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EVIL begins when you start to treat people as things...

I FINALLY HAVE CHARLOTTE’S family on my side. It’s been me and her against the world. With her father finally accepting me, nothing stands in our way. 

Or does it? 

I can’t get my brother out of my head—or the revenge that I know he’s planning on me. And I’m not the only one with a nemesis right now. Charlotte’s ex won’t take no for an answer, and he’s getting more and more dangerous with every rejection.

There may only be one way to stop them...
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Charlotte
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I SLUMPED INTO AMBER’S arms, crying so hard that I couldn’t see, and wondered what the fuck had just happened. 

“Hey, hey, it’s going to be okay,” Amber told me, though even she didn’t sound sure. After everything that we had been through, everything that had happened, I didn’t blame her. She must have been losing it, just the same way that I felt like I was. 

How could he have done this? And did he mean it? And was – was it really over, just like that? Nothing about this made sense. Nothing about it seemed to matter to me right now, nothing about it worked in my head. I just wanted this to be over, I wanted it to be done, and I wanted him to be here with me right now – because the thought of anything else was enough to rip a fresh hole in my guts and make me feel like I was falling apart all over again.

The way he had spoken to me, it had hardly been Tommy at all. That was the part I was struggling with the most, the part that made my head spin. I just wanted nothing more than to be able to talk to him, find out what had been going through his head when he had told me that he had wanted nothing more to do with me. It didn’t feel right, none of it did, and I was twisted-up inside trying to work out what must have happened, what must have gone wrong.

He couldn’t have meant everything that came out of his mouth. He just...couldn’t. I knew that he would never be that man, never be the one who tore out my heart like that with no warning, never be the one to hurt me so deeply and tear a lump out of me just like that. 

He loved me. He had told me that he loved me. And he had showed it so many more times than that, proved to me that he meant it when he said to me that he really cared about me and that he would have done anything that he could to protect me. The man who had said all of that stuff to me couldn’t have just changed his mind like that, he couldn’t.

“What the fuck just happened?” Amber muttered to me. I shook my head. I didn’t even know anymore, didn’t even know where to begin. Where to start picking apart everything that he had just said to me, the holes that he had torn through me once more.

“I don’t even know,” I confessed, my lungs expanding and releasing so quickly that I felt as though I might choke on my own breath. “I just...I don’t know, I thought that we were...”

I couldn’t even say it out loud. Couldn’t even come close. I couldn’t admit that I thought that the two of us were going to move in together, that we were going to stick it out beside it each in the long-term for good. And now he had just ripped that away from me, torn that out from under me as though the whole thing had been nothing more than a fucking joke from the start, and the gaps and the pain in everything that I had been left behind was too much for me to take.

I wanted to cry. The tears were falling, but it was almost as though they belonged to someone else, as though the sheer amount of pain that I was feeling right now was more than I could reasonably bear. My whole body was wracked with tension and terror and hurt, and I wanted to vanish into myself, make it so that I couldn’t feel a single drop more of this discomfort. I didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve this...

“I’m going to kick his ass,” Amber muttered, and the conviction in her voice was enough to make me laugh. A little break in the pain in my chest right now, at least.

“You don’t have to do that—”

“After everything he puts you through, and then he just pulls something like this?” she demanded. I could hear how furious she was right now, and it was hard to blame her – she was right, after all. All we had been through, all that we had endured, it felt sick and wrong that this would be the end of it. That this would be enough to render it undoable. I had no idea how I was meant to handle any of this, my head still trying to catch up with why he might have done this in the first place – and what I could have done to change it, if anything. What I could have moved inside myself to make it better. 

“It’s not fair,” she told me, shaking her head. “It’s not right. Something’s wrong about it, I’m sure of it...”

I couldn’t disagree with her there. Even though I was doing my best not to try and find answers for what he had done inside of me, there was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to just work it all out. To call him back and ask him if there was something that I had done, if there was something that I could have done differently to make sure that all of this turned out some other way – it wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, and I was going to do everything that I could to keep it clear in my head right now. I just wanted to curl up in a ball and scream, scream out so loud that the whole city could hear me, tell them that I had lost the man I loved, and I didn’t know why.

“You stay here, I’m going to get you something to drink,” Amber told me as she rose to her feet and headed to the other side of the apartment to find me something that would quench my thirst. Even in the brief moment that I was alone and without her, I felt this terrible, gripping pain inside of me, an agony that coursed through me so hard and so intensely that I almost cried out just to get it out of me. 

I knew that there had to be something more to this than I was seeing. There had to be, right? I had been so sure that Matt had taken him, but maybe that had been nothing more than him jumping at the chance to have an excuse to put so much distance between the two of us. He could get away from me, and then he wouldn’t have to look back. That would be the end of it, and I wouldn’t come looking for him.

Another thought was nagging at the back of my mind, as well. Another thought that I didn’t even want to consider, but that I knew I had to. What if my father had had something to do with this? It had his stamp all over it – he would have been kind to my face, trying to convince me that he really saw Tommy as part of the family, and then the first chance he got, he would have turned his back on that and changed his mind, ripped a hole in my life because he couldn’t stand to see me with him.

Maybe he had paid him off. Or threatened him. Or both. Kept the game face on for when I was there in front of him and changed everything when he knew that my back was turned. Okay, so he wasn’t going to force me to get back together with Matt, I didn’t think that he was that maniacal about it, but there was no way that he was just going to let me step out the door with someone like Tommy. Someone I actually cared about... Shit, the thought of that, the thought of everything that I was losing right now, was too much for me to take. I couldn’t handle it. I wouldn’t handle it. I wouldn’t let myself live this way, without him, without everything that I had come to love about him. 

I curled my hands into fists and managed to sit myself upright again by the time that Amber came back. I could see the concern all over her face and I didn’t blame her. I had spent so long trying to convince her that Tommy was right for me, that the two of us were so clearly meant for one another, and now – this? I just turn around and tell her that actually he’s decided to just call things off with me and that’s the end of it? Yeah, it wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, and I could tell that she was losing her mind over it. 

“We’re going to find out what happened,” she assured me. I could tell that she had no idea if she was telling me the truth or not. I wished that I could be certain, one way or another – hell, even just wished that I could know for sure whether my father had had anything to do with this, or if it was all in my mind, all wrapped up inside my head in this painful mess that had me turning suspicion on everything that I knew.

I knew that I couldn’t even touch on what I was thinking about my father. I was sure that Amber would tell me that I was being crazy and shit, maybe I was – maybe I needed to get myself together and accept that some things just didn’t work out. All the stress, all the fear, all the intensity of the relationship that Tommy and I had shared, it had burned out now, and that was why he was gone. 

But still...would he have been talking such a big game about the rest of our lives together if he had been planning to get out the first chance he got? It didn’t make sense to me, none of it did. Maybe he had just been trying to keep me quiet long enough for him to make his way out – maybe he thought that I would set my father on him if I caught wind of the fact that he was trying to leave, and that would have been the end of it. I hated it. I hated this. I hated having to go back over every little detail of the time that we had spent together and wonder if I had been reading it all wrong, wonder if I had been seeing something that had never been there. When he had looked into my eyes, when he had looked at me and I had looked back and thought that this was the man that I was going to spend my life with – how could I have got it so wrong? How could I have fucked it up so damn badly?

I took a sip of the water that Amber had brought for me, the clear taste of it something that at least I could make sense of in my mouth right now. I groaned and leaned back in my seat, trying to work out what the fuck was going on, what I needed to do next. 

“I’m so sorry he did this to you,” she murmured to me, and I could hear the genuine pain in her voice. For all that we had been through, for all that things had been hard for us lately, she had always loved me. Just the same way I loved her. And I knew that I was going to have to rely on that love even more than ever now that I had her here with me.

She was one of the only constants that I had been able to rely on, even when I had been with Matt, even when I had been trapped in that relationship that felt as though it was going to tear me apart at the seams. And I – I had hidden it from her, kept it from her, made sure that she didn’t know a thing, because I was so certain that she wouldn’t have been able to take it. What kind of friend did that make me? What kind of person? I hated that I had kept it from the people close to me, and I knew that it was going to take a hell of a lot for them to start trusting me again. 

If they ever could.

I had poured so much into Tommy that the thought of him being taken from me, the thought of having to go on without him, seemed fucking unfair. I had stuck by him all that time, I had been with him through all of it, and now, what – he was just gone? Like that? Like nothing had ever happened between us? One second, he was telling me that he wanted to move in with me, spend his life with me, he just needed to take it slow, and the next...

I couldn’t even think about that. I inhaled deeply, trying to ground myself, but I could hear his words thundering around and around my head, so much so that they seemed to tear holes in me with each rotation. None of this – none of this was right. I knew that there was a piece missing here that I needed to put into place before I could accept that everything was really over between us. My heart was thumping in my chest to the sound of his name, the sound of his voice.

I would find out what had happened, I would put the pieces together again. Even if I still ended up in the same place – alone – at the end of it all, it was still worth pushing on, pushing through, just to find out what I knew I needed to.

Even if the thought of coming to that final conclusion – that he really was gone – seemed far too much for me to handle right now.
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Tommy

––––––––
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WHEN I CAME TO, THE first thing I noticed was the rumbling of the wheels underneath me. So, we were on the move. But where to? And just how far was he taking me from Charlotte right now? 

Shit. Charlotte. I could still here her wavering voice down the line, the pain that had been written all over it as I told her that I wanted to end things. I couldn’t believe that fucker Matt had managed to make me do that – looking back, it just seemed absurd, ridiculous that he could have pulled off something like that. I wanted to go back in time and tell her that I loved her, no matter how much trouble it would have landed me in. Better to be in danger than to let her think for a single instant that she was anything other than the love of my life...

I lifted my head – it hurt like hell – and looked around. I was in the back of a van, unsecured. I supposed they thought that I would be out for a little while longer. Idiots. My head was pounding as I tried to get a look out of the windows. I couldn’t see much, since they were tinted, but I would have bet that Matt was taking me as far out of the city as he could, to make sure that I couldn’t get back to Charlotte anytime soon. Not that I blamed him – I mean, hell, he knew
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