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      Jace Rollini was my first kiss, my first boyfriend, my first everything.

      Gorgeous and tough, he was my high school’s bad boy.

      A motorcycle lover with a craving for danger, I thought I’d hold on to him as long as he let me.

      Fast forward twelve years…

      I ended up with a man who was the wrong sort of trouble.

      The kind that hurt me.

      The kind that left me in the hospital with a traumatic brain injury that erased the last twelve years of my life.

      Now I’m back in the small town I ran away from.

      And Jace is here.

      And he’s sexier than ever.

      I broke his heart.

      He’s right in not wanting anything to do with me.

      I shouldn’t want Jace anymore.

      I should definitely stay away from him...

    

  


  
    
      For my beloved James,

      who believed he’d find me … and so he did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        When life gives you a second chance, seize it.
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      “Hey, Rae? Where do you want me to put these?” Amy, my assistant walked up, arms wide, holding a large cardboard tray filled with small, potted begonia starters.

      “Oh wow. They turned out nicely, didn’t they?” I said. The small pots were tasteful terracotta. The flowers were bright blooms.

      “Yep. It’s gonna look great.”

      The live flowers would lend a sophisticated air to this event—a must.

      “They sent enough for each of the forty tables, right?”

      “They did. I counted them myself before I let the delivery guy leave.”

      “Good.” I smiled at Amy. She’d been with me for two years. I’d had to invest a lot of effort into training her at first, but it was all paying off now. She did things nearly as well as I did—but nearly wasn’t good enough.

      That’s why I was here today, overseeing the final touches on my law firm’s annual thank-you event. I worked for a medium-sized law firm in Ivy Vale, a hundred miles north of Willow Sweep, the postage-stamp-sized town where I grew up. Though the distance between them wasn’t vast, the differences between Ivy Vale and Willow Sweep were great enough to fill an ocean.

      When I’d outgrown my hometown, I’d left and never looked back.

      Though Bungle & Mooney was one of the most prestigious law firms in the area, we competed heavily with a few other offices for the top spot, and so showing our clients how much we appreciated them was essential. Two hundred of our most important clients would descend upon the finest hall in town in four hours.

      Everything had to be perfect.

      “Make sure the flowers go in the middle of the tables,” I told Amy. “And exactly in the center of the planters with the blue glass marbles, okay?”

      She was already nodding her head. “No worries. I got this.”

      As well as I knew her ways, she knew mine. I’d worry regardless. I was on a fast track to making partner. The two founding partners of Bungle & Mooney had been law school buddies. They were in their fifties now, interested in lightening their workloads and sharing some of the responsibility so they could golf on Mondays and Fridays—drinks in the early afternoon.

      They hadn’t made it a secret that they were eyeing me for the position. Sure, I’d have to buy in to the firm with sweat equity, long hours, and a sizable monetary investment, but I’d been determined to check partner off my achievement list since the moment they hired me. I’d show up and get things done and they knew it. Hard work paid off, and I didn’t shy away from it.

      “Catering just called,” one of two secretaries who worked the front desk of the firm announced as she breezed past, her finger scrolling across her phone. I’d gotten to borrow her, that’s how important it was to make the right impression today.

      “Food will be here at 5:30 precisely,” Mavis added.

      I turned from where I was leaned over the seating chart. “Isn’t that cutting it close? Some of our clients are sure to arrive early. They always do.” I rubbed at my temples, forcing myself to unclench my jaw before I developed a stress headache.

      “We’ve got that covered. Hors d’oeuvres will be arriving an hour earlier.”

      “And kept on ice in the back until it’s time,” Amy interjected as she carefully placed a pot on each table. “The ice is already here,” she added, anticipating my next question.

      “The caterers remembered that we have two seafood allergies, four strict vegans, one Kosher order, and a nut allergy?” I asked, ticking items off from the scrolling mental list in my head.

      “Yep,” Amy said. “There isn’t a nut to be found in any of the foods, including the desserts, and the special meals are labeled.”

      I knew all this already. Amy was good at following through on the tasks I assigned her, which was why I’d kept her on and was grooming her to transition with me to the partners’ wing of the office when I was made an official offer—a formality at this point. I had the job in the bag. It was just a matter of time. Rob, my favorite of the two partners due to his generally easygoing nature, had all but told me so.

      Amy was a petite brunette with bounce in her step. Her brown eyes grew dreamy as they pointed behind me, and so I wasn’t surprised when arms wrapped around my waist.

      Todd.

      Amy lit up all over anytime my fiancé was nearby. Her gaze darted to him, then away, and then back again like she didn’t want to be obvious she was staring at him, but also couldn’t stop herself.

      I didn’t blame her. It was hard not to notice the athletic body he spent ninety minutes honing every day at the gym. His eyes were a stark blue, his hair a dark blond. When he smiled, he beamed with a mouth full of straight, white teeth.

      He was … perfect.

      “Hey.” I smiled, leaning into him.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” he said. I briefly met Amy’s stare; it was filled with enough longing to make me uncomfortable.

      When she noticed me looking back, she quickly busied herself arranging a centerpiece.

      Spinning in Todd’s hold, I draped my arms around his neck and gave him a quick peck. When he pressed for more, I shook my head. “Not here. I’m at work.”

      He huffed and stepped away from me. “This isn’t work. This is you playing party organizer.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, trying unsuccessfully not to notice how well he wore his navy-blue suit. The dress shirt beneath it was the exact shade of his irises; his tie was knotted tidily at the collar.

      “Of course this is work,” I said. “I told you how important it is to keep our clients happy.”

      He stepped closer. “This is beneath you. This is the kind of shit you’re supposed to be delegating.”

      Snapping a quick glance at Amy, her eyes were still glazed as she snuck looks at him.

      Moving next to him so Amy hopefully wouldn’t hear us, I said, “It’s too important. Why are you still giving me grief about it? We talked about this last night.”

      “An attorney who hopes to become partner should be focused on billable hours, not party planning,” he said as if he hadn’t mentioned this several times before.

      “You say that because you already made partner at your firm.”

      Todd was a newly minted partner of one of my firm’s competitors. At thirty-three, he was the youngest partner by two decades.

      “I have to make a good impression.”

      “You make a good impression by making the firm money.”

      “This”—I swept my arm across the large, open-air patio of the event hall—“is how the firm makes its money. By keeping its clientele happy.”

      “The clientele doesn’t care about a stupid, catered dinner. They care about the lawyers they hire getting shit done.”

      I huffed and turned away, taking in the beautiful garden that bordered the patio. Little lights would illuminate the lush plants once darkness fell, making the evening magical. After dinner, I’d encourage our clients to take strolls along the flowerbeds. The place was perfect. The off-white linens draped the tables just so, the chairs were elegant and understated, and a well-known local chef designed the five-course meal just for this event.

      “Did you just come here to hassle me?” I asked over my shoulder.

      Todd’s shiny dress shoes padded softly across the tiled floor until he was behind me. His arms circled my waist again. “I took a late lunch and figured you’d want to see me. Don’t you want to see me?”

      A nervous chuckle slipped out. “Sure I want to see you. I agreed to marry you, didn’t I?”

      “You trust me, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “And I made partner before you did, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” I replied tightly.

      “So listen to me. This is a waste of your time, and the partners are thinking that even if they aren’t telling you. They’re testing you. They want to see if you know where your priorities should lie, and based on this, you’re failing spectacularly.”

      I didn’t say a word, my shoulders bunching beneath the coat of my pencil-skirt suit.

      He grabbed my arm. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      I whirled on him. “What are you talking about? I’m not going anywhere.”

      He barked an incredulous laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No, I’m not kidding.” I yanked my arm free.

      “So you’re just going to risk the partnership over some stupid party that doesn’t even mean anything?”

      When I didn’t answer, grinding my jaw, he continued, more softly. “You put in the hours, Rae. I should know it. I hardly see you.”

      “Yeah, that’s because I’m a hard worker and I know my job.”

      “Don’t waste all that hard work.”

      “Ohmygod, Todd.” I flung my hands in the air. “I’m not wasting it. I offered to organize this event and the partners were pleased, okay? They wanted me to do it because they know I’ll make it perfect.”

      He was shaking his head, his precisely trimmed and styled hair not moving an inch. “God, are you really this stupid? They. Are. Testing. You! Do you think they want a new partner who knows how to hang streamers and hand out party hats? Or do you think they want a partner who knows how to buckle down and rack in those billables?”

      “Leave me alone. Get back to your own billables before you’ve wasted your long lunch on giving me shit.”

      He took my arm again, pulling me toward him. I stumbled over my moderate high heels and he caught me, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “Come on,” he said again. “Let me help you when you’re too foolish to help yourself. You’ve wasted too much time this week on this nonsense.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. You just called me ‘foolish!’”

      He shrugged. “I just call it like I see it.”

      I worked to free myself from his hold, but he gripped me tighter. “You want to be partner, don’t you?”

      I stopped struggling to snap, “Of course I do.”

      “Then let the man who knows better show you how to do better.”

      I waggled my jaw and I was pretty sure my nostrils were flaring. He started to lead me from the patio toward the interior of the hall.

      “Todd, let me go.”

      “Stop being such a bitch, Rae.”

      “I am not a bitch,” I seethed.

      “Sure are acting like one.”

      When I untangled myself from his hold, he clasped my hand and continued to guide me toward the doors that led to the entryway of the hall.

      Tugging my hand free, I planted my feet and glared at him. “Stop this. You’re mistreating me.”

      He laughed, his incredulity obvious. “I am not. I’m trying to help you, can’t you see?”

      “No, I can’t,” I snapped another time. “Just leave me alone.”

      He stared at me for a few beats. “Fine. If you want to mess this all up for yourself—for us—then go right ahead. But I don’t want you to come whining to me about it later when they give the partner spot to someone more deserving. I’m sure Cameron will be all too happy to take your place.”

      I gasped as he continued: “He loves the whole buddy-buddy system. He’ll be scratching the bosses’ backs in no time. He’ll join them for golf and drinks and whatever secret shit they do, and they’ll love him. They’ll be glad they chose him over you.”

      “You know I’m the most deserving.” I was sure my face must be red.

      “Honestly, Rae, no I don’t. Not anymore.” He turned to leave. “I’ll see you at home.”

      “Actually,” I said before I stopped to think, “I don’t think so. Maybe this isn’t a good idea anymore.”

      “Finally! You’re getting it. Let’s go.”

      “No, you’re not getting it.” I held up the hand with the engagement ring and wiggled the finger at him. The large diamond flashed, catching the light streaming in through the windows. “I’m saying maybe we shouldn’t get married.”

      He stared at me for several long seconds before throwing his head back. He laughed—just once. When he spoke, it was over a sneer. “This is just like you. Any time we have any kind of disagreement you just want to run away.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Yeah it is. You think you can do better than me?”

      My stomach sank at the realization of what I was doing.

      “You think you’re going to find someone out there who’ll look out for you the way I do? Who’s willing to get in fights like this to keep you from throwing your career down the toilet? Well then, go right ahead.”

      I reached for him but stopped short of touching him. “Todd, wait. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”  Looking around, I took a moment to be grateful Amy, Mavis, or any of the members of the rental hall staff roaming around weren’t there to witness our fight.

      He glanced down at my hand but didn’t move to take it. “Yeah, I’m not so sure. Maybe you should go to your sister’s for the night. Think about what you did.”

      “I don’t want to go to Sam’s. I want to come home to you.” I pressed myself to his side and looked up at him. “Let me make it up to you. I’ll do all your favorite things.”

      “You can do that tomorrow. Tonight, I want you at your sister’s.”

      “But I don’t want to spend time with her. She’s impossible.”

      “Yeah, well, sometimes, so are you. You’re messing up the good thing we have here. If you aren’t sure you want to marry me, then maybe you should go look at how the other half lives. And maybe I need some time to think if I want to marry you after all.”

      My mouth dropped open. “I want to marry you. I promise.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have been such a bitch to me.”

      He turned to leave and I reached for him again. This time it was me grabbing his arm. He looked down at my hand like it didn’t belong despite the shiny ring that confirmed it did.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “Then we’ll talk and I’ll make a decision.”

      “But, Todd⁠—”

      “This is part of being a grown-up, Rae. You’ve got to live with your choices, even when they’re bad ones.”

      I squeezed his arm, trying to keep him there with me. He flung me off and gave me a little push.

      I tripped over my heels and toppled backward.

      I registered a hard, sharp blow to the head, and then Todd disappeared.

      Everything did.
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      I opened my eyes with a groan and blinked groggily at the recessed lights. So bright.

      “Wha—?” I started to ask but stopped when I discovered my throat felt like a sandpaper slide.

      Squinting into the room, I spotted my mom just as she popped up from a faux leather chair by a window.

      “Rae.” She rushed to my side, reaching out to touch my hand then pulling back to run her fingers along my shoulder instead. “Oh my God,” she whooshed out. “You’re awake.”

      I took her in. Her long blond hair, a darker shade of mine, was piled up on top of her head in a messy top knot. Her eyes were swollen and sunken, dark circles like smudged eye shadow under her lower lids.

      “I-I can’t believe you’re finally awake. I’ll need to let your dad know.” She ran back to the chair to grab her phone and began tapping on it like she’d forgotten how to use the buttons on cells. Her hands were shaking. “And your sister. Everyone.”

      “M-mom?” I squawked. By then, I’d figured out I was in a hospital. It wasn’t hard. A monitor of some sort beeped steadily behind me, and the scent of antiseptic, sterility, and desperation was one I wouldn’t soon mistake. The walls were plain and medical equipment surrounded me. An IV snaked from the crook of my arm.

      “They said this would happen.” Mom’s stare was back on me, tracing every inch of my body. “You were going to come out of the coma, but I didn’t think it’d happen so soon. If not, your dad and Sam would’ve been here. Oh, wait. I should go tell the nurses. Hold on, honey. I’ll be right back.”

      But then Mom just stood there, staring some more, until she shook her head as if to clear it and shuffled to the door, pulled it open, and ran out, leaving the door ajar behind her.

      I swallowed, but my throat threatened to break.

      Attempting to examine myself before Mom returned, I tilted my head downward and soon regretted the movement. Not only did it feel like a knife was stabbing me in the head, but I was reasonably certain my head was wrapped or tied or … something.

      What the hell happened? Mom had said coma, hadn’t she?

      Afraid to try, but more afraid not to know, I wiggled my toes. They moved, and I let out a sigh of relief I didn’t realize I’d been holding. I clenched and unclenched my fingers and felt every movement.

      My heart swelled. Whatever had happened, at least I still had all my limbs. That was something.

      Tilting my gaze while trying to move my head as little as possible, I couldn’t tell much. I was covered with blankets up to my collarbone. From what I could see, I appeared to be fine-ish.

      Mom came racing back in with a nurse hot on her heels.

      “Hey there, Rae,” a tall woman with chocolate skin, cornrows, and a brilliant smile said as she swept in, coming straight to my bedside. She spoke over her shoulder as she checked the readouts on monitors, fluttering around me, moving behind the bed where I couldn’t see her without shifting my head.

      “I’m Destiny,” she said, “one of the ICU nurses. I’m glad to see you finally awake.”

      “Hi,” I croaked; that’s all I could manage.

      “I bet you’re plenty thirsty.”

      I didn’t nod, but instead gave her a weak smile of encouragement. My lips were tight; if I moved them much more they’d crack.

      “I just need to check another couple of things and then I’ll get you some water.”

      “I can get it,” Mom piped up.

      “That’d be great, Marin.”

      Mom rushed back out while Destiny withdrew a penlight from one of her pockets, lifted one of my eyelids, and shone it straight at me.

      Whoa. Warn a girl, won’t ya?

      Pushing my head back into the pillow, I tried to withdraw, tried to blink, but she wouldn’t let me.

      “Sorry, hon,” she said. “I know it’s not comfortable, but it’ll tell me a lot about how you’re doing.”

      Once my eye stung and watered sufficiently for her satisfaction, she tortured me on the other side too.

      Mom ran back into the room, sloshing a gigantic plastic cup of water with a thick bendy straw. Ice rattled against the sides. When Destiny made room for her to press the straw to my lips, I sucked water down greedily.

      Until it lodged in my throat. Wincing as I swallowed thickly, I grew more measured in my drinking.

      “Yeah, it’s bound to hurt for a little bit,” Destiny said, tucking her penlight back in her violet scrubs. “You were on a ventilator and they always leave things a little raw.” She patted me on the shoulder as she busied herself checking my IV line and running a digital thermometer across my forehead. “You’ll start feeling better real soon now that you can drink.”

      But my attention was on Mom, not the friendly nurse. Mom was crying, silent tears rolling down her tired face.

      She clutched her phone—a new one, from the look of it—in one hand, where it seemed forgotten.

      “Mom,” I croaked like a bullfrog, “is … am I all right?”

      “I think you’ll be fine now.” But she didn’t look sure. In fact, her gaze swept from me to Destiny, as if waiting for the nurse to deliver the verdict.

      Sure enough, once Destiny finished emptying a bag, which turned out to be a bag of my urine—allow me to die of mortification now, thanks very much—Mom shuffled over to her.

      “Well? How is she?”

      Destiny looked at her watch, then made a few final notes on a clipboard before returning it to a hook at the foot of the bed. “Her vitals are stable, which is great. From what I see, so far so good. The fact that she’s talking and remembers you is great news. But we’ll have to wait for the neurosurgeon to tell us how she came out of this.”

      “Neurosurgeon?” I whispered so softly I wasn’t sure anyone would hear me.

      Yet they both did, turning toward me.

      “I’m going to go page him now, see if he’s available,” Destiny said. “If he is, you’ll have news right away.” Facing my mom, she added, “If he’s in surgery or something, you’ll just have to be patient and wait. You know what that’s like. Emergency patients come first.”

      Mom nodded heavily, seeming decades older. “Just, will you let me know once you find something out one way or the other?”

      Destiny smiled. “Sure, hon.” Then she opened the wide door and disappeared behind it.

      “Mom?” I asked. “What happened? What’s going on?”

      Her eyes scanned my face as if searching for something. “You don’t remember?”

      I went to shake my head, then stopped at the fresh reminder of why that wasn’t a good idea. My head ached like I had a raging hangover.

      “You hit your head, sweetheart. Pretty hard.”

      “How? Was I in some kind of accident?”

      “You fell and hit your head against the corner of a wall. It was one of those freak things. You actually got really lucky. Todd found you right away and the neurosurgeon put you in an induced coma immediately to limit brain swelling. He thinks there’s a good chance you’ll come back from this without long-term damage.”

      “He thinks I will?” I said, skipping right over everything else.

      She shrugged, and the expression was so burdened, so sad, that I restrained myself from unleashing the gazillion questions racing through my mind. Like who the hell was Todd?

      “He said if you woke up on your own, then there’d be a decent chance you’d get out of this without serious problems. The swelling in your brain came down, and he eased you out of the induced coma a couple of days ago. But then you didn’t wake up on your own. He said it could take a while, but still.” She chewed on her lip. “He told us it was possible you might have to relearn basic skills like talking and walking, though it wasn’t all that likely because of where your brain got hurt. But”—she smiled, and the expression lit up her tired face—“based on talking to you now, I think you’re going to be just fine.”

      As if suddenly remembering her phone, she pulled it up again, tapping the screen. “Thank God Todd found you when he did. He’ll forever be my hero. The neurosurgeon said any delay could have led to a different result, even … even death.”

      She blinked tears away rapidly while I chewed on what she said.

      “Who’s Todd?”

      Her brows arched in alarm. “You don’t remember Todd?”

      “Nooooo.” I drew the word out. “Who is he?”

      “Uh, just rest, sweetie. I’d better call your father. He’ll want to know you’re awake right away.”

      “Okay,” I said, starting to feel numb. “How long have I been out?”

      “Almost three weeks.”

      “Three weeks?” I repeated, deciding I was definitely numb already.

      She nodded and spoke in a rush. “Don’t worry, my sweet Rae, three weeks isn’t that long, not when it could’ve been so much worse.” She patted my leg, and I was relieved to feel her hand beneath the thin blanket.

      “We’ll help you catch up on what you missed and one of us will be there with you every step of the way until you get all the way better.”

      “So I just have a hit to the head, nothing else? Everything else is working fine?”

      She squeezed my leg. “Yes. We got really lucky.”

      “But I’ll have to miss volleyball finals?”

      “Volleyball finals?” Her forehead scrunched. “You mean … the high school state championship?”

      Her voice was pitched too high.

      “Of course,” I answered cautiously. “What else would I be talking about?”

      Mom brought the phone in front of her face another time, her hands definitely shaking. “Let me just call your dad, sweetie, then we can talk. And Sam. She was out of town on one of her trips—she canceled some of them when you had your accident, but she couldn’t cancel all of them. Some of the flights and events were nonrefundable. She’d risk losing her business if she canceled and her clients lost money. I told her to go, that we’d take care of you while she was gone.”

      Mom’s expression fell at whatever she saw in my face.

      “Don’t worry,” she hurried to say, “I’m sure Sam can drive right over.”

      “But … Sam doesn’t drive. She only just got her learner’s permit. And what about Jace? Where’s he?”

      Mom stared at me for so long I wondered if maybe the brain injury I sustained did have me talking gibberish. I sounded fine to my own ears, but I imagined people with brain issues seemed fine to themselves just as crazy people probably didn’t realize they were crazy.

      “Just let me make these calls. I won’t be long. I’ll have Sam call everybody else.” By everybody else she meant my aunts, uncles, and cousins. “Do you want some more water before I leave?”

      “Yes please.” I took several more careful swallows. Then she cast a final look over her shoulder at me as she brought the phone to her ear, pulling the door tightly shut behind her.

      Because everyone needed privacy from their daughter to deliver good news...

      I sank into the bed and waited. Whatever news would eventually come, I doubted I was going to like it. Mom was a terrible actress.
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      I didn’t immediately understand what exactly was wrong when Dad and Sam arrived at the hospital.

      Mom ushered them into my room then stepped to one side of my bed, saying, “See! She’s awake. Isn’t that just the best news?” Her voice was too upbeat, too cheery for her exhausted face.

      Dad walked to the other side of my bed and dipped to kiss me on the forehead, below the bandages I discovered I had. “Hey, Cricket. You gave us a scare. I’m so glad you’re still here with us. And that you’re okay!” He shot a look at Mom across the bed. “Who knew law firm parties could be so dangerous, huh?” He laughed, but it was his nervous laugh.

      As happy as I was to see Dad, my gaze was stuck on Sam.

      Sam, my little sister by two years, had grown boobs—big boobs!—and her hair was auburn-tinted instead of its usual blond. But more than that, she’d grown. She was taller and more filled out, like she’d aged since I last saw her … three weeks ago.

      I closed my eyes for a few beats then opened them again.

      Yep, Mom and Dad still looked exhausted … and older now that I started to notice. And Sam … Sam looked like she was rocking her twenties.

      She was fifteen!

      “Okay,” I started, “either this is some kind of post-coma, drug-induced hallucination or I’m having some kind of movie moment.”

      “Hey, Rae.” Sam squeezed one of my feet over the covers like I hadn’t spoken.

      “See!” I pointed at her hand. “You never touch my feet. You think my feet are gross.”

      “Yeah, when we were girls.” Even so, she withdrew her hand and wiped it along her jeans. Jeans that were tight and curve-hugging.

      When did she get so curvy?

      “Even though I don’t want to sound like I’m in Back to the Future or Big or something, what year is it?” I asked.

      Those movies had taught me valuable lessons. Like cut to the chase to figure facts out fast.

      Sam exchanged loaded looks with Mom and Dad before finally saying, “What year do you think it is?”

      “Nah-ah. No dodging. I asked first.”

      “Fine.” She pinned her eyes on mine. “It’s 2020. What year’s it for you?”

      I heard her follow-up question, but I barely registered it. My mind was stuck on 2020 like I was a skipping vinyl record with a deep groove etched into it.

      “Sweetie,” Mom whispered, “what year do you think it is?” Hope and fear rode her question in equal measure.

      Swallowing thickly, I shook my head, winced, and stopped. “May I have more water please?”

      Mom moved robotically to fulfill my wish, but tears rimmed her lower lids.

      I dragged my labored sips out. My throat was a bit less tender, but it still hurt to swallow.

      “Rae, you can’t leave us hanging like this,” Sam said. “You have no idea what these last few weeks have been like for us. We didn’t know if you were ever going to wake up.”

      “Thank God Todd showed up at the hall and found you, or you might never have woken up,” Dad said.

      “I don’t know who Todd is.” Even I could hear how empty my voice sounded.

      “He’s your fiancé.” Dad flicked a look at Mom that communicated so much else that he didn’t say.

      “My fiancé?” I echoed hollowly.

      “Yeah,” Dad said, but by then it was clear that not only was something wrong, something was seriously wrong.

      And all of us in my hospital room knew it.

      “Where’s Jace?” I asked, my heart frozen in my chest.

      Dad swallowed visibly. “We’ll explain everything that we can. Later.” He turned to Mom. “When’s Doctor Gibbs coming to see her?”

      “Destiny says it might be another hour or more before he can get here. There was a pile-up on the freeway that left several injured. He’s been in surgery for hours.”

      “What did he do to me?” I blurted. “He operated on my brain?”

      Mom and Dad nodded, continuing to bounce between looking at each other and looking at me, but Sam’s stare didn’t move. It was all on me, all the time.

      “He, what, he cut open my skull?” My voice was too shrill.

      “He only had to saw out little pieces,” Dad said. “It’s not as big of a deal as it sounds, you’ll be fine.”

      “Dad, sawing out, skull, and fine do not belong in the same sentence. Like ever.”

      Someone knocked on the door. “Is it okay to come in?” It was Aunt Donna, Mom’s sister. I’d pick out her voice anywhere, even after a brain injury.

      After yet another exchanged look with Dad, Mom rushed to the door, opened it a crack, and when Aunt Donna attempted to push through, she pushed back, leading her in the opposite direction. The door clicked shut behind them like the gavel of judgment.

      I heard Aunt Donna gasp and exclaim, and then a chorus of other voices behind her, likely her husband and their three children. Our cousins were younger than Sam and me, but after looking at Sam, who knew. The voices were no longer those of annoying little brats.

      “I’m going to go tell them to quiet it down, okay?” Dad’s intelligent gaze was on me, studying me. He always seemed to understand what was going on inside me, though I doubted he did now. How could he? I had no idea what the hell was going on.

      Was time travel a real thing? Had I lost my mind? The hour before Doctor Skull Cutter arrived would be endless.

      The instant Dad was gone, the voices hushed behind the closed door, and Sam took a seat on the edge of the bed.

      Her mouth was pinched behind
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