe it was when you all walked away and left us for dead.
“The moment you decided to wait for us, it had already gone too fucking far.”
“That was Carter. It was all Carter.” He tugs on the ends of his hair, his knuckles whitening. “He was the one who stabbed you. He stabbed your girlfriend. He was the one who bought the bleach. He made us pour it over her. We didn’t want to do it.”
His eyes dart to Rocky as if pleading with her to believe him. To understand. To sympathize. I step sideways, cutting off his view.
“Don’t fucking look at her.”
“Please, you have to believe me. I didn’t want to be a part of it. I didn’t want to kill anybody.”
Please?
He didn’t want to be a part of it?
I snap.
One second, I’m standing in front of Rocky, hiding her from Anthony’s gaze, and the next, the table is flipping into the counter, and I have my hands fisted in his shirt collar. I propel him into the wall, the plaster crumpling with the force.
I pull him toward me, and then I slam him back again. His head hits hard, making a fleshy thudding sound.
“He didn’t make you rape her, you fucking piece of shit.” I slide my thumbs up until they rest on each side of his windpipe, and I press. “He didn’t make you walk around free for all of these years. He didn’t make you stay silent. You should have turned yourself in. You should be rotting in prison.”
“Link,” Rocky says, a plea clear in her tone. “Stop.”
“You weren’t there. You didn’t see what they did. What he did.” I choke over my words as the image of Olivia invades.
“You didn’t hear them laughing,” I rasp, shaking my head as tears blur my vision. “They laughed at her when she screamed. What kind of animal finds joy in terrifying a woman? He enjoyed it, Rocky. You don’t understand. Her lips were shivering. She was cold and naked on the icy ground.” I push my fingers deeper into his flesh. He tries to shove me away. He’s probably been doing it for a while now, but I can hardly feel it.
“When Olivia reached for me—when we touched for the very last time—this bastard kicked our hands apart. He couldn’t even allow us that.
“And then he unzipped his pants. 
“Do you know what my last memory of that night is?” I look into Anthony’s eyes, now red form the bursting blood vessels.
“You climbing on top of my girlfriend—the woman I loved with all my heart—and violating her as she whimpered her pleas for you to stop.”
I release him, letting him fall to the floor. He wheezes, gasping and gagging as he fights for air.
“Tell me how to find Bates or I will make you understand firsthand what I witnessed that night.” I peer down at him, making sure he hears my next words. “You have a lovely wife. It would be a shame for her to be punished for your sins.”
 



Six
Rocky
 
Seeing Link break down like this rips my heart to shreds. I’ve never watched someone relive their pain like this before. But I feel every ounce of his anguish.
“I swear,” Anthony says, his voice hoarse and raspy, “I have no idea where Carter is. I don’t have a number. I don’t have an address. I’ve never wanted to look for him. But if you give him time, he’ll contact me. He always does.”
“What do you mean?” Link demands.
Anthony rubs his throat, eyeing Link as he paces in front of him. “He shows up randomly. Checking in. Making sure I’m keeping my mouth shut about that night. With Steve killing himself—his picture in the paper and the connection to you with those articles he kept—Carter will come for me, reminding me to ignore any conscience I might be struggling with.”
Link stares Anthony down, contemplating his words.
I don’t understand the sound I hear until Anthony’s face pales and his eyes widen with horror.
A little girl skips into the kitchen, humming to herself. Her shoes skid to a stop as her eyes trail over the mess Link made in his rage. And then she looks at each of us, one at a time, her gaze finally landing on her dad, still sprawled on the floor. He raises a hand as if he’s trying to grab her or push her away. I’m not sure which.
“Emma, did you take your shoes off?” A woman who can only be Anthony’s wife comes around the corner directly behind the girl, flipping through the stack of mail in her hand.
“NO,” Anthony screams. “RUN.” He propels himself to his feet, leaping toward Link.
The woman sucks in a startled breath, dropping the envelopes to the floor. She reaches blindly for her daughter, curling her other hand protectively around her belly.
As Anthony plunges into him, Link brings his hand up defensively. The solid length of his forearm connects with Anthony’s chin, snapping his teeth together loudly.
Link grabs Anthony’s wrist, twisting until the man falls to his knees, his face distorted with pain. Link kicks him away, pulling the knife from his pocket once again.
“Bethany,” Anthony says carefully, his voice gravelly. His eyes flick rapidly between his wife, his daughter, and Link. “Take Emma and go. Get out of here.”
Link moves quickly, stepping between Bethany and Emma. My heart pounds in my chest. I don’t want to believe Link would ever hurt either of them—but I have no idea the lengths he’ll go to at this point.
“Bethany,” Link says softly, “I need you to come have a seat beside your husband. Now.” He places his hand on Emma’s shoulder, making sure her mother can see the knife. Bethany cries out, doing as she’s told.
“Please don’t hurt my little girl,” she begs between sobs. Emma begins to cry, witnessing her mother’s tears.
I want to cover my ears. I want to close my eyes—block all this out. I want to be anywhere but here. I can’t do this. I can’t watch Link do this. I can’t watch him torture this poor woman and her daughter.
“I’m not going to hurt her,” Link murmurs. My head snaps to him because I think he’s talking to me. That he somehow read my thoughts. But he’s staring at Bethany, his face a mask of regret. “I don’t want to hurt either one of you.”
We’re at a stand-off now. Anthony and his family have no clue what Link will do—what he’s capable of—and that makes for an even worse situation. Desperate people do crazy things to protect their loved ones. And a desperate man can do even crazier things to avenge his.
“Get up,” Link tells Anthony. The words no sooner leave his mouth before Bethany is sobbing again.
I can’t watch this. I’m just not made that way.
“Link,” I breathe. “There’s a better way. There has to be.”
“What other way is there, Rocky?”
I glance between the men, my mind spinning. “He said Carter will contact him. We can wait for that to happen.”
Link shakes his head, his brows crinkling. “You really think he’s going to tell me? He won’t. He’ll tell Bates. And Bates will come for us. For you.”
I point at Bethany, her hair sticking to her face, wet with tears as she stares at her daughter, so close but so far away. “If you walk out of this house with her husband or child, she’ll call the police. How far will you get then?”
Link squeezes his eyes closed. His chest rises and falls quickly. “He has to pay for what he did.” His voice is full of misery and indecision. My heart bleeds for him. I understand his need to punish Anthony. I do. I feel it every day for Garrett.
But this isn’t the way.
I look into Emma’s sweet, little face—at how terrified she is—and I know she doesn’t deserve this, no matter what her father has done. Link is going too far.
“Then make him pay,” I say. “But not like this.” I look around the room, taking it all in. There has to be something else we can do. My eyes meet Bethany’s. She reaches over, taking Anthony’s hand. And all I can think about is what Link just told me. How Anthony kicked his hand away from Olivia’s before he raped her. How he tore them apart. How he denied them that last comfort.
I dip my chin, nodding to Bethany. “Tell her,” I say with certainty. “Tell her what her husband did to you and Olivia.” I look back to Link, meeting his gaze. “I can’t think of worse punishment than the way she’ll look at him for the rest of their lives.”
 



Seven
Link
 
The amount of pleasure I take from the thought of Anthony’s wife cringing at his touch is almost scary. I’ve traumatized this woman and her child so much already, but Rocky’s right. Forcing him to face what he did in the form of his wife’s disgust is a much better punishment than death. He’ll have to live with this for the rest of his life.
“I promise you, nobody will hurt you or your daughter,” I say to Bethany as I pull Emma toward me. “But what I’m about to tell you isn’t meant for a child’s ears.”
“No,” Bethany cries, unsure of what I’m about to do. My gut twists with her pleas. I realize, in this moment, in her eyes, I’m the monster.
“Rocky, take Emma into the other room,” I say, my voice scraping like sand paper. “Keep her where her mom can see her, but turn the TV on so she can’t hear what I’m about to say.”
Rocky nods, taking Emma from me quickly. Though I shouldn’t be, I’m grateful she insisted on coming with me. This could have gone a much different way if she hadn’t.
I kneel so I can look into Bethany’s eyes as I relay the story of the night my world came crashing down. I want her to see my pain. I want her to know every word I say is true.
“Please don’t,” Anthony husks. “I’ll go with you. I’ll do what you want. I’ll find Bates. Just don’t…don’t…” He glances at his wife, his eyes wild with fear. 
“Don’t do this,” he repeats, his voice taking on an edge of anger.
I tighten the knife in my grip, resting my hand on my leg, reminding him of its presence. He winces, pushing his back into the wall. Bethany understandably panics at the close proximity, gasping and crying.
I stand, taking her arm as I go. I pull her to her feet as tenderly as I can with her struggling against me. I right a chair several feet away from Anthony and guide her into it. I pick another one up and set it in front of her, taking a seat.
“I met and fell in love with the most beautiful girl in the world when I was fifteen years old.” I glance over at Anthony, warning him to keep quiet. “I was so in love. Olivia was—she was everything to me. I built my life around her. And maybe I counted on her too much. Maybe I loved her too deeply. Because the day she was murdered was the last day I was happy.” I pause, knowing this has changed recently. I’ve begun to feel bits of joy in Rocky’s presence. Little pieces of contentment and pleasure. Something I was sure I’d never know again. But that’s not the story I’m telling right now.
“Four years ago, I was in my sophomore year of college. Livie was a freshman.” I smile weakly as I picture her smiling face. “I had just bought an engagement ring—I was going to ask her to marry me the following weekend when we went home for Christmas break. But I never got the chance.
“Four men approached us after a movie. These men, they beat us, they took turns repeatedly raping Livie, and they stabbed us both over and over again.” My voice gives out on the last word. I’ve told this story several times, but it’s as hard today as the first time.
Bethany gapes at me, not sure what to think. But I can see she’s an intelligent woman. I can see she knows where I’m heading with this. I can also see she doesn’t want to believe it.
“Olivia died. I didn’t.” I shake my head, still unable to understand how God could possibly make that decision.
I glance around the room, locating the newspaper I brought with me. I scoop it up and place it in Bethany’s lap. I point to the article about Morrison.
“Do you recognize him?”
“Stop,” Anthony snarls.
I ignore him, repeating the question. “Do you recognize this man?”
Bethany looks down, a crease forming between her eyebrows. “That’s Steve.” She looks to her husband, but he doesn’t notice. His head is in his hands again, his eyes locked on the floor, unable to face his wife.
“I don’t understand,” she whispers.
But I know she does.
I point again. “This is Olivia. She was gorgeous, wasn’t she?” I keep going, not expecting a reply. “And that’s me.” I point one last time, showing her the part in the article where it explains the possible connection between my case and Steve Morrison. Her eyes move over the words, taking them in, absorbing them like the poison they are.
“Steve was one of the men that night. He was one of the four, Bethany. Do you know Aaron Woods?”
Her eyes pop up to meet mine. She nods, her head bouncing jerkily.
“He was also one of the men from that night. What about Carter Bates? Do you know him?”
She seems confused for a moment, as if trying to place him. She glances at Anthony. “I met him once when he showed up at Emma’s birthday party last year. I only remember because Greg got so angry.”
I nod. “He was also one of the men that night.”
Bethany begins to cry again. Silent tears roll down her cheeks, landing in splotches on her shirt.
“Your husband and his friends raped my girlfriend right in front of me.”
“No,” she utters. “He wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t.”
I sit back in the chair and direct my gaze on Anthony. He hasn’t even tried to deny it. But Bethany so desperately wants to believe in his innocence. He doesn’t deserve it.
“He wore a red Cleveland Indians coat that night. I remember because when I tried to pull him away from my girlfriend, my fingers slipped off the satiny material.” I keep looking at him, waiting for him to take ownership of his actions. 
“Do you still have it?” I ask. “Do you still have the coat you wore while you raped my girlfriend?”
He raises his head sluggishly and finally looks at his wife. She shakes her head, her lips trembling, recognition in her teary eyes. Anthony clenches his jaw tightly and shifts his gaze to me. 
“No. I burnt it before Emma was born.”
It takes everything inside of me not to hurl myself at him. Instead, I turn my attention back to Bethany. The sickened shock and revulsion evident on her face makes my next breath come easier. It was like someone had been sitting on my chest, the pressure restricting me from ever getting a good, deep lungful of air. And now that pressure has finally been lifted.
“Greg?” Bethany murmurs his name like a question, but we all know she already has her answer. She stands, her hands shaking as she covers her belly.
“Did you do it? Did you rape someone? Did you kill someone?”
Anthony stares at his wife, his face devoid of emotion except for the moisture pooling in his eyes.
And it’s all the answer she needs.
“How could you do that? How…?” She shakes her head, at a loss for words. “Four years ago? While I was pregnant with your child? You raped and murdered a woman, and then came home and slept in our bed? You lied next to me—your wife—after that?” She cups her hand over her mouth as if fighting the urge to be sick, her eyes wide with horror.
Anthony turns his head, refusing to look at her once again.
“They took everything that mattered from me that night,” I husk. “And Carter Bates is still doing it.” I look into Bethany’s eyes and decide to be wholly honest with her.
“The woman sitting with your daughter was attacked by Bates just a few nights ago. And this morning, he approached another woman—a friend of mine.”
“He’s not going to stop,” Anthony spits. His eyes slit into a glare as he stares at me with loathing. “And now he’s going to come after my wife and daughter. You have no idea what you’ve done.”
“What I’ve done?”
“The reason he showed up at my daughter’s birthday party was to remind me that he could. To remind me to keep my mouth shut or there’d be consequences. If he finds out Bethany knows, he’ll kill her too.”
“Because of YOU,” Bethany bellows. Her fingers curl into fists as she looks into her husband’s eyes, seeing him for what he really is. “How could you do this? How could you hurt that woman? You’re sick.” She lunges at him, slapping him across the face. His head jerks to the side, but he doesn’t move in any other way.
“You put your daughter in danger. All this time—and you never told me. You never warned me.” She inhales a stuttered breath and continues. “That man came to our home. He walked right up to our daughter and wished her a happy birthday. He could’ve—” She stops suddenly as if she can’t bear to go on.
She turns her attention to me, her eyes full of moisture. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “I’m so, so sorry.” She shakes her head repeatedly as if she still can’t quite make sense of it.
It’s understandable. Up until a few minutes ago, she thought her husband was a normal man. A loving husband and doting father. I’m sure she never imagined what he was capable of. It’s definitely hard to understand. I lived it and I can’t make sense of it.
“I know you think he might deserve it, and maybe he does…” Bethany presses her lips together as the tears spill over. “I’m sure there’s a special place reserved for him in Hell. But, please, don’t kill him. We can call the police. He can turn himself in. Please, don’t kill him
in front of his daughter.”
Her request catches me off guard. It shouldn’t, but it does. Hearing a woman beg for her husband’s life is something I will never, ever forget. This day will haunt me for the rest of my life.
“I’m not going to kill him,” I say slowly. “And I don’t want him to turn himself in.”
Her brows draw together in confusion. “He has to face what he did,” she insists. “He needs to tell the police and they need to arrest Aaron and Carter. I can’t live like this—in fear of my own husband. Afraid his friends will come for me or my children.”
I nod. “I understand that. And I want that too. But if you give me some time—just a couple of days—I can make sure you’ll never have to fear those men again. I can end this.”
Her eyes flick over my face, trying to make sense of what I’m saying.
“Is there somewhere safe you and your daughter can stay for a few days? Once Bates contacts your husband, and I do what I need to do, then you can call the police.” I take a cautious step toward her. “Please,” I say. “I can’t take the chance of Bates getting away. Of him hurting another person. He has to be stopped.” I glance over my shoulder at Rocky, meeting her gaze for a quick moment. “She’s all I have left in the world now and I can’t risk losing her too.”
Bethany closes her eyes, letting the tears drop form her lashes. I know what I’m asking is too much. But if it will protect her and her daughter too…
She wipes the teardrops away with the back of her hand and takes a long, deep breath before answering.
“Give me your word you won’t hurt Greg.”
I nod again. “I swear it. I just want Bates.”
“You’ll make sure these other men can never hurt anyone again? Emma will be safe?”
“Yes.”
She turns away, heading for her daughter. “I’m taking Emma and I’m going to my parents. You have two days before I turn my husband in to the police.” 
 



Eight
Rocky
 
I’m at a loss for words as we leave the Anthony’s house. I climb into the car, trying to decide if Link won or lost today. He didn’t kill anyone, but he still got his revenge. But a family was torn apart in the process. The drive back to Link’s house is heavy with silence as I weigh this. I think it’s better for Bethany to know who her husband is. I just feel like she could have found out in a better way.
And then I nearly laugh at the absurdity. Because there is no better way—no right way—to find out the man you’ve been sharing a bed with, the man you swore to love until the day you die, the man who fathered your children, is a cold-blooded murderer. A rapist. A liar.
I reach over and take Link’s hand, securing my fingers between his. He looks down at our hands, then back to the road. He doesn’t look at me.
We pull into his driveway, but neither of us even attempts to get out. It’s been a draining day and it’s not even noon yet. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with the rest of my day, but I know I can’t go back to work and sit by myself in that little office.
He pulls his hand away from mine and scrapes his fingers over his head, sighing heavily before opening the door and heading up to the house. That sigh represents exactly how I feel. I follow him inside, fighting to ignore the churning in my stomach.
Link sinks into the couch and peers up at me. “It’s not safe for you here anymore.”
“It’s not safe for me anywhere,” I say. Bates found Lea. What makes him believe he doesn’t already know where I live? “I’m safer here, with you, than I am alone in my apartment.”
“You should stay with Joe. Or go stay with your parents for a while.”
“I’m not doing that,” I say firmly. “I won’t pull my family into this.”
Link closes his eyes, his chest rising with a long breath. “What I did today… I don’t want to be that person. What you saw—the way I terrified that woman, that little girl—that’s not who I want to be.”
“What I saw today was difficult to watch. But completely necessary. Link, you may have saved that woman’s life. Her children’s lives. She needed to know who Anthony really was.” I shake my head, disgusted as I replay the scene in my mind.
“He was married.”
Link’s eyes pop open, meeting mine. His jaw clenches, the muscles performing their usual dance along his cheeks.
“She was pregnant with his child when he chose to… When he did what he did to Olivia. Maybe he’s changed. Maybe his daughter made him a different person. But in my experience, it’s very rare for a person to change who they are deep down. Either way, Bethany deserved to know the truth. That’s what I saw today.”
I lower myself beside him and place my hand on his arm. He blinks at me, shaking his head.
“I know she needed to know. And telling her has lifted a huge weight off my chest. But seeing the pain and fear I evoked in her…” He looks down at my hand on his arm offering him my support. “I don’t know how you can stand to touch me. I don’t know how you even stomach to look at me after what you witnessed today. Livie would be so angry with me. She would be appalled by what I did. Too sickened to be near me.”
“I’ll never stop wanting to touch you, Link. I’m pretty sure you’re the only one I want to touch for the rest of my life.” I slide my hand down until I can lock my fingers with his. “I don’t think that’s true about Livie, either. I don’t believe she wouldn’t want to be near you. I don’t see how it’s possible. But it doesn’t matter because I’m not her,” I murmur. “And she’s not here.”
As soon as the words leave my mouth, I wish I could take them back. He knows she’s not here. That’s what this is all about. What the last four years have come down to. He doesn’t need me to add to his pain by reminding him.
Link’s eyes land on mine again, his head tilting in puzzlement. “She’s always here.”
My stomach rolls. My pulse hammers under my skin. Those three little words are the hardest slap of reality I’ve ever encountered. She’s always here. And she always will be. No matter what happens, no matter how much he opens himself up to me or me to him, I will always be standing in the shadow of his dead girlfriend.
“Then there will never be room for me,” I whisper, more to myself than to him. He’s made it clear from the beginning, but for some reason, until this moment, I didn’t fully understand. There will never be enough room in his heart for me. It will always be hers.
I push myself forward, ready to bolt because I feel the all too familiar sting of hot tears filling my eyes. Link grabs my arm, holding me in place. He stares at me as if he’s bewildered by my words—shocked to see moisture in my eyes.
“I’m trying to make room for you. More and more every day. I didn’t expect this. I didn’t want this. I’m still trying to accept it. I never thought I would be able to find any form of happiness again. You snuck up on me. So you have to understand it’s going to take time.” He slides his hands up until they’re cupping my jaw. His thumbs brush over my lips once, twice. He draws me closer, his mouth a breath away from mine.
I focus on the only part that counts. The part where I make him happy.
“Give me time, Rocky, please. When Liv died, I never thought I’d know any kind of life again. But I’m starting to see a future for myself. Something outside of my vengeance. One with you.”
Link closes the distance, touching his lips to mine. He doesn’t do this. He doesn’t kiss. I wait for him to pull away just as he’s done every time before, but instead, he uses the pressure of his mouth to push mine open. After a quick moment of shock, I gladly surrender to him, greedily taking whatever he’s willing to give.
The first sweep of his tongue, wet and warm against mine, sends a shiver of desire straight to my core. I clutch his neck, my fingernails digging into his flesh as I mimic his mouth’s movements.
Link tugs my shirt, but I’m reluctant to give up his lips. Now that I’ve finally experienced what his mouth can do, I never want it to end. He tries to pull back and I come with him, keeping my mouth sealed to his. He places both hands back on my cheeks, holding me in place.
“I want you naked,” he says before touching his lips to mine again for a soft, quick kiss. “I can’t take off your clothes while I’m kissing you.” He cocks his head to the side as if in thought. “At least not your shirt.” He grips the hem and slides it up and over my head.
As soon as it hits the floor, I jerk his shirt off and slam my lips back into his. The way he tastes is addictive and he is my drug of choice.
Link doesn’t stop kissing me as he unhooks my bra and unbuttons my jeans. He doesn’t stop as he removes each piece of my clothing or as I do the same to him. When he removes his lips from mine, it’s to pull me to my feet and tow me into his bedroom.
He lies back on the bed, opening his arms to me. I wish I could freeze this moment. Lock it up and hold onto it forever. This peaceful moment of peer happiness.
I pull the ponytail from my hair and crawl up the bed, climbing on top of his thighs. My hand automatically goes to his rough cheek. He nuzzles into my touch, his days worth of facial hair scratching my palm in a way that I feel in all of my girly places. I lean in until my nipples are pressed firmly to his chest and I slide my tongue over his closed lips. He opens immediately, inviting me in, but I’m not done feasting on the soft, plump skin.
I sink my teeth into his bottom lip, biting gently. He releases a deep growl, his fingers twisting into my hair. I move down and kiss his chin in exaggerated, slow movements before I bite there as well. I continue a pattern of unhurried, easy kisses and nibbles down his neck, his chest, and onto his taut stomach. As I circle my tongue around his belly button, I feel his hardened cock pulsing and twitching against my bare breasts. I push my arms against my tits and glide them up and down the length of his erection as I continue to lavish his stomach.
Link moans loudly, his muscles tightening under my lips. I keep going, placing openmouthed kisses along his hip bones. I rest my hands on his thighs and run my tongue over the perfect V of his obliques before dropping lower, sweeping kisses along his pelvis bone.
I don’t recall ever taking my time on a man’s body like this, loving every inch of him with my own body. My movements are languid. I have no desire to rush. If I could draw this out for the rest of the day, I would. The only thing stopping me is the aching between my legs, growing more uncomfortable with each of Link’s pleased groans.
I slide down until my mouth is hovering over his erection. I let my breath caress the head as I lick my lips in anticipation. And then I meet Link’s eyes as I lick him from the base of his shaft all the way to the tip. He fists his hands into my thick locks, tugging just enough to make me cry out in pleasure.
“Fuck,” he hisses between his teeth. His heated gaze rakes over me before pausing on my mouth. It’s clear what he wants. And I want to give it to him. I want to be the one that makes him feel good today. Tomorrow. And every day after.
I wrap my lips around his cock and take him into my mouth. His hips buck once, driving him deeper. I hum my approval eliciting a panted breath to burst from his lips.
Keeping the pace deliberately unhurried, I glide up and down, indulging in my desire to gratify him.
Link pushes loose strands of my hair back, making sure nothing obstructs his view as he watches attentively, enthralled by the way my mouth craves him. I skim my fingertips over his stomach, bumping along his six-pack, and then back down to knead the firm muscles in his thighs.
His cock thickens in my mouth and I know he’s close. But I’m not ready for this to be over yet. I pull back, wiping the moisture from my chin, and crawl over top of him once again.
There are so many things I want to say to him. But I still don’t know how to translate my feelings into words, so I show him instead. I press my lips to his hungrily, expressing how much I want him, need him, care for him.
I reach behind me, stroking his length as I devour his mouth. He murmurs approvingly, raising his ass off of the bed, pushing into my hand.
My body is on fire, craving more and more from this man. I guide him inside of me, taking him all the way in until he’s stretching and filling me, and then I begin to move against him. His hands grind against my skin as he drags them down to my hips, encouraging me to go faster.
I refuse, insisting on the tortuously leisured pace I’ve set from the very beginning. Now that he’s easing the ache, I’m going to stretch this out as long as I possibly can.
With a growl, Link grips my ass, his fingers piercing into my flesh as he directs me up and down his length.
“You feel so good,” he husks. “So fucking good, Rocky.”
The way my name rolls off his tongue makes my muscles quiver. I kiss him again, unable to fight against my addiction. Our tongues glide against one another, teeth nipping, lips growing numb. One by one, Link slides my feet on top of his thighs, running his fingers over the arches as our kiss morphs into something almost animalistic. I naturally flex my hips faster, dropping myself down harder. I want him deeper.
As if sensing exactly what I need, Link rolls us, taking over. He heaves me right up against him so that my ass is pressed tightly against his legs, and he drives into me. His hand cups my breast, squeezing hard, and he lowers his mouth to my nipple, sucking relentlessly.
My eyes fall closed as I feel my orgasm taking hold of me. I’m so close to bliss. My heart is racing, my muscles tightening in eagerness of what’s soon to come.
“You’re so fucking gorgeous when you’re about to come.”
I blink up at him to find him watching me, his gaze flicking over my face, trying to take in as much as he can. His eyes are that steely grey, no color and every color all at once. I love his eyes so much. They pin me in place to this very second—the second I realize I may love more than his beautiful features.
I knew it was possible this day would come. I just didn’t think it would come so soon. I don’t know how to protect myself. Once you give your heart to someone, it’s theirs to do with as they please.
My fingers tremble as I place my hand over his heart. Over Olivia’s name, branded into his skin. This is hers, but I want it to be mine.
His eyes drop to his chest, his movement slowing. His hand shells mine, the muscles taught, strained. I see the pain in his eyes, but I have no idea what it means. Is it because he knows his heart will never belong to me? Is it just because he simply misses her? 
I don’t want to know. I’m not strong enough.
His eyes shift back to meet mine. He pulls my hand off of his chest, turning it so he can place a kiss into my palm. And then he brings his mouth to mine.
“Time, Rocky,” he whispers against my lips. “I just need time.”
I shudder, forcing a nod. He kisses me again, his tongue slipping between my lips and seeking out mine. I’ll give him whatever he needs for as long as he lets me.
 



Nine
Link
 
I wake to my phone buzzing across the nightstand. Rocky’s head rests on my chest, her hair a silky blanket. I smile, sliding my hand over her soft locks, savoring the texture against my skin. And I know I want to continue to wake up this same way every day.
My cell buzzes again and I scoop it up, careful not to wake Rocky from her peaceful sleep. She doesn’t get many of those.
A shot of adrenaline spikes my blood when I make out the name on the caller ID.
Anthony.
I glance at the clock, realizing it’s just past one in the morning and I know what this call must mean. I don’t think he’d contact me at this hour—or at all—unless it has something to do with Bates.
“Yeah?” I rasp, my throat thick with sleep, my tone clipped with the repulsion I still feel toward both of the men.
“Carter’s at my door,” he says quietly. “He’s never come by this late. He knows. He has to know Bethany isn’t here. And if he knows she isn’t here, he probably suspects why. Get here now.”
The call ends with that, and I freeze up, staring at the phone in my hand. Four years of waiting ends right now. It’s finally here, everything I’ve been working toward.
I slide out from under Rocky, guiding her head to the pillow. She snuggles into the blanket. I hold my breath, watching her for a moment. So much has changed for me recently and she’s the cause. There’s a part of me that honestly believes I might be able to finally move on after I finish this tonight. I brush the hair from her face and place a light kiss to her forehead.
As I dress quickly, I consider leaving Rocky a note, letting her know where I’m going, but dismiss the idea immediately. It’s better—safer—for her not to know.
Making sure I have the knife I’ve carried with me daily for so long now, tucked into my front pocket for easy access, I hurry out the door.
 
***
 
Anthony’s house is dark when I pull up front. There isn’t a single window illuminated and this is the first hint that something is amiss. My first instinct is they’re waiting in there, together, to take me down. And once they’ve done that, they’ll go after Rocky, silencing all witnesses.
I sit inside my car for much too long, trying to plan accordingly. I review the basics of self-defense, envisioning the most lethal attacks, playing them out in my mind. It’s going to be tricky to take down two, especially if they’re hiding, laying in wait. I run through the layout of Anthony’s house, reminding myself of any ideal places they can conceal themselves.
I remove the knife from my pocket, flipping the blade open, and head for the door.
When I step onto the small porch area, I notice the door is slightly ajar. This is definitely wrong. Alarm bells sound inside my head, now for a new reason. I push the door open slowly, letting my fingers slide against the wood. I brace myself, ready for anything.
I stand just inside, giving my eyes time to adjust to the darkness. The living room is empty, nothing seeming out of place, so I move into the hallway. I glance toward the bedrooms, all the doors that way standing open. I pivot on my heel, moving quietly into the kitchen. And then I hear it.
The low, guttural sound of a man wheezing, fighting for air.
Bare feet extend from the other side of the counter. As I round the island, my heart is pounding against my ribcage. I don’t know what to expect. I don’t know if it’s a trap. I don’t know if someone is acting as a decoy while someone else waits to pounce.
Anthony holds a kitchen towel to the middle of his stomach. I honestly cannot tell what color the towel originally was—it’s now filled with Anthony’s blood. He raises his hand, reaching for me with trembling, red-stained fingers.
“Where is he?” I murmur, readying the blade in my fisted hand.
Anthony opens his mouth, uttering incoherently. I step closer, trying to understand him.
“Please,” he croaks.
“Where is Bates?”
“You promised.” His eyes flutter as if he’s losing the battle to hold them open. “You promised Bethany…” His eyes close again, longer this time.
The only promise I care about in this moment is the one I made when I swore to protect Rocky. To keep her from knowing the same fate as Livie.
“Tell me how to find him, Anthony,” I hiss.
The hand, still stretched out toward me shifts slightly, his finger extending. I turn quickly, expecting to find Bates behind me, but the room is still empty. And then I see it. A small pink pair of woman’s panties, hanging from the doorknob to the back entrance.
It takes me a second to comprehend, but then I recall Rocky, her hair soapy in the shower, telling me about the memento Bates kept after she met him at the bar. The fact that they’re now hanging from the backdoor, waiting for me to find them, is a clear message.
I can’t breathe.
I can’t fucking breathe.
Bates has been playing with me this whole time, controlling me like a puppet. He set me up and I walked right into it. 
It’s happening again. 
He’s going to kill her.
He’s going to kill her and I’m not there to protect her.
“Help me,” Anthony gasps.
I want to leave him bleeding to death on his kitchen floor, but I don’t even consider it. I snatch the cordless phone off the wall and toss it to him.
“Tell the police who did this and send them to my house.”
 



Ten
Rocky
 
The hallway is empty. Deserted. My shoes squeak against the shiny linoleum as I hurry toward the muffled voices of two hundred of my fellow students. I duck into the locker room to straighten my messy hair and wash the dried paint from my hands.
Muted cheers erupt as I push the door open and head for the gymnasium. I peer through the small window separating me from the rest of my class. I’m so late. I should be in there, cheering my peppy ass off.
Hands skim along my hips before gripping my waist. I’m tugged back against a hard chest. I gasp, surprised. I try to turn, but the grip on my hips tightens. I open my mouth to protest, but nothing comes out.
I try to pull away again, struggling to free myself.
I shoot upward, panting, as I slide my hand across the bed in search of Link’s warm comfort. After a bad dream, just the feel of his skin is enough to calm me. 
The bed is empty. Cold. 
Lonely.
Securing the sheet around my body, I shuffle sleepily toward the door. This isn’t the first time I awoke alone in his bed, but I need him right now. This nightmare wasn’t as bad as usual—they seem to be getting better each day—however, the thought of pressing myself into Link’s solid chest is too tempting to resist.
I open the door and peer down the hall, a little surprised to find it dark. Usually I can follow the flickering blue light of the TV or the pale white glow of his laptop. I keep my hand on the wall to ensure I don’t run into anything.
I catch his form passing in front of the window from the corner of my eye. I smile, moving toward him instantly.
“Couldn’t sleep?” I murmur, stopping in front of him. He doesn’t answer me and I reach for him like an addict needing her fix. Just one touch will set me right, make me feel normal again. My fingers meet the soft material of a t-shirt, and then the toned, wiry frame underneath.
Not Link’s thick, muscular structure. Not the body I take comfort from.
The scent hits me then. Something musky and smoky. Not the inviting crisp scent I’ve come to adore.
Not Link’s soothing scent.
I suck in a startled breath, a shiver of panic rocking my body. My feet stumble over the sheet as I try to backtrack. I trip, falling to my hands and knees, but I don’t stop. My fear keeps me moving, crawling along the floor, desperate to get away.
He grabs a handful of my hair, yanking, and halting the little progress I was able to make. I reach back blindly, trying to pry myself loose. My hands wrap around his wrists futilely.
“Settle down, Cowgirl. The more you fight, the more it turns me on. I don’t have time to play with you right now. Your boyfriend’s gonna be back soon.”
No.
NO.
Link’s not here?
Where is he?
Tears fill my eyes, spilling over quickly and sliding down my cheeks in hot trails. Because I’m alone. Because I can’t survive this again. Because I can only imagine what Bates is going to do to me.
I whimper, choking on my terror.
He jerks my head back as his other hand skates down my stomach. He slips under the sheet, his fingers sliding lower until he’s cupping my most intimate place. I freeze, willing my limbs to move—to fight—as he caresses me. Just as I think I can’t take another second, he drops his hand.
“You smell like sex,” he whispers into my ear. His breath is hot and moist against my skin, causing me to shudder with loathing and disgust. He lifts his hand, inhaling deeply, and sighing as if savoring my scent.
Bile rises in my throat.
“What do you think he’ll do when he realizes you’re gone?”
The small black and white photo of Olivia in the newspaper flashes in my head like a beacon. Bates is going to do to me exactly what he did to her. And Link—God, Link—he’s going to have another woman ripped from his life. Just hours after he told me he was beginning to see a future with me.
I don’t want to die.
The next set of tears that fall are for Link. For the future he and I are supposed to have. And because I know he can’t live through this again, either.
“Why are you doing this?” I cry.
He chuckles, the sound mocking. “It’s all closing in now, sweetheart. We had a good thing going—nobody knew who we were. Then Steve had to fuck it all up. Useless, weak piece of shit. If I’m going down, I’m going to take as many as I can with me.”
I jerk away from Bates, unwilling to go easily. Link’s words play in my head, focusing me. If Garrett or Bates or any other guy comes after you, you’re going to kick their fucking ass. You’re going to know exactly where to hit. How hard to hit. What position works best. You’re going to know how to kill them.
I’m going to do what Link has been teaching me to do. I’m going to use the skills he gave me and I’m going to make this fucker suffer.
With a quick flick of my wrist, I drop the sheet, lowering the only shield I had. However, this gives me a few advantages. Like the fact that his eyes are now traveling my body like a starving predator, distracting him. Or how I no longer have fabric hanging off of me for him to grab or to hinder me from fighting in the way I know I’m going to need to. And on top of that, hopefully dragging a naked woman from a house will draw some kind of attention.
Bates takes a step toward me, licking his lips suggestively. He opens his mouth to say something—something vulgar or threatening, I’m sure. I don’t have anything protecting my feet, so I don’t kick him like I want to. Instead, I close the distance between us, bringing us chest to chest. And then I swing my hand, punching him in the testicles as hard as I can.
A grunt blows against my bare skin as he leans forward. I pull my arm back, ready to hit him again, but instead of grabbing his boys defensively like I expect, he slams his fist into my stomach, and I crumple. I fall to the floor, my lungs trying to expand, but unable.
He stands over me, peering down with a sadistic smile. “I’m going to have fun making you pay for that.”
 



Eleven
Link
 
Rocky’s cell goes straight to voicemail. I punch the steering wheel, stepping hard on the gas pedal. As much as I want to take care of Bates myself, I can’t risk Rocky’s life. I pull up Byers’ number and place the call.
While it rings, I drive like a madman, running red lights, and flying through stop signs, hoping a cop tries to pull me over.
“Detective Byers,” he says gruffly.
“It’s Linken Elliot,” I pant. “Send someone over to my house, now, or someone’s going to die.”
I hang up before he can question me. The less he knows, the faster he’ll move his ass.
I haven’t allowed myself to really think about what could be happening to Rocky right now. What Bates is doing to her. I haven’t wanted to go there. But as I get closer to my house, still so far away from helping her, I can’t fight it any longer.
Olivia.
I see Olivia’s face. The terror. The agony. And that moment when she gave up. Gave in. When she stopped crying, stopped fighting.
“Please, don’t do this to me again,” I plead. I don’t know if I’m talking to Livie or God. I just repeat it over and over like a mantra, hoping someone hears my prayers.
Rocky’s a fighter. Named after the only undefeated boxing champion. She won’t give up like Livie did. She’s stronger. I’ve trained her, shaped her, showed her how to protect herself.
But what if it wasn’t enough? What if she isn’t ready?
“Don’t take her away from me,” I beg. “I can’t lose another woman I care about.”
I pull into my driveway, slamming the gear into park before the car’s even stopped. As I run toward my front door, my vision tunnels. My mind goes blank. I’m numb, preparing myself for whatever scene I’m about to walk in on.
My stomach churns violently as I kick the door open. My eyes land on Rocky, lying naked on my living room floor. Her eyes are closed, her arms limp on each side of her head. She looks as if she was being pinned down. And by the multiple bruises lining her face, she fought hard.
And then she’s no longer there. I’m in the alley four years ago, looking into Olivia’s face.
I fall to my knees beside her, incapable of words. Powerless to conceal my torment. 
Rocky comes back into view, her skin pale, blotched in purple contusions. 
God, what did he do to her?
I place my fingers to her neck gently, afraid to touch her. My head drops with relief as I feel the unhurried throbbing of her pulse.
I press my lips together, trying to hold back a sob of gratitude.
My little fighter.
As the terror gradually leaves me and my heart begins to beat again, my mind focuses. And every mistake I’ve made since walking through the door catches up with me.
A shadow moves over the light from the open door, shining on Rocky’s legs. I have just enough time to brace myself for the hit before I feel something hard and solid strike my head.
 



Twelve
Rocky
 
He’s on top of me.
The pressure of his body holds me to the floor, restricting my breathing. It’s like a led weight lying on my chest. I will my eyes to open, but they aren’t quick to obey. Maybe it’s my subconscious, refusing to witness another rape.
I hear a groan and the weight shifts before leaving me.
My eyes flutter, but are unwilling to remain open. I keep trying.
Link comes into view before disappearing as my eyelids drop once again. My heart pounds inside my chest with sweet relief. 
He’s here.
Please don’t let me be dreaming or hallucinating. Please let him really be here with me.
I force my eyes open yet again, and roll my head to the side, following the telltale sounds of aggressive struggling.
As my gaze lands on Link, I notice blood trailing down the back of his head. My eyes fall closed. Panic helps me blink them quickly.
Link’s feet are shoulder width apart, one in front of the other, slightly turned out. His knees are bent, shoulders relaxed. His elbows are close to his torso, hands up, protecting his face. A perfect boxer’s stance.
In front of him, Bates holds a large knife. I know immediately it’s the one Lea described. The one he used to kill Olivia. The one responsible for the scars on Link’s back.
Bates slashes at Link, and I cry out, knowing he’s defenseless against a weapon like that.
Link turns his attention to me, giving Bates an extra advantage. The blade pierces Link’s skin, sliding down the length of his bicep. A line of crimson splits his flesh. He stumbles back into the wall, gripping his arm and dropping his defense.
I roll to my side, and then onto my stomach. My hands slide along the floor as I try to push myself upward. My arms give out and I slip back to my stomach.
“Rocky,” I hear Link say. I glance over my shoulder, trying to find him. My eyes are drawn to the large smudge of red on the wall.
“Get out of here,” he continues, his voice strained.
My face must be a mess because as fresh tears make their way down my cheeks, the salty moisture burns my skin. I need to get up. Not because Link wants me to get away—I’m not leaving him—but because I need to help him. Between the two of us, I know we can overpower Bates.
When you’re fighting for someone else, you can’t give up. You have to push past the pain, the insecurity, the fear. You have to keep going because you know if you don’t, you’ll never forgive yourself.
I keep fighting, just as Link is doing for me.
Locking the muscles in my arms, I heave myself onto my knees. I can hear scuffling of feet, the harsh, panted breaths, the thwack of fists meeting skin, and it makes the urgency that much more potent.
I push to my feet, knees weak, and balance off, causing me to sway. Somehow I catch myself on the counter. My stomach aches where that asshole punched me. It feels like a rock lodged inside my belly. I ignore the pain and take a step toward Link, struggling with Bates.
I slide my foot, taking another shaky step. I have no idea what I’m going to do—what I’m capable of doing in my state. I must have hit my head because everything is spinning. Blurry. It’s making me lightheaded and dizzy.
 Bates kicks out, connecting hard with Link’s leg. As Link falls to his knees, Bates smiles. That smile I once found so attractive, now a cruel, gratified smirk.
I try to move fast enough. I try to lunge at Bates. Throw myself between the men. But my legs are inept, my effort futile. It happens so fast, I can’t make sense of what’s occurring.
My knees hit the floor, just as Link’s did just a second ago. And then the room is filled with a flash of light as a loud popping sound echoes off the walls, making my ears ring.
Smoke drifts off of the shoulder of Bates’ shirt, a circle of red growing larger and larger, spreading along his arm. He looks down, his mouth falling open as if in shock. The knife tumbles out of his hand as if he can no longer hold onto it.
There’s shouting. Beams of light bouncing around the room. But I keep my attention locked on Bates. His gaze moves from his shoulder to Link, his eyes growing large.
Someone touches me, places a coat over my shoulders. I only look away for a moment, glancing back at the officer trying to guide me outside. Away from Link. I try to pull away, turning back to the two men.
Link is still on his knees, his arms bleeding profusely. He raises his opposite hand, light reflecting off the long blade of Bates’ knife. I scream. I must. Because Link stops, his hand pausing in midair, even with Bates’ belly.
It feels like time stops as Link battles against his need to complete the mission he’s been on for much too long now. I understand it. I do. I want Bates dead too. But if Link kills him now in front of these police officers, he’ll go to prison, or worse, they’ll shoot him.
He looks back at me as the officers continue to shout. I shake my head, silently pleading with him. I feel my lips move, but I can’t hear myself over all of the yelling.
But Link understands.
He drops his hand, letting the knife slip from his fingers. The cops move in, one pushing Link to the floor. Others take hold of Bates. There’s so much chaos. Too much happening too quickly. I’m shuffled out the door and into the back of an ambulance.
 



Thirteen
Link
 
Byers hands me a cup of coffee as the doctor finishes dressing my arm. I nod a thank you as I take it. The hot liquid feels good traveling down my parched throat.
“There will be a guard on him at all times until we’re able to transport him,” he says casually. I don’t know if Byers is trying to reassure me or warn me—I’ll be caught if I go after him.
It’s not an issue. As much as I want that man dead—erased from existence—I’m going to allow the legal system to take care of him. It’s not easy to do, but I made the decision the moment I heard Rocky tell me she needed me.
I haven’t been needed in a long time.
“When can I see Rocky?”
Byers sips his own coffee, peering at me over the rim. “As soon as we’re done here. She’s been examined. Superficial wounds. No concussion. She can go home today.”
I sigh. That’s good. That’s very good. I’m sure she misses her place. 
I don’t have a home to go home to. My house is currently a crime scene.
“Greg Anthony gave us a full confession. We’ve identified all four suspects involved in Olivia’s murder.”
I nod absent-mindedly, rotating my shoulder when the doctor finishes taping the bandage in place and ducks out of the room. Another stab wound. Another set of stitches. Small price to pay to keep Rocky safe.
“We’re having trouble locating one—Aaron Woods,” Byers continues. He scratches his jaw, his eyes fixed on me. Just the sound of Aaron’s name causes my pulse to spike. I rip off the blood pressure cuff, still attached to my arm, and drop it on the bed beside me.
“He’s the guy I asked you to ID a few weeks back.”
“That so?” I take another gulp of coffee, cringing at the bitter taste but enjoying the heat.
“My guess,” he goes on as if I didn’t reply, “is he saw the same article in the paper as the other guys and took off. Or maybe Carter Bates got to him too. He’s not saying much right now.”
I choose to keep my mouth shut. This cup of coffee definitely has its use.
Byers pats my good arm, letting his hand rest there a beat longer than necessary. I look up at him and he gives me a small nod. “I’ll keep you updated.” He tips his head at the door. “Go see your girl. Four doors down.”
I don’t hesitate. I drop my empty cup into the trash and dart out the door. The only thing I can think about is seeing her. Making sure she’s okay. Touching her, just so I know she’s really here. And kissing her.
“Hey,” Rocky says softly. She gives me a pained smile and I wince. Now that the bruises have had some time to really set in, they’re darker, standing out more prominently, especially under the bright hospital lights.
I skim the backs of my fingers over her jawline, careful not to cause her anymore pain. She immediately does the same to me, I think needing that direct skin-to-skin contact in the same way I do.
“You look like shit,” she states.
“You look beautiful,” I say, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. I inhale the scent of her hair, closing my eyes as it fills my lungs.
“You’re a liar.”
I grin, my lips still against her. “You ready to get out of here?”
“Absolutely. But Joe and my parents are on their way. You have time to escape, but not much, so make it quick.”
“What if I want to stay?”
Her dark eyes meet mine, searching. She clears her throat, taking several seconds to respond. “Then stay.”
 
***
 
I start the shower, adjusting the water until it’s the perfect temperature. Rocky takes my hand as she steps in, and I follow. I watch her, captivated, as she tilts her head back, wetting her hair.
My hands go to work, massaging shampoo into her long locks. She sighs happily. I’m growing fond of that sound. I lean in and brush my lips over hers, trying to elicit another one.
Rocky doesn’t disappoint, humming contently when I finally draw back.
“What’s going to happen now?” she asks, her eyes closed, her hands resting against my stomach.
“Hopefully both guys plead guilty, we bypass a trial, and the judge puts them away for the rest of their lives.”
Rocky opens her eyes, blinking water from her lashes. “What about you and me? What happens to us?”
“I don’t know,” I say honestly. “But I want to explore it. And,” I add, “I really want to explore your body as well.”
She laughs, her fingers sliding down my stomach to wrap around my cock. I’m already hard for her. 
“I’m good with that.” 
She begins to stroke me and I release a soft hiss through my teeth. After everything we’ve been through lately, you’d think this would be the last thing on either of our minds. But this is my serenity. These little moments with her. Her touch. Her laugh. Her.
I make good on word and begin exploring. My fingers glide down her body, leaving a soapy trail behind. I watch as the shower spray slowly rinses it away. I’m reminded of our first time together, when we painted one another. I washed her just like this. But that night was tainted by my need for revenge.
It doesn’t have to be that way anymore.
“I’m pretty sure you’ve discovered these areas already,” Rocky says, stirring me from my thoughts.
Cocking a brow, I grips her ass, grinning as I pull her closer. Her mouth meets mine and I kiss her deeply, completely consumed. This woman. God, this woman. My little fighter. She makes me want to make some changes—reevaluate my life goals.
Three is still my number.
One: To strengthen my body. Make it strong. Make it a machine. Make it so that what happened before can never, ever, happen again. 
Two: To help others find their own strength so that what happened to me, what happened to Liv—what happened to Rocky—doesn’t happen to them.
And three: My new favorite—to find the ability to let go of the past and allow myself to love again.
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