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Run when you can, walk if you have to, crawl if you must; just never give up.

WE HAVE NO CHOICE BUT to run. 

There are so many people after Charlotte and I that I’m not sure how far we’re going to get. My brother’s men still want to get their hands on her. Then there’s her family—and her evil fiancé—who are going to do anything they can to get her back. 

I’m going to do anything I can to keep her safe. 

Anything I can to make sure she doesn’t fall back into their hands. And anything that it takes to ensure that I don’t lose her. But, even as we flee the mainland to an old house of my father’s, her history is right behind her. 

And little do I know that mine is right behind it...
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Tommy
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AS I PULLED BACK FROM Jake, for a moment, I was sure that I was the one who had taken the bullet. 

The sound of the gunshot was ringing in my ears. I was still holding the gun, could still feel the recoil where it had jumped back an inch in my hand. Shit – I didn’t know what to do. I could feel a wetness on my shirt, and I looked down, certain that I was going to see a wound spreading open beneath my skin...

But then, I tuned in to what was happening right in front of me. To the sound of Jake’s breathing. And I looked up, to see my brother’s face painted with a horrified white – and the sure sign that he had been the one to take the bullet written all over his expression. 

He staggered back from me, crashing hard into the wardrobe that was placed against the back wall. I couldn’t believe I had done this. I couldn’t believe...everything was spinning. Everything was coursing around, over and over again, and I knew that I needed to get out. Run. Escape, because if I stayed, then Jake was going to turn on me, and he was going to know that I had been the one to shoot him.

My brother slumped to the ground in front of me. I almost wanted to reach out to help him to his feet, but I knew that I couldn’t let that happen. I felt a small hand on my shoulder, and then I heard her voice.

“Tommy, please,” Charlotte begged me. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

She pulled me toward the door. Jake was still staring at me, his eyes wide with shock as he tried to take in everything that had just happened. I wanted to pull him to his feet, make sure that he was all right before I left, but I knew that I couldn’t do anything of the sort. I had to get out. I had to leave. Before he came to and turned on me and everyone who had ever been close to me in the process. 

She pulled me toward the door, and I let her. I didn’t have it in me to fight back. Not against her, not against any of it. I just needed to get out, now, while I still could. I could feel the wet warmth of my brother’s blood on my shirt, the shock of it nearly more than I could take, but I tried my best to ignore it as I staggered downstairs. 

Jerry was waiting by the door; I didn’t even know what he expected me to say to him right now, but it seemed like he had been able to take out the guys who had been turning on us. I was leaning heavily on Charlotte, even though I wasn’t injured; I knew that, if I let myself think about any of this for too long, I was going to sink to my knees and have no choice but to admit that I had just killed my brother.

“The rest of his men are going to be coming by soon,” Jerry warned me. “What are we going to do? Where do we go?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered. I didn’t have anything that could come close to an idea right now. I just wanted to turn back around, walk back up those stairs, and check on Jake. Make sure that he was really gone. Make sure that I didn’t have to worry about him coming back. 

“Highway? Back to the city?” he pressed me. I knew that I would have to come up with an answer soon, but something about the way he was talking to me made it hard to think straight. I just wanted to tell him to stop, but we couldn’t do that, not yet – not until we knew that we had made it far enough away to keep everyone from finding us. 

I rubbed my hand over my face, trying to bring myself back into the moment. There was – there was a house just outside of Tuxedo. Old place, one that my father had purchased with the intent of fixing up as soon as he got the chance, but clearly he had never managed to see the damn thing through. Not that I cared much about making it into a home. I just needed somewhere that nobody else would have known about.

Nobody else other than Jake, at least. And as long as he was still up there, bleeding out on the floor of the bedroom upstairs, then I had nothing to worry about.

“Pull the car around,” I instructed Jerry quickly. “I’ll give you the directions once we’re on the road, okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” he agreed, and I watched as he sprinted outside to get his hands on something that could take us far, far away from here. I sighed with relief and slumped back against the wall behind me, too lost with shock and panic to think straight.

“Hey, hey,” Charlotte murmured as she slipped her little hand into mine and squeezed tight. “It’s going to be okay. You hear me? It’s going to be okay...”

I wanted to believe her, but I didn’t know how the hell I could actually come to terms with that as a fact. My brother was upstairs, probably bleeding to death as I stood there, and I couldn’t figure out how in the name of holy hell I was supposed to wrap my head around that and feel anything other than the shock and horror that was pulsing through me in that moment. No – no. None of it could be real. None of it could be happening. Of all the shit that I had done over the years, all the shit that I been through with this family to blame for it, I knew that this was nothing but mine...

The car pulled to a halt outside the house, and Charlotte hurried toward it, tugging me along behind her to make sure that I didn’t get lost in the fray. I gripped hold of her tight as we slipped into the back seat, and I fed a few directions to Jerry so that we could get out of here.

As we drove, I looked back at the house – back up to the spot where Jake was still lying, no doubt. Was he still alive? Would someone find him before he died? I had no idea. I didn’t even know what I wanted the answer to be to that, either.

“Where are we going?” Charlotte asked me as she gripped my hand in hers and held it tight. I knew that she just wanted me to be strong for her, just for a little while longer, but I wasn’t sure that I had that in me right now. I just wanted to sleep, to sleep and forget everything that had happened. Everything that I had done.

But I needed to get her and Jerry as far away from harm’s way as I could right now. They were relying on me, and I wasn’t going to fail them now that they had come this far for me in the first place.

Anyway. I lifted my head and managed to look at her. 

“It’s this old place that my father had,” I explained. “Nothing special. Just a... just an old cabin, really. But I don’t think anyone else knows about it, and that’s what we need right now if we’re going to pull all of this off.”

“Agreed,” she murmured, and she leaned her head against my shoulder. I put my arm around her and tried to work out if any of this could really be happening. There was no way, was there? No way that this was real. No way that everything that had happened had actually unfolded the way that I thought it had. I couldn’t have pulled the trigger on my own brother. What sort of man would that make me? And could I live with him when I worked out the answer to that?

We drove off along the quiet roads, and Jerry took my directions, making sure not to miss a single turn. I was still trying to map out the way to this old place of my father’s as we drove, and I had no idea how long it was going to take until we got there. I wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep all of this off, but even once we had gotten there, I was sure that there would be so much to do, so much to take care of.

I pulled Charlotte close to me, reminding myself that this was everything that I had been waiting for. Everything that I had needed from her. She just had to be here, with me, and I would remember why I had chosen to get out of this life; I had been waiting for someone like her for so many years now that I had almost started to believe that she couldn’t even exist in the first place, but here she was, and she had convinced me to get out of the mess that my brother had dragged me into. I was never going to let go of her. Not if it took everything I’d ever worked for to keep her in my life.

Finally, we arrived at the place that I had chosen for our retreat. It was a little more ramshackle than I had realized, but bigger, too – that was something; at least the three of us wouldn’t have to be sleeping on top of each other. Jerry let out a whistle through his teeth as he stepped out of the car, shaking his head as he took the whole place in.

“Your dad really was loaded, huh?” he remarked. 

I nodded and helped Charlotte out of the car. “He was,” I muttered. I knew that I owed him for this one, giving me a place to run to when I had decided that I was going to get out of this messy industry that he had dragged me into, but he would never have accepted my thanks if he had known what I had done to my brother. After all, the only thing he had told me, again and again, was that family came first. Of course, he never had to deal with a man like Jake the way I did – Jake actually respected him, in a way that he never had when it had come to me...

But I never had to worry about Jake again. I could just leave behind everything that had happened in that place and pretend that I had never been there. I was going to move on. I was going to do everything I could to keep moving. And I was going to keep Charlotte by my side, to remind myself why I had done this all in the first place.

Inside the cabin, all the furniture was covered with large white cloths; it was clear that this had been a work in progress before my father had died. I started pulling off the cloths to see what we were dealing with – the furniture was hardly fashionable or modern, but it didn’t look too mildewy or nasty, so I could take it for the night. 

“Thank goodness,” Charlotte sighed as soon as she got a look at the place. I glanced over my shoulder at her, surprised by her reaction.

“For what?”

“Thank goodness I’m never going to have to sleep in that bedroom again,” she replied, shaking her head. “I would rather be anywhere than there. I can’t - I’m just so glad that we’re out, that’s all.”

And I could tell from the look on her face that she meant it. This was the most relaxed that I had seen her since I had first met her. She looked as though the weight of everything that she had been dragging around with her had finally lifted. I stepped toward her, leaned down to pull her into my arms, and felt her small body against mine. A promise that she was here, that she wasn’t about to go anywhere.

“Thank you for getting me out,” she murmured to me, her voice a little muffled against my shoulder.

“Thanks for giving me a reason to get out,” I replied, and I meant it. I knew that, without her, I would never have had an excuse to break out of the grasp of my brother’s control – Jake always had a way to convince me that I would be betraying the very depths of my family name if I tried to do anything other than support him in his endeavors. But when I had met her, when I had seen what he was willing to do to someone as good and as kind and as gentle as she was, I had known that I couldn’t stand by and just let it happen. I wanted to make something better for her, something bigger. And that was something that I couldn’t do until I got out from underneath everything that Jake had told me I would just have to live with. 

She kissed the bottom of my chin, and I held her for a few more moments. I didn’t want to let her go. That was why I had chosen to get out with her the way that I had, because I knew that there was nothing that I could do but love her like this. I would never have been able to forgive myself if anything had happened to her, and her kindness, her ability to just touch me and make everything feel a little cleaner, was something that I was never going to get tired of.

“Thank you,” I murmured again, and she pulled back from me and nodded.

“We should probably check out the rest of this place,” she suggested. “Make sure it’s all secure. If we’re going to be sleeping here, it’s the least we can do.”

“You’re right,” I agreed, and I rubbed my hand over my face and stretched my arms above my chest. I felt exhausted, as though I had been flayed and left to dry in the last couple of hours. I needed to rest. Needed to sleep. But I wouldn’t be able to switch off until I knew for sure that she was going to be all right to spend the night here, without having to worry for her safety – and until I was certain that I had everything that I needed to be sure
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