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Dedication


This book is dedicated to a girl who has loved Christopher unconditionally with her whole heart from the moment she met him. One who is always in my corner, cheering me on, laughing and crying with me. A dear friend who has one of the most beautiful souls I’ve everencountered.

Alycia, Christopher is foryou.
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PROLOGUE


Christopher

Classical music filters through the room as I tug at the tight collar of my shirt, loosening my tie. Something I hate wearing just as much as I hate coming to parties like this one.

From the second I stepped into the world of wealth and class with fancy champagne and stiff suits, I’ve been wound tight, my own skin feeling uncomfortable. I don’t belong here, never have and never will. These people don’t want me here just as much as I don’t want to be here. Their disapproving looks and upturned noses say it all.

So why do I endure it?

Because one girl does want me here, and she’s the only one that matters. A girl that I would do anything for, including sit through this shit every day if it were required.

I would take my last breath for her.

My eyes become riveted on her across the room, where she’s forced to smile and shake hands with people she doesn’t even like. Her mother stands next to her, laughing and putting on the perfect show of a happy family with that loser fiancé of hers, Richard Hunter.

Most people wouldn’t notice how uncomfortable Alissa is, but I do. I see the tightness in her shoulders, and the way she subtly moves away from her mother’s affection. Since the affair her mother had on her father a few years ago, their relationship has never been the same. But to Helen Malone—soon to be Hunter—image is everything. Which is why she hates me and constantly accuses me of tainting her daughter.

I’ve tainted her all right, in every way imaginable, and I’ve loved every fucking second of it.

Her opinion used to bother me back in high school but not now. I don’t give a shit what she thinks anymore. Nothing I do or say will ever be good enough for her. I’ve learned to accept it. Hell, even I can agree that I’m not good enough for her daughter. I’ve always known that, but I need her too much to let her go, and for some reason, she wants me. She sees past where I came from. She and Faith always have.

It makes the decision I’ve been stewing over that much harder. Getting accepted into BUD/S has been a dream of mine that I’ve mostly kept to myself. Cade and the guys are the only ones that know I’ve applied. They’ve been training me, prepping me for if I were chosen. I never thought I would get accepted, not the first time around. Now that I have been, I’m hesitating. I don’t know if I can leave her.

Will she wait for me? Is it fair to ask that of her?

The thought of losing her has panic constricting my chest. I want to go but not enough to jeopardize what we have. She’s been one of the best parts of my life since I was fifteen years old. Losing her is something I’m not willing to risk.

I’ve decided I will talk to her about it when we get back to my place. If she’s not okay with it then I’ll stick to the original plan to stay here where we will go to college together. My focus will be on music and Alissa’s on becoming a nurse. I wouldn’t be unhappy about that. I love music and it’s what I thought I wanted to do for as long as I can remember, but as time passes, I feel like I’m missing something. A greater purpose. It’s something Cade understands.

Faith, on the other hand, I know won’t be so understanding. She will be scared, and due to her past, I can’t blame her. It’s one of the reasons I haven’t told her yet. First I’ll see what Alissa has to say then go from there. She will be my deciding factor.

As if my thoughts summon her, she turns her head, her whiskey-colored eyes finding mine. The shade is so light, so unique, that they look like glass. They captivate me each and every time, no matter how often I look into them.

Excusing herself, she starts toward me. My eyes travel down her slender body in the long, soft pink, silk dress, watching every single dip of her hips. All night I’ve been waiting for the moment to have her alone so I can tear that dress from her body.

When my eyes retract back to hers, she smiles, knowing exactly where my thoughts are. If I know her, and I do, she is looking forward to it as much as I am.

Closing the distance between us, her arms hook around my neck while mine hug her waist, my stiff cock pressing into her stomach as I bring her flush against me.

“Hmmm,” she muses, brushing her sweet lips across mine. “I hope whatever you’re thinking about includes me.”

I grunt. “You damn well know it does.”

The moment I first laid eyes on her, all other girls ceased to exist. She knows it, I’ve always made sure of that.

“Does that mean you’re ready to go home?”

“I was ready hours ago,” I tell her, then want to kick myself when sympathy flashes in her eyes.

She reaches up, her hand resting on my jaw. “Thank you for coming with me. I know you hate this even more than I do.”

“It’s not a big deal,” I lie, shrugging it off. “Besides, no way was I leaving you alone when you look like this.”

It’s hard enough watching that prick Ryan eye-fuck her every chance he gets; I was not going to give him the opportunity to be alone with her to pull any kind of shit. That fucker has been chomping at the bit, waiting for any chance he can to get with her. It’s only gotten worse since his dad and her mom got engaged. Thankfully, he kept his distance tonight… So far. All the more reason to leave now.

“Well, luckily I picked this dress out just for you,” she says.

I am lucky, really fucking lucky, and I’ll never take it for granted.

“Just let me use the ladies room then we’re out of here.”

Before letting her leave, I lift her off her feet, claiming her lips the way I plan to take her body later. By the time I pull back, her cheeks are flushed and eyes filled with desire, the same unrelenting need that burns inside of me.

“Hold that thought, Christopher Walker,” she says, flashing me a sexy smile as I place her back on her feet.

Walker, not Dennison.

I’m still getting used to the new last name, but I know I made the right decision. After Faith had Mia and the adoption went through for Ruthie, she asked me if I would change my name, too. She wanted us all to have the same one. Since I’d rather not carry my father’s legacy anyway, I said I would. Besides, Cade has been more of a father to me than my own dad ever was. Or I guess more like a big brother considering our age difference. Either way, without him or Faith, I wouldn’t be where I am today.

Once Alissa disappears down the hall, I turn back to find her mother watching me, her eyes narrowed in hatred. I swear she would bury me ten feet deep if given half the chance.

I brace myself as she starts toward me. The last thing I want is to fight with her, especially tonight at her engagement party, but it looks to be inevitable.

“If you truly loved her, you wouldn’t ruin her future,” she says, which happens to be the first words she’s said to me tonight.

No greeting, no easing into it, but I didn’t expect any different.

I have no idea what she’s spewing, and I don’t bother trying to understand it. Instead, I push from the wall, deciding it’s better to wait in the car.

Unfortunately, she doesn’t let it go. “I assume she didn’t tell you about Johns Hopkins University.”

The information stops me cold. I turn back around to find her eyes filled with knowledge; something I know nothing about and fucking hate. “All right. I’ll bite. What the hell are you talking about?”

She takes a leisurely sip of her champagne, making me wait. I consider walking out but I have a feeling that whatever she’s about to tell me is something I need to hear, whether I want to or not.

“Two days ago she was accepted into the most prestigious school of medicine but says she’s turning it down so she can stay here…with you.”

Dread settles in my gut. As much as I wish the bitch were lying, I can tell she’s not, and I hate that I had to hear it from her.

“You might not understand what it means to be accepted to a place like that, but it’s a big deal and could be very lucrative for her future,” she continues. “It was once a dream of hers to attend there. How she can throw it all away on trash like you, I will never know.”

My fists clench at the insult. Before I end up doing or saying something I can’t take back, I walk away and retrieve our coats. As I wait for the attendant, someone knocks into me from behind.

I catch my balance quickly and turn to find the last person I want to see right now. Ryan Hunter, my biggest rival since high school. The guy is as big of a prick as his father.

Some tramp stumbles out behind him, fixing her dress in the process.

“Sorry about that, Dennison,” he says, his whiskey breath hitting me in the face as he claps my shoulder, harder than necessary.

I throw his hand off and shove him back, the control I have perfected over the years close to shredding. “Don’t fucking touch me, Hunter, and stay out of my face.”

“Aw, what’s wrong? Did you and my hot stepsister have a fight?”

“You fucking wish.”

He steps forward, entering into dangerous territory. “You’re right. I do wish. I’m just waiting for the day that she will stop slumming with you, and I’ll be able to pry those sexy legs apart and—”

My fist slams into his jaw before he can finish. He stumbles back, landing on his drunk ass. The moment he pushes to his feet and charges, I meet him head on, my precious control forgotten.

I’ve waited years for this moment and tonight he pushed at the wrong fucking time.

Screams of alarm pierce through the air as I take him to the ground. My heavy shots are fast, and I relish in every fucking bone that shatters beneath my fist.

“Christopher, stop it!” Alissa’s terrified voice barely penetrates the fury consuming me. “I mean it, stop!” When her slender fingers grip my arm, I halt mid blow, her touch breaking through my red haze—my body incapable of hurting her.

I allow her to pull me back and find everyone staring, their disapproving eyes locked solely on me.

Typical.

A couple of guests help Ryan to his feet. He glares back at me, swiping the blood from his mouth. “You’re dead, Dennison.”

I open my arms, welcoming the challenge. “What are you waiting for? I’m right here.”

Alissa’s shaking hand presses against my chest. “No. Stop this right now, both of you!”

“I agree. I’ve had enough,” her mother snaps, fury flashing in her eyes as she points at me. “Security, remove him.”

I’m about to save them the trouble and walk out but Alissa steps in front of me before I get the chance. “Don’t you dare touch him,” she seethes, coming to my defense, like always. It’s something I don’t need or want.

“How can you defend him after what he’s done?” Helen questions, putting her own daughter on the chopping block in front of all her fucking friends.

I reach for Alissa’s hand, refusing to let her take any heat for this. “Let’s go.” With my grip tight, I pull her toward the door, the clicking of her heels filling the tense silence.

The moment we make it outside, she rips from my grasp. “What the hell were you thinking?” she hisses.

I turn to face her, hating the disappointment I find in her eyes. “You’re not even going to ask me what happened, what he said?”

“Does it matter? You know how he is, Christopher. Why would you let him get to you like that?”

My simmering anger bubbles up to the surface. “Because I’ll only be pushed so fucking far, especially when it comes to you!”

“Did you ever stop to think how your actions would affect me?”

“You were all I thought about,” I bellow, my rage fueling hotter as I recall what he said about her. “He got what he deserved. He’s goddamn lucky it didn’t happen before now.”

“Will you keep your voice down? You’re embarrassing me.”

I tense, her words twisting my gut into a painful knot. Our gazes remain locked, a moment of angry silence hanging between us.

“At least you and your mother have something in common now.”

Her teeth grind, tears glistening in her eyes. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Isn’t it?”

“No.”

“What do you expect to happen, Alissa? You drag me to this shit, knowing damn well I’m not welcome. How long am I supposed to be a punching bag for?”

“I bring you because you belong with me. You didn’t have to come.”

“Yeah, well don’t worry, I won’t be anymore. I’ll save both you and your mother the fucking humiliation.” I move for my truck, ending the conversation because I don’t want to finish it. I’m not ready for it. Deep down I know what’s coming, what needs to be done, but I can’t bring myself to do it right now.

“Wait!” She charges after me, her fingers gripping my arm, but I keep moving, trying to escape the impending doom that’s about to shatter my very existence. “Christopher, please stop.”

My swift feet pull to a halt at the sound of her broken plea, but I don’t turn around.

I can’t face her.

She doesn’t give me a choice and comes to stand in front of me, her eyes filled with confusion and hurt. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving,” I tell her, and think about the double meaning those words hold.

“Without me?”

“It’s for the best,” I grit against the pain infiltrating my chest.

“No, it’s not. We can talk about this on the way home.”

I shake my head. “You don’t understand.” A slow burn crawls up my throat as I try to find the words that are about to end the best thing that’s ever happened to me. “I applied for the Navy, and I’ve been accepted. I’m going to Coronado to their training facility.”

“What are you talking about?” she asks, confused. “We’re staying here, together.”

“I didn’t say anything because I wasn’t sure what was going to happen. I didn’t even think I would be accepted.” I attempt to explain but my excuse is as pathetic as it sounds.

I never planned to leave her. I hoped she would wait for me, but I now realize how selfish that was of me.

Pain and betrayal sparks in her eyes. “You’re serious?”

I nod.

“I can’t believe you kept this from me.”

“Just like you kept Johns Hopkins from me,” I throw back. I’m not necessarily angry with her for not telling me, but I hate that I had to hear it from her mother.

Her mouth snaps closed and she swallows thickly. “I didn’t tell you because it didn’t matter. I was staying here with you.”

“Why? Why would you give that up for me?”

“Because I love you,” she exclaims, tears slipping down her flushed cheeks.

Her words send another blow to my battered chest. “This is your future, Alissa, you can’t just—”

“You’re my future,” she screams back, a sob tearing from her throat. “And I thought I was yours.”

I grind my teeth, attempting to suppress the agony ripping me apart inside. “That’s what we wanted, but let’s face it, this was all bound to happen sooner or later.” It’s something I’ve come to realize, especially after the last ten minutes.

“What was?” she asks, confusion bright in her tear-filled eyes.

“This, us.” I gesture to the country club, wishing the reality I’m facing right now wasn’t real. “It will always be like that in there because I don’t fit in, and I never will.”

“I don’t care about those people.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Because it’s my mother, Christopher, and even though I’m angry with her, she’s the only one I have.”

“Exactly. And she’s never going to change her mind about me.”

“I don’t care what she thinks.”

“What happens when you’re invited to the next function? After tonight I will never be allowed back, and to be honest, I don’t want to be. I’m done with being everyone’s fucking punching bag.”

“You don’t have to. I’d never want that for you. I will go alone, or I won’t go at all.”

“Is that really what you want? To have to choose every time your mother wants you to be somewhere.”

“No. I don’t want to be forced to choose but if it comes down to it, I’ll choose you. I’ll always choose you.” Her admission falls on a sob, tearing at the gaping hole in my chest.

“I can’t let you do that,” I choke out, the words burning my throat like acid. “I won’t let you choose me over this opportunity. I won’t let you choose me over your family, and I won’t put you in a relationship where you have to leave me all the time to be a part of this world that I don’t belong in.”

“Why are you doing this to us?” she cries.

The devastation twisting her face is enough to bring me to my knees. “Jesus, Alissa, I don’t want this. I wish things were different, but they aren’t and they never will be. That’s why I don’t want you giving up this opportunity.”

“So you’re really just going to throw it all away? Just like that?”

I can’t bring myself to answer, unable to breathe another word, the grief suffocating me makes it impossible but I don’t need to say anything.

She sees it in my eyes.

“Fine, be a coward. Obviously, the last few years haven’t meant the same to you as they have to me.”

Before I can tell her how wrong she is, she runs back inside, leaving me with my world in shambles and life irrevocably changed. The organ in my chest aches so much that I want to rip it out of my goddamn body.

Doing the right thing has never hurt so fucking bad.


CHAPTER 1


Christopher

Five years later

I’m sucked in so deep there’s no coming back—no fighting it. I can smell the desolation and death of the cell, my muscles protruding from my skin, almost ripping out of my body as I try to free myself, his screams of agony ricocheting off the walls.

Then it changes.

I’m down on my knees, my eyes on fire, face soaked in sweat, tears, and blood. Despair grips me with the decision I face.

One I can’t make.

I can’t bring myself to do it.

“Please, man. I’m fucking begging you!”

The guilt swallows me whole, leaving me in a black abyss, my own personal hell. I stare down at my hands that are stained red—blood that will forever haunt my very existence.

The roar that rips from my chest shreds my vocal cords, ripping me apart from the inside out.

I become nothing more than a shell of what I once was and it’s exactly what I deserve…

I shoot upright, my heart hammering and head pounding. The smell of death lingers in the air, surrounding me—suffocating me. It doesn’t take long before I clue into the incessant knocking.

Groaning, I bend down and grab my jeans from the floor, sliding them on before walking out of my room. I try to remain upright, my knees weak and head swimming as I bypass the empty bottle of Jack and littered beer cans from last night.

Reaching the door, I swing it open and squint at the blinding sun, my stomach rebelling at the harsh light. Once the fuzziness clears, I’m met with the woman who changed my life when I was fifteen years old by taking my sister and me into her home.

A woman who saw more in me than anyone else ever had.

“Hey,” Faith greets me, her voice soft with concern. “Are you just now waking up?”

“Yeah, I guess. What time is it?” I croak, my throat on fire.

Was I screaming in my sleep?

I’m praying she didn’t hear me all the way up at the main house. I have a hard enough time getting everyone off my back as it is. One of the downfalls of staying on the property, I suppose, but I don’t see myself anywhere else. I need the solitude of my music room and this is the only place I’ve ever felt at home. I’m also close to my sisters if they ever need me.

“Two in the afternoon,” she answers, breaking into my clouded thoughts.

Well shit.

“I didn’t sleep well,” I tell her.

Sympathy darkens her expression, something I don’t want. “Can I come in?” she asks when I don’t offer.

The last thing I need is for her to see what a mess I am, but I could never say no to her. Stepping aside, I hang on the door, needing the stability when the room begins to spin.

Jesus, I drank way more than I thought.

She enters inside, her eyes taking in the empty bottle and cans. “Did you have company last night?”

“No.” My answer is clipped as I close the door. Regret fills my chest when hurt flashes in her eyes. In an attempt to block out the feelings, I gather up the empties and carry them into the kitchen, depositing them on the counter. My fingers grip the sink, head hanging in guilt. “I’m sorry. It was a bad night,” I say, offering an explanation for my shitty attitude.

I sense her approach before her hand settles on my bare back. “I’m worried about you, Christopher.”

“Don’t be. I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. It looks like you haven’t slept in weeks.”

Because I haven’t.

“I wish you would talk to someone about what’s bothering you. I know Cade will understand. Or any of the guys for that matter. They’ve been through this.”

No, they haven’t. They may have lived in their own hell but it wasn’t mine.

“I don’t need to talk to anyone.”

She sighs, her forehead falling on my bicep. My guilt escalates when I feel my arm grow wet with her tears, something I can’t deal with at the moment. I already live with more than I can handle.

“I’ll be fine, Faith. I promise,” I assure her. “I just need time. Can you give me that?”

She lifts her head from my shoulder, but I keep my eyes trained down at the chrome in front of me, watching my fingers turn white.

“Look at me, Christopher.”

Steeling myself, I turn my face to the side, letting her see all the demons I can’t hide, no matter how hard I try.

Her hand moves to my jaw. “I love you,” she says, telling me words I had never heard until she came along. Not since my mother was ripped from me. “I’m here, always. Do you understand?”

“Yeah.”

Her eyes hold mine, searching for answers. Ones she won’t get. “I’m proud of you and the man you’ve become.”

My throat aches once again but for a different reason now. If she only knew the truth, she’d take those words back. She’d be so ashamed.

She has no idea what I’ve done.

I shove the tormenting thought aside and change the subject. “Did you come here for something or just to be a pain in my ass?”

She smiles at the joke it was meant for. “Both. I need a huge favor, and I’m hoping you will help me.”

“Anything,” I tell her, meaning it. I’d do anything for her.

“I’m glad to hear you say that. Because I had an instructor lined up for my kinder music class but they bailed and now I’m left with two weeks to find someone else.”

“Forget it.”

“You just said ‘anything,’” she reminds me.

“Yeah, before I knew I would have to babysit.”

“You don’t have to babysit. You get to do your favorite thing in the world and play music.”

“I don’t do kids unless they’re a part of my family. You know this. You need help with your teens then maybe we can discuss it but not young kids.”

“You are the perfect person for this. I wouldn’t have asked you otherwise.”

“No. I’m not. I’m the furthest thing from it, especially right now.”

Her expression softens with understanding but there’s no way she could.

No one can.

“I know you are going through a lot right now, but I think this could be good for you. It will get you out of here and give you something to do.”

“There are a lot of things I can do.”

“Yes, there are, but you don’t. Maybe this will motivate you.”

I shake my head.

“I’m desperate here, Christopher. If I don’t find someone I will have to cancel the program until fall. It will disappoint a lot of people.”

“Why don’t you teach it?”

“Because my violin class is at the same time. Would you rather teach that?” she asks, knowing the answer already.

Damn it! It’s one of the only instruments I can’t fucking play. I had no desire to learn it.

“These kids are expected to perform for the town fair in a few months. If anyone can shape them into the best in such a short amount of time, it’s you,” she says, her eyes pleading with me. “I’m just asking you to try. If you find it’s too much and you aren’t ready, then I will cancel it.”

The word no dangles in the back of my throat, but like always, I can’t bring myself to say it. Not when it comes to her.

“When are the lessons?” I ask, not giving her a solid answer.

By the smile that takes over her face, she knows she has me. “It’s only three times a week. One-hour periods. I will have your lessons all planned out for you. So you don’t have to worry about that.”

I wasn’t worried about that. I’m worried about the kid part.

In the end, I relent with a heavy breath. “Fine. I’ll be there.”

She launches herself at me with a squeal. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Pressing a kiss to my cheek, she steps back. “Okay, I’ll get out of your hair now. Will you come up to the house for supper tonight? I’ll even make your favorite.”

“You’re going to cook me a steak?” I ask, lifting a brow.

She rolls her eyes but chuckles. “I meant your favorite vegetarian dish.”

Her lasagna is pretty damn good, and I haven’t seen my sisters in a while. I’ve been avoiding them along with everyone else. “Yeah, I’ll be there. I don’t know how long I’ll stay though.”

“That’s okay. Just as long as we get to spend some time with you.” She reaches up to touch my cheek again. “This will be a good thing, Christopher. I know it. I have faith in you.”

I’m glad one of us does.

When she walks out the door, I’m left once again with my tortured memories. The remembrance of my nightmare festers, the monster whispering words of shame. It taunts me, trying to pull me back under and render me helpless.

My eyes move to the empty bottle of Jack, and I consider grabbing the full one waiting for me in the cabinet. Instead, I bolt out the back door, my bare feet tearing up the grass beneath them as I run to my music studio.

I lock myself inside and take a seat at my drums, knowing I need something loud. Grabbing my sticks, I begin beating the shit out of them. The furious tempo vibrates throughout my entire body, echoing in my ears and bringing me solitude.

When music is at its loudest that’s when silence descends upon me.

My demons are finally quiet.


CHAPTER 2


Alissa

The hot sun beats down on me, scalding my sensitive skin. I rearrange the scarf around my head in an attempt to block the heat as I move through the refugee camp, my heart breaking at the devastation around me.

You don’t realize how good you have it until you experience this. Until you see that any pain and heartache you’ve endured is minuscule compared to some others around the world. Some of them residing right here at this refugee camp in Kenya.

After finishing my nursing degree, I decided I wanted to move on to medical school but before dedicating myself to more years of grueling schoolwork, I needed a small break. I figured what better way to do that than to make myself useful and offer my acquired knowledge to people in need. People who are just trying to live the best life they were given with minimal access to the necessities we take for granted. Like food, shelter, and water. It was a decision my parents didn’t care for, especially my mother, but I stopped caring about her opinion long ago.

“Nurse Alissa, we need you,” Carla beckons me from the back tent, an aid worker who has been here much longer than I have.

I head back to find a mother rocking her ill son in her arms, tears flooding her cheeks as she stares up at me. She cannot speak any English but she doesn’t need to, her pleading eyes say it all.

“He’s getting worse, and Dr. Hibachi won’t be back for another couple of hours,” Carla informs me.

I check the young boy’s vitals. He’s lethargic and has a high-grade temperature. He’s also very dehydrated. “All right, let’s get him on one of the beds and hooked up to an IV.”

“There are no more beds.”

“What?” I ask.

Carla shakes her head. “We’ve been full since yesterday morning when we took in the victims from the shooting in Nairobi.”

Frustration burns inside of me, but I don’t waste time dwelling on it and quickly create a makeshift bed on the floor while Carla grabs what I need for the intravenous. I gesture for the woman to lay her son down and offer her a kind smile, hoping to convey that I will do my best to help.

The young boy barely flinches as I tie off his arm and insert the needle into his vein, his dazed eyes as sad and desperate as his mother’s.

I trail my finger down his chubby little cheek, my soul fracturing. Just as I finish, a loud sound explodes around us, vibrating the earth beneath me.

Screams of fear erupt through the humid air as I try to get my bearings. Carla pulls back the curtain, unveiling absolute chaos—women running without direction, holding their children in their arms as dust swirls around them.

Icy terror grips me when I see at least a half dozen gunmen in the midst, their bullets flying. My eyes land on one man in particular as he grabs people one by one, flashing a picture at them and barking questions. When one of the women points to our tent, cold, black eyes connect with mine. A malicious smirk curls the man’s lips, sending a shiver of fear down my spine.

He barks an order to the others, his soulless eyes pinning me in place as they stride toward me.

Me?

I’m unable to move, completely imprisoned by fear as I try to comprehend what is happening.

“Alissa, come on, we have to get out of here,” Carla yells, pulling my arm.

I finally snap into myself and shove to my feet. Adrenaline rushes through me but my movements are slow, no matter how hard I push myself. I feel like time has changed and the entire world around me falls into slow motion, failing my chance at escape.

A scream of terror rips from my throat when I’m grabbed from behind, arms banding around me with crushing force, stealing the air from my lungs. My eyes focus on Carla as she’s held back from trying to help me, her mouth moving, tears streaming down her face, pleading for them to let me go.

Me. Only me.

Why?

Before I’m able to think about it further, pain explodes through my head, turning my world black.


CHAPTER 3


Christopher

Music fills my ears, keeping my demons quiet as I stack bales outside of the barn. Sweat drips down my face and into my eyes, my muscles on fire. I welcome the burn, loving that it masks all the shame and guilt that lives inside of me.

At least for the moment.

Through my internal chaos, I sense something at my back. Looking behind me, I find a sleek black car that I don’t recognize drive past the main house and come to a stop in front of the guesthouse…my house.

Pulling off my gloves, I tug my earbuds out and head toward it, my senses on high alert. I don’t like surprise visitors.

When the person steps out of the car, I come to a hard stop, shock rocking me to my core. I stare back at a man I haven’t seen in years. One from my past.

The father of the only girl I’ve ever loved—and lost.

I push forward as he starts toward me and meet him halfway. “Mr. Malone,” I greet him, my surprise evident.

“Christopher.” He extends his hand to me.

I accept the gesture, feeling his palm cold and clammy. It’s then I notice the usually well put together doctor looks worn and haggard. Dark circles mar the skin beneath his eyes, his lips are drawn tight, and his suit rumpled.

“Do you have a minute?” he asks.

“Sure.” I lead him up to my house, concern beginning to override my surprise as I wonder why he would come here after all these years. Derek and I always had a pretty good relationship when Alissa and I were together. It was definitely better than her mom’s and mine.

Once we enter the house, I gesture for him to take a seat, glad that the place is in better shape than when Faith was here yesterday.

“What can I do for you?” I ask, leaning against the wall, crossing my arms over my bare chest.

“I know you must be surprised to see me but I didn’t know where else to go. I need your help.” The tremble in his voice has dread swimming in my gut. “Something has happened to my daughter.”

My stomach bottoms out, fear threatening to suffocate me as my mind conjures up all sorts of fucking scenarios. None of them good. “Is she…” I can’t even bring myself to say it.

He shakes his head. “She’s not dead.”

Relief swamps me, allowing air back into my lungs.

“But I need your help to keep it that way.”

“What happened?”

“Alissa traveled to Kenya a few months ago to offer her assistance in a refugee camp. I had a bad feeling from the start. I didn’t want her to go, but when my daughter sets her mind to something, there’s no stopping her.”

She’s always been like that. Headstrong and sure of what she wants. It
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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