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Noah

We got to her in time.

That’s what I keep telling myself.

Bruce cut the restraints. I checked her pulse. Strong. Steady. She even rolled her eyes at us.

“I’m fine,” she said, brushing dirt off her jacket like we hadn’t just dragged her out of hell.

Fine.

There was a bruise already darkening along her cheekbone. Another forming near her ribs. I saw the way she winced when she stood.

She caught me staring.

“It looks worse than it is.”

It didn’t.

Bruce wanted to drive her back.

I didn’t give him the chance.

“She’s riding with me.”

He didn’t argue — which should’ve been my first warning that something was wrong.

Now the road to base stretches out in front of us, twelve miles of darkness and trees blurring past.

I’m pushing the car harder than I ever have.

Eighty-five.

Ninety.

The engine vibrates beneath us.

She’s quiet beside me.

Too quiet.

“You sure you’re, okay?” I ask, trying to keep my voice level.

She exhales softly. “Noah... I said I’m fine.”

But her words are slower now.

Heavier.

I glanced at her.

Her head is tilted back against the seat. Her skin looks pale under the dashboard glow. The bruise along her jaw has deepened into a violent purple.

Bruce’s headlights are visible in my rearview mirror, but they’re falling behind.

I press harder on the accelerator.

Ten miles left.

“You hit your head?” I ask.

She hesitates.

That hesitation hits me like a punch.

“Just a little,” she says.

Just a little.

My jaw tightens.

The speedometer climbs again.

The twelve-mile stretch disappears in less than fifteen minutes. I take curves too sharp, barely slow at the bridge. The base lights appear sooner than they should.

We’re almost there.

“You’re staying awake,” I tell her.

She doesn’t answer.

“Charlie.”

Her fingers twitch slightly in her lap.

“Hey.” My voice sharpens. “Look at me.”

She turns her head slowly.

For a second, her eyes met mine.

And then they lose focus.

Her body slumps toward the door.

“Charlie.”

No response.

The gates are still opening when I tear through them. I don’t wait. Tires screech. Gravel sprays.

I slam the brakes outside the medical wing so hard the car jerks violently.

She doesn’t react.

That’s when the panic really hits.

I’m out of the car and at her side in seconds. I open the passenger door and unbuckle her, my hands shaking despite everything in me trying to stay steady.

“Bruce!” I shout.

He’s already running toward us from his truck.

“She passed out,” I say, and I hate how my voice cracks.

Bruce’s face drains of color.

“She was talking the whole way,” I add, like that makes it better. Like that means something.

Together, we lift her out.

She feels lighter than she should.

And for the first time since we found her —

I’m afraid we didn’t get to her in time after all. 
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Noah’s POV

The med bay smells like antiseptic and fear.

I can’t speak. My throat is raw from shouting her name, from adrenaline, from panic. All I can do is stand frozen beside the stretcher as Dave, the medic, kneels beside her.

“What happened?” he asks. Calm. Professional. Too calm for me.

I open my mouth. Nothing comes out.

Words refuse to exist.

I swallow. My chest tightens. My hands curl into fists.

“Um...” I try again. Still nothing.

Dave frowns. “Noah...?”

I shake my head.

Bruce steps forward. Big, steady, terrifyingly calm — the calm I wish I could feel. He rests a hand on my shoulder. Hard. Firm.

“She was found restrained,” he says, his voice precise, no hesitation. “We got her out. Noah drove — fast. Too fast — twelve miles in under fifteen minutes. She was conscious when we picked her up, but...” His eyes meet mine, and I know he’s reading my panic. “...she passed out before we reached the base.”

Dave nods, absorbing every word. “I see.”

He glances at her again. “Concussion.”

The words hit me like a punch to the gut.

I squeeze my eyes shut. Concussion. Of course. That explains the bruises, the dazed look when we found her, the way she insisted she was fine.

“Any other injuries?” Dave asks, checking her vitals.

Bruce shakes his head. “Bruises, minor contusions. Nothing that looks life-threatening. But the concussion... we need to keep her under observation.”

I can finally speak; my voice is rough and low. “She... she was talking... she said she was fine...”

Bruce glances at me, sharp, but not angry. “Noah... she’s alive. That’s what matters. Everything else can be handled.

I swallow, trying to steady myself. I nod, though my hands wouldn’t stop shaking.

Dave adjusts the oxygen mask and starts preparing for a neurological assessment. “She’s stable. But she’s going to sleep for a while. We’ll monitor her closely. No more driving, no more risks.”

I kneeled beside her, my hand resting over hers. Her fingers twitch slightly, and I squeeze gently.

“You’re going to be okay,” I whisper, though the fear is still clawing at my chest. “I’ve got you.”

Bruce stays behind me, watching, arms crossed. Protective, unwavering, a reminder that I’m not alone in this way, that someone else is here to make sure I don’t completely lose it.

I take a deep breath. Concussion, bruises, minor constitutions. She’s alive. And that’s enough... for now. 

Noah

I can’t sit. I can’t stop moving. My boots scrape against the med bay floor as I pace back and forth, back and forth. Every few steps, I glance at her bed. She’s unconscious, small under the white sheets, her bruises already covered by careful bandaging.

But it’s not enough. I can’t shake the image of her slumped in my car, eyes closed, the way her body went limp against me.

I pace. I swear I could dig a trench in the floor with my boots if I tried hard enough.

“You know, you’ve been at it for a while,” a voice says softly. I barely noticed it at first.

I stop mid-step and turn. Dexter, leaning against the wall, arms crossed, watching me with that calm, patient look of his. He tilts his head, unimpressed but understanding.

“I could dig a trench in this floor with the way you’re pacing,” he says quietly. And then, softer, “Quieter, Romeo. Don’t let her hear you panicking.”

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. My jaw tightens.

Dexter steps closer. “Hey... look at me,” he says. I finally met his eyes. There’s no judgment there, just steady reassurance. “She’s going to pull through. She’s strong — and she’s alive. That’s what matters right now.”

I bit my lip, trying to swallow the lump in my throat. The panic hasn’t left me, but his words... they anchor me, just a little.

I glanced back at her. The rise and fall of her chest is slow, shallow, and steady.

“She will pull through,” Dexter repeats, almost like a promise.

I nod, though it feels like I’m nodding more to him than to myself. I take a deep breath. Slow it down. Control it.

For now.

Because if there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that I won’t stop pacing until she’s awake and I can hear her voice again.   
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I pace. Back and forth. Back and forth. The sound of my boots on the floor is deafening in the quiet of the med bay.

And then it hits me.

Not her bruises. Not the panic of getting her here alive.

Her words.

The memory crashes through me like a punch I didn’t see coming.

She was sitting on this very cot — the same one she’s lying on now — back when we weren’t at each other’s throats in life-and-death chaos. Back when life felt like it could still wait for later.

She had leaned against the metal frame, her legs curled beneath her, that stubborn little smirk she always used when she was about to reveal something she thought would rattle me.

“I’ve been avoiding you,” she said, calm, teasing even. “On purpose.”

I frowned, confused. “Avoiding me? Why?”

Her eyes met mine, bright, serious, and just a little nervous. “Because I... like you, Noah.”

I’d choked. Literally choked on my own heartbeat. My mouth went dry, my brain short-circuited.

Now, standing here, hands clenched, pacing like a lunatic, she’s lying on that same cot. Her bruises covered, her breathing shallow, her head tilted slightly toward me. And I remember exactly how she looked, how she sounded, how my chest felt the first time she admitted it.

And now... now I can’t even talk to her. Can’t hear her voice. Can’t tell her I’d feel the same, that I’ve felt it for longer than I care to admit.

I stop mid-step and stare at her.

She’s alive. She’s here. But she’s fragile. Vulnerable.

And I’m powerless.

I kneel beside the bed, resting my hand gently over hers. The memory of her confession presses against me like a weight I can’t lift.

“I—” I start, voice barely a whisper.

But she doesn’t respond. Not yet.

I close my eyes, taking a shaky breath.

She told me she liked me on this very cot. And now... all I can do is wait.

Wait for her to wake up. Wait to hear that voice again. Wait for a second chance to tell her I feel the same.

And maybe, if I’m lucky... I’ll get it.

But for now, I just sit, hand over hers, haunted by the memory and terrified of losing her again. 
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Dexter

I watch him pacing. Noah. Every frantic step, every hand clench, every harsh exhale... it’s like watching a storm rage across the room, except the storm’s anchored on one fragile, unconscious girl.

Charlie.

And I can’t stop thinking about the first time I realized how badly this whole situation could hurt her.

She was spiraling back then, too. Way back, before all of this — before the bruises, before the near-death rescues. She liked Noah. Everyone could see it... everyone but him.

She came to me, eyes wide and jittery, hands twisting the hem of her jacket like it was a lifeline. Her voice trembled, quiet, scared.

“I... I don’t know what to do,” she admitted. “I like him, Dexter. I really... I really like him. But what if he... what if he doesn’t feel the same?”

I took a breath, leaning against the wall. I had to keep my voice steady for her. “Charlie... just tell him. Say it. Don’t spiral. Don’t let fear control you.”

Her lips quivered. Her whole body tensed.

“I... I can’t. I’m too scared,” she whispered.

I moved closer. “If you don’t tell him, you’ll never know. You’ll keep wondering, and it’ll eat you alive. Just... say it.”

She nodded, swallowing hard. I could see her trembling. But she tried. She really tried. And then — before she could get the words out, before she could even take that step — she fainted.

And I caught her. Barely.

That image is burned into my mind. The vulnerability. The fear. The way she trusted me enough to lean on me, even when she was terrified.

And now... now she’s on the same cot, the same bed, bruised, unconscious, and Noah pacing like the floor could somehow hold him together.

I take a deep breath, push myself off the wall, and step closer.

“You’ll be fine,” I murmur more to myself than to anyone else. “She’ll pull through. She’s always pulled through.”

And I remind myself: she’s stronger than her fears. Stronger than any panic. And if she wakes up... she’ll know. She’ll know everything — how she scared me half to death, how I almost lost it too, how much we all care.

But for now... I just watch. Guard her. Keep the storm at bay.  
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## BOOK TWO

### Chapter Six

**Dexter**

Noah doesn’t know.

That’s the strange part.

He thinks this is about tonight. About the bruises. The concussion. The twelve miles in fourteen minutes.

It’s not.

This has been building for months.

I lean against the wall across from her cot, watching him kneel beside her like the ground might swallow him whole if he stands again. His hand hasn’t left hers.

He looks wrecked.

And I remember the night she nearly unraveled.

She had cornered me outside the training room. Everyone else had gone to dinner. She stayed behind, pretending to clean
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