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  For every woman who's been underestimated, may you never forget how powerful and beautiful you are.








  
  
This story contains content that might be distressing to some readers, including, but not limited to, depictions of domestic abuse (in flashbacks), stalking, kidnapping, physical violence, and trauma-related symptoms (such as dissociation, PTSD, and survivor’s guilt). Reader discretion is advised. 
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  One

Jessi


I push the emergency exit door open for the third time and roll my eyes. “It’s still unlocked. Happy now?”
I should be at my post, overlooking the ballroom from the balcony. Instead, I’m down the hall, making sure the second-story exit didn’t magically lock itself in the past ten minutes.
“It’s always better to double-check,” Callan replies. The relief in my coworker’s voice comes in clearly through my earpiece.
“Or triple-check …” I’m glad Callan can’t see the satisfied grin plastered across my face as I pull my phone out of my pocket and change his special ringtone from Styx’s “Mr. Roboto” to Garbage’s “I Think I’m Paranoid.” 
Callan is overly cautious, and, yes, his redundancy drives me bonkers. As annoying as his hypervigilance can be, it’s also what makes him a great bodyguard. Not that I’d ever give him the satisfaction of hearing me utter those words. But when things go sideways—and occasionally, they do—Callan always has a plan. In this instance, he’s worried something will go awry at this gala and we’ll need to get our client safely out of the building. 
“If I left it up to you, you’d probably shimmy Harlan out the window, using the tablecloths or something,” he says.
I lift my chin. “If there was no other option, you bet I would.” 
The truth is, I’ll do whatever it takes to protect our clients. While my methods can be spontaneous and unconventional, they are still effective. The fact that they drive Callan a little crazy is just a bonus. 
“Ms. Fairchild is on the move,” Trey announces in my earpiece. Our rookie bodyguard sounds uncertain, and it’s understandable, given that this is his first event. 
We’ve been hired to provide personal security for Harlan Osborne, a wealthy entrepreneur who is about to write a big check in the fight against muscular dystrophy. It’s not our assignment to keep tabs on his movie-star girlfriend, Staysa Fairchild; however, in our world, it is implied. 
I move back into position and scan the crowd from the balcony. Beneath the sparkle of the crystal chandelier and through a sea of socialites and millionaires, I spot Staysa. The gorgeous up-and-coming actress, who is at least twenty years younger than Harlan, is hard to miss. 
“I’ve got eyes on her,” I confirm. 
“No matter what, always stay with the client,” Callan coaches Trey. “Diversions can happen.”
Callan’s right, but his comment is unnecessary because Gerald, one of our most seasoned bodyguards, is standing right next to Trey, showing him the ropes. Gerald would never let Trey leave the person we’re assigned to protect. Still, Callan wouldn’t be Callan if he didn’t use the opportunity to make sure everyone was clear on the procedure and considering the worst-case scenario. 
A young woman wearing a black sequined dress, which probably cost more than my entire annual salary, approaches Staysa. They exchange delicate cheek kisses before Staysa grabs the woman’s hand to get a better look at the gigantic diamond ring on her finger. The woman exudes an excitement so bright that I’m forced to shift my focus elsewhere or risk being permanently blinded by it. 
I was her once. Radiantly joyful. Madly in love. Planning for happily ever after. In hindsight, I was just young, naive, and way too damn trusting of someone who never earned it.
In the ballroom below me, servers circulate trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres among the gala attendees, who politely nibble foie gras and caviar, although I’m convinced no one actually enjoys eating those things. At least, I don’t. Nope, give me a cheeseburger any day. 
With Staysa preoccupied and Harlan guarded, I skim the crowd, noting the placement and body language of anyone within Harlan’s proximity. Apart from the two tuxedo-clad men chatting with him and, of course, Trey and Gerald, no one seems to pay him any mind, so I scan the other side of the room.
A man in his early- to mid-forties catches my attention. In a room full of gentlemen wearing tuxedos, this guy is wearing black slacks and a gray button-down shirt. No jacket. No tie. Even the waitstaff is wearing suits. Hell, I’m wearing a suit, which isn’t the most practical choice, considering I need to be limber in a fight. Regardless, the man is severely underdressed for the occasion, and that’s questionable. 
It’s more than his attire that piques my interest though. It’s the way he’s pacing as he moves back and forth through the crowd. He goes from biting his thumbnail to lowering his hand as he clenches and unclenches his fist. It could be nerves, but it could also be anger. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, I rationalize he might feel uneasy about being underdressed.
He looks in Harlan’s direction, and I wait to see what the man does next. If he so much as takes a step toward our client, I’ll alert my peers. The man turns away, now seemingly disinterested in Harlan. It’s possible he has social anxiety or something. I resolve to just monitor him instead of informing Callan, who would undoubtedly go over there and interrogate the living crap out of him.
“Are we heading to O’Leary’s after this?” Callan asks, breaking my train of thought—not that it’s an unusual question. In fact, it’s inevitable that one of us will ask when we work an event like this. 
O’Leary’s is our go-to spot downtown to debrief over a cocktail.
“Can’t,” Gerald replies, keeping his voice low. “We’re heading to JAX after this.”
From the balcony, I glance down at Callan and see his jaw tighten. He didn’t know there was a change of plans, and he hates that. 
Originally, Harlan arranged a private jet at the smaller airport here on St. Simons Island, Georgia, to take him and Staysa back to Beverly Hills. Something must have fallen through if Gerald and Trey have to drive them an hour and a half to Jacksonville, Florida, to catch a flight there.
Callan lifts his eyes to the balcony to meet mine, but he doesn’t repeat the question about O’Leary’s because he already knows the answer.
I could go. That’s one perk of living alone—of being alone. I answer to no one. Still, grabbing a drink alone with Callan—or any man—goes against the rules I set for myself when I moved here. For me, it’s out of the question.
“Maybe Alaina can meet you there,” I say instead of giving him a flat-out no. 
The last time we all went to O’Leary’s, Callan’s girlfriend, Alaina, showed up unexpectedly. She promptly gave me a full dose of stink eye when she noticed me sitting on the barstool next to Callan. For whatever reason, she was mad that I was there, even though Gerald and Trey were there too. I downed the rest of my old-fashioned and offered her my seat, which she took possession of without hesitation. She all but shoved me out the door and away from her boyfriend—not that she needed to worry. I don’t date, and Callan isn’t a cheater. 
Is he a total commitment-phobe? Yes. It appears so. 
Does he bed-hop around the island when he’s single? Probably. 
But is he unfaithful when he has a girlfriend? Highly doubtful. 
His moral compass seems too advanced for that. Regardless, none of it has anything to do with me. 
Bottom line: Callan and I are just coworkers. We’re close in age—I’m twenty-five, and he’s twenty-seven—but I wouldn’t classify us as friends. We’re just too different. Our styles clash, and it’s taken us about three years to figure out how to work well together. The only reason I think we have is because we’re both so passionate about protecting others, and despite our differences, we’re both damn good at our jobs. We rarely see eye to eye, but we have a mutual respect for each other in that regard.
Although Alaina has nothing to worry about when it comes to me and Callan, I sort of understand her perspective. I’ve seen the way girls swoon over Callan. He is undeniably attractive—another fact I’d never admit to anyone. He’s tall—about six-three—and muscular, with sun-kissed brown hair and naturally bronzed skin, which makes him look like he spends every afternoon at the beach. And he has the right amount of scruff on his face to look ruggedly handsome yet still polished. 
“Alaina and I broke up,” Callan says, his voice flat and without a shred of emotion. 
This is news to me, but I can’t say I’m surprised. In the three years that I’ve known Callan, he rarely dates a girl for more than two months. Alaina lasted three, but at the one-and-a-half-month mark, I could tell she was really grating on his nerves. I’m not completely sure what he’s looking for in a relationship, but I had a hunch it wasn’t someone as needy and jealous as Alaina.
“Well, she was kind of a bitch,” I blurt out. 
My timing is poor because the second the words leave my mouth, the elevator doors open, and an older couple dressed to the nines steps out. The woman shoots me a disapproving look, and I smile apologetically at her. 
I tear my eyes away from the couple and turn my attention back to the ballroom. I’m here to work, not contemplate why Callan can’t seem to make any of his relationships last or why he seems hell-bent on picking the absolute worst possible women for himself. 
I find Staysa among the partygoers once again, but her friend with the ridiculously large engagement ring is gone. In her place is the nervous man in the gray shirt. Only now, he doesn’t appear nervous. His face is crimson red, and he’s gritting his teeth. He’s angry. No, not angry. He’s seething. 
Gray-Shirt Guy leans in closer to Staysa, his face just inches from hers. He isn’t touching her, but she lowers her head, flinching away from him. 
She’s expecting him to touch her. To hurt her. 
“Callan, how long have Harlan and Staysa been dating?” I ask, knowing I should have spent more time reviewing Harlan’s file. 
I glanced at it, but didn’t memorize it. Callan, on the other hand, can probably recite it by heart, word for word. 
“Six months,” he replies without missing a beat. 
Staysa mumbles something to the man, and his face twists in disgust before he takes a step back. He’s still in her personal space, but whatever she said has him rethinking his proximity. 
“What’s her story prior to dating Harlan?” The situation is straightforward to me, but I need Callan to confirm it. 
“Divorced,” Callan says. “Why?” 
Goose bumps prickle my arms beneath my suit jacket.
Staysa tries to walk away from the man, but he reaches out, almost habitually, and catches her arm. His fingers dig into the delicate skin on the underside of her forearm, and I touch my arm in the same spot. The way he’s clenching her will leave bruises tomorrow. 
Her eyes dart around, and I know she’s conflicted. On one hand, she wants someone to help her, to save her, and on the other, she’s silently praying no one notices. 
She tugs her arm free and regains her composure. The other attendees didn’t witness the exchange, but it doesn’t matter. I did. 
Staysa rushes out of the ballroom, through a side exit, but I’m not focused on her. No, my attention is solely on the man in the gray shirt as I wait to see what he does next. 
Walk in the opposite direction and leave. Just go. I’m mentally willing it to happen. 
His ego is too great, and his anger is too uncontrollable. Instead of leaving, he storms after her, and I know it’s time for me to spring into action. 






  
  Two

Jessi


I dodge to the right to avoid colliding with two men who are coming up the stairs. “Leaving my post,” I announce as I hurry past them. 
As I descend, I glance in Callan’s direction. His deep-set steel-blue eyes are already on me. 
“Where are you going?” he asks. 
I reach the bottom of the stairs and head for the exit. “Checking out a suspicious person.”
“That’s my job.” 
Callan sounds frustrated, and I’m sure he is. I’m deliberately breaking protocol, knowing full well how much that aggravates him.
I don’t respond, even though I’m in the wrong. It doesn’t matter. My only concern is getting outside and stopping what I know is about to happen. 
“Did you hear me?” I don’t have to turn around to confirm Callan is making his way through the crowd to come after me. “Stand down, Jessi.” 
Callan is in charge, and he’s giving me an order. Although I should obey it, I’ve already made up my mind that I won’t. Right now, I can’t. 
A shiver runs down my spine as I step out into the cold. Yes, it gets cold in southeast Georgia, which isn’t something I expected when I moved here. 
“Don’t engage,” Callan says, but I still don’t acknowledge him. 
Instead, I home in on the man in the gray shirt, who has caught up with Staysa. He has both her bare arms in his clutches as he gives her a rough shake. She’s rigid, unable to look at him, and too paralyzed by fear to fight back. My gut tells me this isn’t the first time he’s done this to her, and I suspect this isn’t where it will stop if I don’t intervene. 
I fight back a twinge of nausea and make a beeline for them. Callan continues speaking to me through my earpiece, but I tune him out. 
Sorry, Callan. There’s no talking me out of confronting this asshole. 
Out of the corner of her eye, Staysa sees me approach. The aggressor follows her gaze and releases her. His face relaxes, smoothing the tense lines on his forehead, as his thin lips curl up into a friendly smile. It’s like a switch flipped, and he’s a different person, someone friendly and approachable. He’s confident that he can defuse the situation with charm, but I became immune to narcissistic predators like him a long time ago. His attempt doesn’t subdue me. Instead, it ignites the ember of contempt that’s always there—tiny and hiding, but constantly glowing and just waiting for someone to pour gasoline on it. This man has just turned it into a bonfire. 
“Do we have a problem here?” I ask, folding my arms across my chest to restrain myself from touching him. What a sight that would be—this six-twoish man being forcefully escorted off the premises by a woman. The thought makes me want to laugh, but I remind myself that I’m a professional. 
“Not at all.” His insincere smile lingers. “We were just about to leave.” 
Staysa’s eyes widen at his comment. Clearly, she doesn’t want to go with him. She doesn’t need to worry though; there’s no way in hell I’m going to allow that to happen. 
“Well, you’ll have to go through me first,” I tell him, releasing my arms to my sides and stepping between Staysa and the man, using my body as a barrier between the two of them. 
“Jessi …” Callan sounds out of breath now, like he’s running toward the exit. 
He heard everything, so he knows that the situation is close to escalating. 
The man raises his eyebrows and looks me up and down, making a show of sizing me up. I stand firm though. I might not look like much of a threat in my slender five-five frame, but thanks to kickboxing training five days a week, I’m a lot stronger and more capable than I look. 
He narrows his eyes and holds my gaze. I know that look well. I’ve seen it more times than I can count. His mask is completely gone, and he wants to hit me. He wants to slam his fist into my face until I’m helpless on the ground, crying and begging him to stop. I hold my breath and keep my expression stoic, waiting to see if he tries. 
I won’t throw the first punch. The only time I get physical on the job is if the other person makes the first move and it’s in defense of myself or someone else. So, the choice is his. He can either walk away or he can give in to the impulse that he’s rarely successful in controlling. Little does he know, the latter will have him on the ground, pleading for mercy. All I have to do is dodge his punch, use his momentum against him, and kick his legs out from under him when he fumbles. Easy-peasy. 
After what feels like an eternity, he cackles. There’s no trace of humor in it though. It’s his only reaction because I’ve caught him off guard and he doesn’t know what to do about me. 
“You should be careful, talking to people like that,” he says, wagging his finger at me like I’m a child who needs to be scolded. “It could get you hurt.” 
He throws a hateful glare in Staysa’s direction. “This isn’t over.” 
His eyes track back to me, holding my defiant stare, before he turns around and walks away toward the parking lot.
Staysa folds her arms around her tiny waist and lets out a shaky breath. 
I wait until the man disappears out of view before turning to her. “Are you okay?”
She nods, but not confidently. It’s understandable that she’s rattled. I don’t know exactly who that man is, but I assume he is her ex-husband. Whoever he is, he’s dangerous. Every fiber in my being senses it. 
Callan appears at the exit, and I hold out my hand, wordlessly asking him to stay put. Thankfully, he halts, seeing that the danger is over. The last thing Staysa needs is another man invading her space while she processes everything that just happened—or could have happened if he’d forced her to leave with him. 
“I’m so embarrassed.” Tears mist her eyes. “Thank you for helping me.”
I want to assure Staysa she’s not the one who should be embarrassed, but I doubt it will help. Instead, I nod toward the door where Callan is waiting. “You should probably get back inside. It’s cold out here.” 
She gives me a timid smile. We turn back toward the building, and I lock eyes with Callan. Based on his clenched jaw and tight lips, I know after our shift, I’ll get at least an hour-long lecture about breaking protocol. Maybe I should take him up on his offer to go to O’Leary’s after all. If I’m going to have to listen to him recount all the reasons why it’s dangerous to deviate from our assigned roles, I’m going to need a stiff drink. 
An ear-piercing screech erupts from the parking lot. Instinctively, I turn my head toward the sound.
Two headlights blind my vision, and I don’t immediately realize it’s a car. When I do, it’s too late. The engine roars with purpose as the driver slams on the gas. 
It all happens so quickly. The car barrels toward us. I instinctively shove Staysa out of its path. Callan shouts my name through my earpiece. 
I don’t even have time to draw my gun. One moment, I’m standing on the pavement. The next, I’m hit with the weight of a dozen linebackers. It’s a force so great that it sends me flying over the hood of the car. My limbs hit and bounce across the roof as I tumble overhead until I fall on the other side. I hit the ground like a limp rag doll. 
I hear Staysa screaming just before everything goes black.






  
  Three

Callan


For the rest of my life, I will never forget the sight of the blue sedan hitting Jessi’s body, the sound of glass cracking as she violently rolled up the windshield, or the sequence of metallic thuds as she bounced across the roof and off the trunk before plummeting back to the ground. 
The car sped off, the driver callously leaving her behind on the cold pavement. As much as I wanted to jump in my car and chase down the driver who’d hit Jessi, I knew I needed to stay. I couldn’t leave Jessi unattended, and I needed to make sure Harlan and Staysa remained out of harm’s way. Although I hadn’t gotten a look at the driver through the sedan’s tinted glass, it was likely the man Jessi had confronted.
If I’m right, he could come back at any moment. 
Gerald, hearing the commotion outside through his earpiece, called 911. Then, I sent Staysa back inside and instructed Gerald and Trey to keep eyes on Harlan and Staysa at all times. 
Now, I’m kneeling beside Jessi, doing my best to stabilize her until help arrives. Thankfully, Jessi has a pulse, and she’s breathing. 
A small crowd forms around us. I’d insist they leave, but a few of them witnessed the accident firsthand and their statements will be valuable to the police. 
“Is there anything I can do to help?” a man asks. “Should we bring her inside?”
I shake my head, confident I’m following procedure. “She hit her head, and it’s possible she could also have trauma to her neck or spine. Moving her could cause further injury.” 
Worried she may go into shock, I take off my suit jacket and lay it across her. It’s a chilly night in early March on St. Simons Island. I barely notice the wind cutting through my button-down dress shirt. My adrenaline is too high for me to be cold.
“Where are they?” I mutter, feeling useless and temporarily forgetting that Gerald and Trey can still hear me through my earpiece. 
“The ambulance is on the way,” Gerald assures me. He’s trying to keep his voice low because he’s with Harlan and Staysa, but I can still detect his concern.
The man who offered to help stands up and joins the other bystanders, but he doesn’t leave. A few of the people gathered around have their cell phones out, snapping pictures, and I resist the urge to confront them. I’ll never understand the type of person whose first instinct in the middle of a crisis is to stand there and take photos of it. Is this really the type of memory they want to look back on someday? 
Look, honey. I found the picture we took of Timmy taking his first step. And here’s one of us relaxing on our vacation at Rosemary Beach. Oh! And of course, our favorite photo of that fun evening at the gala when some maniac mowed over a woman with his car. 
I look down at Jessi, willing her to open her verdant-green eyes and tell me I’m just being overdramatic about her condition. I want her to sit up and tell everyone to back up, that she doesn’t understand why they are making such a fuss. When she doesn’t, I carefully take her hand in mine. I’ve never touched her hand before, and it’s softer than I imagined it would be. It’s an unexpected contrast to her normal prickly demeanor. 
“Hang in there, Jess,” I mutter.
Her clothes are torn in random places from rolling across the pavement, and traces of blood seep through the fabric. The impact of the accident was so great that it knocked her bun loose, leaving locks of her chestnut hair in chaotic disarray. Before I even realize I’m doing it, I stroke her hair off her forehead, away from her face, careful not to touch the bruise that’s begun to form. 
“Stay with me.” 
Jessi and I started working together three years ago. I had already been working as a bodyguard for a year when Jessi walked through the door of our St. Simons Island satellite office, seeming almost timid and meek. That first impression seems absurd now though because it turns out, she’s the opposite of that. In fact, she’s a total badass.
Jessi started out as an office manager, but fast-tracked her way into becoming a bodyguard. I’ve never seen someone fly through the certification process as aggressively as she did and dedicate themselves wholeheartedly to this career path.
I’m not proud of it, but I’ll admit that I was skeptical at first when she declared she wanted to pursue it. She’s a good ten inches shorter than me, and at the time, she was so skinny that I worried someone might be able to snap her in half. It’s not an everyday occurrence for us to physically challenge someone, but it happens from time to time. Because we appear strong and unapproachable, it often keeps altercations from occurring in the first place. Back then, I couldn’t wrap my head around Jessi deterring someone from hurting a client. She just seemed too delicate. Too pretty. 
Jessi proved me wrong though. She wasn’t fragile or fearful at all. She hit the gym relentlessly, doing endless hours of cardio and weight training, completely changing her body composition. Her physique is still very feminine, but she is strong. I’ve seen her take down several men who thought they could slip past her. The look of surprise on their face when she drops them on their ass never ceases to amuse the hell out of me. 
Getting stronger wasn’t enough for Jessi though. No, she moved on to taking so many self-defense, combat, and weapons classes that I found myself signing up too. I figured a little continuing education couldn’t hurt my career. I mean, I couldn’t let this rookie outdo me. Plus, if she mastered something I hadn’t, I’d never hear the end of it—she’d make sure of that.
A siren wails in the distance, and I give her hand a squeeze. 
“They’re almost here. Hold on.” 
We’re not friends. I wouldn’t even say we’re all that friendly with each other. In the field, we’re civil and professional. Off duty, we bicker and banter, and she drives me absolutely insane sometimes. Still, it’s torture for me to see her just lying there, completely unresponsive, knowing there isn’t anything I can do to help. Sure, she can be a royal pain sometimes, but I could really go for one of her smart-ass comebacks right now. 
The siren grows louder as the ambulance approaches. I look up to gauge its distance, but that’s a mistake. The lights swirl around the parking lot, bouncing off the walls of the surrounding buildings, lighting up this five-star hotel like a disorienting disco. 
The roaring siren, the blinding lights, and the people jumping from the ambulance and running toward me are all too much. One second, I’m kneeling on the pavement, trying to help Jessi, and the next, I’m sitting on the side of the road with smoke filling my lungs. Agonizing screams echo inside my head, and I break out into a cold sweat. 
A woman—a paramedic—drops to the ground beside me, attempting to draw me out of a daze as she tries to nudge me out of the way. She’s yelling something, but I can’t hear her clearly. It’s like my ears are submerged underwater and everything around me is in slow motion. 
She grabs me by the shoulders and gives me a shake. I close my eyes, struggling to get it together, and an image of me and Jessi pops into my head. It’s one from two weeks ago. 

Jessi and I sat side by side at the mahogany bar at O’Leary’s, with Gerald to my left and Trey to her right. Jessi raised her old-fashioned and looked at me until I did the same. She smiled, knowing there was one thing that she and I could always agree on. 
“To another successful day of keeping everyone alive,” she said before clinking her glass against mine.

Then it hits me. I need to keep her alive. 
I open my eyes, forcing myself to focus on the present. The paramedic is trying to get between me and Jessi, but I haven’t let go of Jessi’s hand. 
“Sir, I need you to move. Now,” she says, and I reluctantly release Jessi. 
I scramble to my feet and move out of the way to give the rescue team space to work. Wasting no time, the paramedic slips a cervical collar around Jessi’s neck. Then she rolls Jessi onto her side while her partner slides a backboard under her. A third paramedic pulls a gurney down from the ambulance. Together, they lift Jessi up and place her on it. 
I push past several onlookers, trying to get to the ambulance. 
Someone calls my name. 
I turn just long enough to see Alton Darwood—a detective I’ve built a good rapport with over the years—has arrived. I return my attention back to Jessi as one paramedic shines a light in her eyes while another securely straps her to the gurney. 
“Did you see what happened?” Alton asks me. “The 911 call said it was a hit-and-run.”
“A man was arguing with our client’s girlfriend, and Jessi intervened. It pissed him off, and he tried to run them over with his car. Jessi pushed the girlfriend out of the way but got hit,” I reply, the words pouring out of my mouth in spurts as I try to find my breath.
I’ve dealt with many crisis situations in the field, but this one has me rattled to my core. It’s rare that one of our own gets this badly hurt. And it’s never happened when I’ve been in charge. 
A paramedic rushes over to Alton. “We pulled this from the victim,” he says as he hands over Jessi’s pistol. 
Alton takes it and gives him a nod before the paramedic hurries away. Alton turns his attention back to me. “Did you get a look at the car?”
The paramedics load Jessi into the back of the ambulance. 
“I did, but I need to go,” I say. “Gerald and Trey are inside with our client and his girlfriend, Staysa Fairchild. I think the man is her ex-husband. You should talk to her. I’ll give my statement later.”
I don’t wait for Alton to respond. Instead, I weave around a curious spectator recording on his phone and fight the urge to rip it out of his hand and stomp it into the ground. 
When I reach the back of the ambulance, I latch on to the grab bar, ready to climb in. 
“Sir, you can’t ride with us. Immediate family only,” the female paramedic says, reaching out to stop me. 
I pause, desperate to find a way in that ambulance. What if Jessi wakes up on the way there? She needs to see a familiar face. Even if it is mine. 
“She’s my fiancée,” I blurt out. It’s a lie, of course, and it’s one that would get me in hot water with Jessi if she heard me say it. Yet I can’t imagine a scenario where I’m not in that ambulance with her. 
I can practically hear the internal debate going on in the paramedic’s head, and I kick myself for not lying and saying that I was Jessi’s brother instead. Fiancé isn’t exactly considered an immediate family member, so I’m still asking this paramedic to bend the rules. If I was going to fib, it would’ve been better to say I was her sibling. 
Just when I think she’s going to reject me, she gives me a nod instead. “Fine. Let’s go.” 
Without hesitation, I hoist myself into the back of the ambulance and get out of their way so they can work on saving Jessi’s life. 






  
  Four

Callan


I should have stopped her. 
It’s all I can think about as I pace back and forth, earning worried looks from the handful of people sitting patiently on the other side of the ER waiting room. I’m making people uneasy, but I’m too anxious to sit. Pacing isn’t productive, but at least I’m doing something. 
It’s been a couple of hours since we arrived. As much as I wanted to stay with Jessi, just in case she woke up, the hospital staff was adamant that I needed to go to the waiting room, where I’d be out of the way. I’ve been around hospitals enough to know that while, yes, that’s true, it’s also because they don’t know if she is going to survive. If she doesn’t, they don’t want me to witness it. They believe I’m her fiancé after all. 
Although the fiancé part is a lie, I wouldn’t want to witness her death anyway if it were to come to that. I’ve seen too much death up close and personal as it is. I sure as hell don’t want to add Jessi to that list. 
My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out. It’s a video call from my boss, Reed. I retreat to the corner of the room, farther away from the other people in the waiting room, trying to get a little more privacy.
I pop in my earbuds as I accept the call, and Reed and his wife, Avery, appear on my phone screen. They are in Santorini, Greece, on their honeymoon. It’s hard to imagine that only a week ago, Jessi and I were guests at their wedding. We’d both volunteered to work the event, but they wouldn’t hear of it and insisted that we attend as their friends instead. 
It’s a little after five a.m. in Santorini, but Reed is already dressed. Avery, on the other hand, is wrapped in a big, plush robe and can barely keep her eyes open as she takes a sip of coffee. I can tell she’s trying her best to wake up, despite being the furthest thing from a morning person. 
“Callan, how are you holding up?” Reed asks. 
I texted Reed from the ambulance to let him know what had happened. As much as I didn’t want to worry him, especially while he’s on his honeymoon, our procedure is to notify him immediately in the event one of us gets injured on the job. 
I shrug, unsure how to answer that question. I’m worried sick, but I don’t want to freak him out when he’s so far away.
Reed frowns, and I know he can see the distress written all over my face. 
“Any word on Jessi’s condition?” Avery asks, clearly concerned. She and Jessi have become friends over the past year. 
“Nothing yet. I don’t know if that’s a good sign or …” I can’t finish the sentence. 
“I have our travel agent working to get us on a flight home as soon as possible,” Reed says. 
I shake my head. “Don’t leave your honeymoon just yet. Let’s at least find out how Jessi is first, and then you can decide if you need to come back. I can handle everything else in the meantime.” 
Reed is torn about the decision. It’s who he is and why he’s not only the best boss I’ve ever had, but he’s also one of my closest friends. 
“Alton stopped by the hospital about an hour ago, and I gave him my statement,” I tell Reed, hoping if he knows we’re on top of things here, it will sway him to stay in Greece. They deserve this time together to celebrate their marriage. “Once I confirm Jessi’s condition, I can file all the necessary paperwork for our records as well.” 
“Gerald called me and said that they have a positive ID on the suspect—Shane Morin—but he’s still at large,” Reed says as he ponders his decision. “I’ve instructed Gerald and Trey to remain with Harlan and Staysa until Shane is apprehended.” 
Shane Morin. I clench my fist at just the recollection of his name. He was mentioned in Harlan’s file because he was Staysa’s ex-husband, but there wasn’t a photo. Still, Jessi must have suspected it was him because she asked me about Staysa’s history right before she confronted him.
I should’ve looked harder throughout the crowd and identified the threat. If I’d seen him first and been the one to confront him, Jessi wouldn’t be lying in a hospital bed right now. 
“I can protect Jessi,” I reassure him. 
I might have failed at my job once, but I certainly won’t do it again. Shane won’t slip by me twice. No way. 
“I know.” Then Reed lets out a small laugh. “I’m sure she will be really receptive to that too.” 
Despite everything, I can’t help but smile. It’s true. Miss Independent won’t like me lurking around, making sure that lowlife doesn’t get anywhere near her. 
Reed lets out a long sigh. “I’ll call my travel agent and tell her to hold off for now. Keep me posted on Jessi’s condition, and we’ll go from there.” 
He sounds unsure about his decision, but I’m glad he’s not uprooting his entire trip to rush home. There isn’t much that can be done right now anyway. Hunting down Shane is the police’s responsibility, not ours. Sometimes, the lines get blurred, but we generally try to stay in our lane. Our job is to protect people, and I’m fully prepared to protect Jessi.
“I’m going to have Kara send you Jessi’s emergency contact information,” Reed says. “Can you call them and let them know what happened? I’d do it myself, but I think it’s a good idea to keep them posted, and you’ll be getting updates more quickly than I will.”
“Sure. No problem.” I hadn’t even thought about contacting Jessi’s family, but I’m glad Reed did. 
“And, Callan?”
“Yeah?” 
“Stop beating yourself up about what happened,” he says. “It’s not your fault.” 
I thought I’d hidden my guilt sufficiently, but I suppose I didn’t. Or maybe it’s because he just knows me too well.
“I’ll text you as soon as I get word from the doctor,” I reply, unable to give Reed the reassurance he wants because, of course, I blame myself. 
Jessi should never have been outside, confronting Shane in the first place. It was my job to confront any suspicious persons, not hers.
We hang up, and I make myself sit in one of the hard plastic chairs for the first time since arriving at the hospital. It’s a little after ten p.m., but it feels like it’s the middle of the night, and I’m exhausted. 
Despite my being tired, there’s no chance I’ll be able to sleep in the chair. My mind is racing too much to allow me to rest. Instead, I just sit and stare at the dingy beige tiled floor until my phone buzzes again. 
It’s a text from Kara, our office manager. 

KARA:  Here’s Jessi’s emergency contact: Mina Wheeler (555) 555-4131 



Hmm. Jessi never mentioned anyone named Mina. 


ME:  Relation? 



The tiny dots appear, letting me know Kara is replying. 

KARA:  Jessi listed Mina as a friend. 



Interesting. A friend. Not a parent, a sibling, or another family member. Given the situation, that revelation feels profound.
I hesitate as I stare at Mina’s number, trying to recall a time when Jessi mentioned her family, but I can’t. She’s heard me mention my parents, my brother, and his family. They are such a big part of my life that I frequently bring them up during our happy-hour conversations at O’Leary’s. I can’t think of a single instance when Jessi divulged any information about her own family though. Jessi isn’t a sharer, and I wouldn’t consider us close, but still, I should’ve asked. 
I scrub my face with my hand, trying to figure out what to say to Mina. Making this phone call to Jessi’s parents or another relative would be difficult. This call to her friend feels harder. Whoever Mina is, she’s more important to Jessi than anyone else in her own family. 
Ready to get this awful conversation over with, I force myself to dial the number and hold my breath as the phone rings. 
“Hello?” a woman answers. Her voice is perky but hesitant, likely because she doesn’t recognize my number. 
“Mina Wheeler?” 
“Speaking …”
“My name is Callan Davis. I work with Jessi Swanson. She has you listed as her emergency contact.” 
There’s silence. It stretches too long, and I’m about to ask her if she’s still there when she finally replies, “Is she dead?” Her voice quivers, like she’s on the verge of tears. 
“No,” I reply immediately. At least, I hope she’s not, but I’m not going to go there with her until I have the facts. “But Jessi is hurt.” 
Mina sniffles audibly through the phone, and I suspect she is full-on crying now. “What did he do to her?” 
I pause. Her assumption confuses me because I haven’t told her anything about Jessi’s injury or who was behind it. 
Perhaps Mina is in shock. 
“Jessi was hit by a car while on duty,” I explain matter-of-factly, trying my best not to envision those horrific moments. “She is alive, but was unconscious at the scene. Now she’s at a hospital in Brunswick, Georgia, and I’m waiting to speak with a doctor about her condition.” 
“Thank God,” Mina whispers, sounding relieved. 
Again, I’m perplexed. It’s not like I just gave her good news or anything. What happened to Jessi is terrifying and shocking, but it’s as if Mina was expecting something much worse. 
I’ve never had to make a call like this before, and I’m not sure if her reaction is typical. I also have no clue what else to say. A part of me wants to apologize for failing Jessi in such a massive way. 
“I’ll be in touch once I know more,” I tell her instead, deciding that my pathetic apology is probably the last thing Jessi’s friend wants to hear right now. 
“Thank you for calling, Callan,” she says. “And for always looking out for Jessi.” 
Mina hangs up, and I’m baffled by her comment. 
I’ve never heard of Mina until today, but did Jessi mention me to her? 
It sounded like Mina already knew who I was.
“Callan Davis?” a man’s voice calls out. 
I look up to see a doctor standing in the waiting room, trying to figure out which of the dozen people I am. 
“Here,” I say, jumping to my feet and hurrying over to him. “How’s Jessi?” 
The doctor has deep wrinkles on his face, and his frown lines are heavily pronounced. I can’t tell if they are always like that because of his age or if they reflect the news he’s about to share with me. I brace myself for the worst.
“Miss Swanson sustained a moderate concussion and bruising, particularly around her ribs and hip,” he says. “She also has several cuts and abrasions to her arms and legs from scraping the pavement during the fall. The good news is, there is no sign of internal bleeding or spinal injury.” 
She’s alive. I steeple my hands at my mouth and blow out a breath of relief. Unable to speak, I just give the doctor a nod of acknowledgment. 
“I expect her to make a full recovery,” he adds, patting me on the shoulder. “Your fiancée is going to be just fine. Would you like to see her?” 
“Yes, please,” I say as the weight of the world lifts from my shoulders.






  
  Five

Jessi


I hate everything about hospitals. The smell. The coldness. The death. 
Tonight was a close call. Too close. 
After Dr. Edwards gave me the rundown on the extent of my injuries, he made a point to tell me just how bad it could have been. 
“All things considered, I’d say you’re very lucky. I’ve seen patients come in with extensive internal bleeding or severe brain and spinal injuries because of such a collision,” he said, looking up from his tablet to peer at me over the silver-rimmed glasses perched on the tip of his nose.
I don’t regret it though, and I wouldn’t change how I handled the situation. Protecting people is my job. Without a doubt, I’d push Staysa out of the way all over again if I had to. I just hope she found safety and that bastard was apprehended. Despite my attempts to find out what happened to them after the accident, no one at the hospital has any answers. 
A nurse, who looks young enough to be in high school, comes into the room to check my vitals on the machines I’m hooked up to. 
“When can I get out of here?” I ask her. 
She walks over to a computer in the room and begins typing, likely recording my numbers. “Dr. Edwards wants to keep you for observation for at least forty-eight hours.” When she finishes, she moves toward the door.
“No, that’s not possible,” I say, not caring if I sound desperate. “I can’t stay here. Please, I just want to go home.” 
She pauses at the doorway and shoots me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to talk to Dr. Edwards about that. It’s his call whether or not you get discharged. He should be back shortly. He just went to speak to your family.”
She leaves, and I sit there in a state of total confusion. 
Family? 
That’s not feasible. I haven’t spoken to them in years. Besides, even if, by some stretch of the imagination, someone had located them and told them about my accident, they wouldn’t have come. They wouldn’t have cared.
I sit in the hospital bed, trying not to think about the shit hand I was dealt in the family department as I wait for Dr. Edwards to return. Instead, I focus on how I’ll convince him to let me go home. My home is my sanctuary, my safe place, and after all I’ve been through tonight, I desperately need to be there. 
I glance down at myself, dressed in the paper-thin hospital gown, and I pull the white knit blanket up a little higher. As I do, I notice the contusions and scrapes on my arms. I flip my arm over and check out the deep purple bruises on my forearm and wrist. 
The familiar notion of shame creeps in, and I instinctively bury my arms under the blanket, hiding them from the world. I take longer than I’d care to admit to realize I’m doing it, but when I do, I pull my arms back out. 
“Miss Swanson,” Dr. Edwards says from the doorway. “The nurse said you wanted to speak with me again.” 
He enters the room with Callan close behind. He can’t possibly be the family the nurse was referring to. 
Callan’s eyes, which look like a darker shade of blue under the fluorescent hospital lights, skim over me as if he’s in disbelief that I’m actually alive. 
“Staysa?” I ask. “Is she …”
Callan looks me in the eye. “She’s fine. Thanks to you.” 
I sigh with relief, then muster up the best smile I can to charm the doctor into letting me go home. “Doctor, I was hoping you’d be so kind and consider letting me go home tonight. I’m feeling fine. Great, in fact.” 
Callan creases his brows together in disagreement with my request, but thankfully, he says nothing. Not that it matters though because Dr. Edwards is already shaking his head. 
“You have a moderate concussion,” Dr. Edwards replies. “It’s essential that you remain awake for the next twenty-four hours. We need to monitor you to ensure your condition doesn’t worsen. The next two days are critical.”
Unable to accept his answer, I plead, “I promise I won’t go to sleep. If I get worse, I’ll come right back. Pinkie promise.” 
Logistically, I don’t know how I’d get back here since I’m pretty sure people with moderate concussions shouldn’t drive, but I suppose I could just call a rideshare or something. Whatever. I’d figure it out. 
I just need to get out of here. 
Dr. Edwards shakes his head again, and my hope deflates. 
“Please.” I try one more time, my voice a little less sweet than a moment ago. “I hate hospitals—no offense.”
The doctor ponders my request for a moment, and I regain a glimmer of hope.
“If your fiancé promises to constantly monitor you for the next forty-eight hours and bring you back if your symptoms worsen, then I’ll agree to discharge you,” he says. 
I’m dumbfounded when he turns to look at Callan. 
Fiancé? I know I hit my head pretty hard, but I have no recollection of what he’s talking about. 
Callan makes eye contact with me, and I know the look. Actually, I know a lot of his looks. Despite our differences, we do a great job of silently communicating with each other in the field. This particular one is telling me to just trust him and follow his lead. I’m not usually good at agreeing to this one, but considering he’s my only option of getting out of here, I decide to just keep my mouth shut. 
“I won’t let her out of my sight,” Callan tells the doctor, as if it’s the most natural conclusion in the world to him. 
“Do not, under any circumstance, let her sleep for the first twenty-four hours. If her headache becomes severe or if she experiences nausea or confusion, bring her back to the ER immediately,” Dr. Edwards tells him. 
Callan nods with understanding as I sit there, wondering what kind of bizarre world I’ve woken up in. Why on earth does this doctor think that Callan and I are engaged? 
Dr. Edwards turns to me. “Your stitches will dissolve on their own, but see your primary care doctor if there’s any unusual redness or swelling around the wound site. I want you to follow up with a neurologist in about a week just to make sure you’re properly healing from your concussion.” 
“I will. I promise.” 
He seems satisfied with my response. “I’ll have the nurse begin your discharge paperwork then.” 
“Thank you, Doctor,” I reply, feeling relieved that I won’t have to stay the night. 
Callan and I watch in silence as Dr. Edwards leaves the room. 
“Why does he think you’re my fiancé?” I ask Callan the second the doctor is gone. My tone clearly says, You’d better have a good explanation for this. 
“Because I told the paramedics I was so they’d let me come in the ambulance with you,” Callan replies flatly. “I didn’t want you to be alone.” 
Oh. 
I want to be irritated
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