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“Love cannot save you from your own fate.” Jim Morrison

 

I’ve never really understood the saying blood is thicker than water. 
I mean, of course it is.

Blood is essentially made up of platelets, plasma, and red and white blood cells. And water—well, water is made up of oxygen and two hydrogen atoms. So it makes sense that blood is indeed thicker than water.

But it was only recently that I realized that the saying itself does not refer to the literal meaning but more to the philosophical notion of family and the strong ties that bind them. And the reason for my epiphany is because I found my family. We may not have been related by blood, but we were a family nonetheless.

A family of misfits.

However, I left my family of misfits in hopes that when I located my blood kin, the grass would be greener and blah, blah, blah

But now that I’ve found my nearest and dearest, which I am related to by blood, I understand another saying—you can choose your friends, but not your family.

And the reason I can relate is because sometimes the family you’re born into…just fucking sucks.
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One could use so many words to describe their mother—caring, devoted, compassionate, loving, but most of all, a protector.

It’s a mother’s job to protect her child unconditionally, devoting her life to ensure her offspring grows up happy and feeling safe. But the lady before me fails on all accounts, as she was never devoted or a protector.

Maybe the words heartless, cold, callous, and selfish could best describe her. Yet I am utterly fascinated by her, as this is the woman who gave me life. She is also the woman who took it away.

“What are you doing here?” she gasps, and just like that, my earlier adjectives seem totally justified.

My face contorts at her clipped question because she may as well have slapped me with her formality.

“It’s lovely to see you too.”

“I’m s-sorry, I just…” She stutters nervously.

“It’s fine,” I reply, finally finding my voice. “I should never have come.”

I quickly turn to leave this train wreck behind.

As far as family reunions go, this one can be labeled a total disaster.

“No, Mia, wait!” she says, seizing my arm.

I yank out of her grip and face her with red-hot fury in my eyes.

She wrings her hands, obviously distressed by my hostile reaction, but I can’t contain my rage. Her touch feels like manacles imprisoning my heart, and I fear I’ll be sick if she lays her hands on me once more.

“Sorry,” she quickly apologizes, hands raised in surrender. “Come inside. It’s cold out.”

Is it? I’m totally numb and don’t feel a thing.

“Please,” she pleads when I don’t move.

I move only when I feel a familiar pair of hands wrap around my middle.

“Come on, Red,” Quinn says, his warm lips pressed against my ear.

Quinn Berkeley—he’s the only person I trust.

I nod, thankful his hands steady me since I’m about to fall flat on my face.

Cynthia gently guides the scowling teenager inside, and I follow apprehensively. I still cannot believe I’m here.

Quinn’s hands are like my security blanket, and by the gentle, reassuring squeeze, he knows it, too.

As soon as I step into the grand foyer, a pang of anger hits me straight in the guts. This house is huge.

From the polished floorboards to the white spiral staircase leading up to God knows how many floors above us, I can’t help but compare this home to the house I grew up in back in LA.

My house was barely standing by the time I left, not to mention that it contained my dying father, bleeding out on the basement floor.

Sadly for me and the rest of humanity, he didn’t die. And that’s the reason I’m here.

“Come into the sitting room,” Cynthia says over her shoulder.

I follow blindly, as I have no idea what a sitting room is.

The house smells like cinnamon and fresh flowers, and I notice a bunch of roses sitting on top of a mahogany coffee table as we enter. The room has a small brown sofa and two matching recliners. The bright embers in the fireplace, which are softly crackling, give the pretty room a homey feel.

“Sit, please.” Cynthia gestures to the brown sofa with a shaky hand.

I look at it, and like everything else in this house, it’s fucking perfect.

Gaping down at my ratty clothes and muddy boots, I realize I don’t belong here. I will never fit in with all the perfect white linens, floral wallpaper, and fucking fresh flowers. I never will.

“Please, Mia,” Cynthia begs again when I stand defiantly, gazing around the room.

“Fine,” I gripe, sitting rigidly on the sofa.

Quinn takes a seat near me, ensuring our knees remain touching. His simple gesture is done with intent, illustrating he’s here with me every step of the way.

“Let me get you some tea,” Cynthia says, fiddling with her gold charm bracelet as she stands awkwardly in the middle of the room.

The teenager has slumped into a recliner, eyeing me something wicked. From her looks, I’d say she’s about sixteen, but it’s hard to tell under her layers of makeup. Her sizable boobs make mine look laughable, and she’s all womanly curves, while I’m slender and toned.

We couldn’t look more different. Well, apart from our eyes.

“Who is she, Mom?” she asks, glaring at me.

My gaze never wavers from her, as this little brat in front of me surely cannot be who I think she is. If she were, that would mean my mother left me alone in the care of my father while she was pregnant, and I would surely remember having a sister.

It would also mean my mother made a choice to save her, but not me. She left me there to rot, and by the looks of her house and her appearance, Cynthia hasn’t looked back on her decision with regret.

Cynthia looks uncomfortable as she adjusts the belt on her gold pantsuit. I can’t wait to hear her explanation because I, too, need to know the answer.

“Mom?” the teenager presses, anger lacing her tone.

Cynthia looks over at me and sighs once before replying in a mere whisper, “She’s your…sister.”

The color drains from my face, as hearing what I knew to be true is almost impossible to digest.

“What the fuck?” we say in unison.

Well, looks like we really are sisters.

“Pollyanna!” Cynthia scolds. “Language!”

Pollyanna slumps low, crossing her arms over her chest while sticking out her plump bottom lip. “Well, how do you expect me to react? You tell me this”—she scowls at me—“freak is my sister, and I’m just supposed to be happy about it. I mean…look at her.”

I feel myself redden from anger but also embarrassment.

“Enough!” Cynthia snaps, turning to look at my sist—Pollyanna. “Go to your room!”

“No! I will not!” she shouts, standing and stomping her foot. “Not until you explain what the hell is going on!”

I feel like I’m going to be sick. This situation has just gone from bad to worse.

Quinn squeezes my knee, and again, the simple gesture grounds me. However, with the way things are going, I’ll need his hands on me permanently.

“You will calm down, Polly, before anyone explains anything to you.”

“Fine!” She harrumphs, dropping onto the sofa. “I’m calm.”

Her comment is laughable because no one is calm. This whole room is bursting with tension at its pristine, wallpapered walls.

“I’ll make tea,” Cynthia suddenly says, making a mad dash for the door.

“Cynthia, I don’t want tea,” I snap, feeling my sanity slowly evaporating with each passing minute.

She flinches when I use her name, and as petty as this makes me, I did so deliberately.

“Very well,” she replies, her eyes darting around the room.

Finally, she sits in the chair across from me. The air is filled with an uncomfortable silence.

I wipe my face when Cynthia keeps staring at me. I know I look like shit, still beaten and bruised, but I don’t understand what she’s looking at.

Sadly, my question is answered as she gasps to herself, “You look just like him.”

No guessing to whom she’s referring. But funnily enough, my dad always said I looked like her. And that’s why I believed he hated me so and had absolutely no qualms pimping me out.

So it looks like both my parents hate me since I resemble the person they despise.

Whatever possessed me to come here has been exorcized, and I’ve seen the light. I don’t belong here, and I was stupid to think I ever did.

“This was a bad idea,” I say, jumping up from my seat.

“Mia, please wait.” The panic in her voice is clear. “This is just a shock. I’m sorry. Maybe it’s best you leave. I just need…time. I don’t know how to behave. Or what to say,” she confesses, but it’s pathetic how she expects that to be a plausible excuse.

She’s the adult here, and she’s also my mother. It’s her job to tell me that everything will be all right. But I guess that ship set sail long ago.

“It’s fine. I don’t expect anything from you. I never have,” I add, closing my eyes to stop the tears.

I instantly feel Quinn at my side, reaching for my hand and interlacing our fingers. He’s my family—the only family I need.

“Sorry to have bothered you,” I whisper, my throat about to close as I open my eyes.

I practically run for the front door, needing an escape.

“Mia.” She sniffles, and I barely restrain myself from punching her in the face.

What right does she have to sniffle? I should be the one sniffling, not her. But I’m done with the tears. And I’ll be damned if I shed one more tear over this disappointment of a person.

“What?” I reply, my hand braced on the doorknob.

“Where will you go?” she asks, her heels clicking on the tiled floor as she steps toward me.

“Oh, who cares where she goes! She’s not welcome here,” snaps Polly, who is undoubtedly overjoyed to see the back of me.

The fact Cynthia has not refuted Polly’s statement makes me believe that she’s right, that I really am not welcome in their home.

“Mia?” Cynthia presses.

“Anywhere but here,” I reply, ignoring Polly’s malice. The cool breeze slaps my cheeks as I yank open the door.

Quinn is silent throughout the whole exchange, but I can tell by the way he’s chewing on his lip ring that he wants me to stay and talk to her because we came here for a reason.

As much as she doesn’t deserve an explanation, I’ll give her one because once I do, it’s the last thing I ever intend to say to her. When I leave this house, they will both be dead to me, and I will no longer miss something I never had.

“Oh, by the way,” I say over my shoulder, casually meeting her uneasy gaze. “I shot my father…but he didn’t die.” Her eyes widen as I continue. “So now he and his drug dealer friend, Phil, who used to be my boss, are after me, and they probably know I’m in Canada. I’m also on the run from the police.”

As my mother gasps at my news, I can’t help but spit, “I came here to warn you. So consider yourself warned.”

Then I take off into a dead sprint.

“Red, wait!” Quinn yells, desperately trying to catch me. But I can’t stop, and even if I wanted to, I’m unable to.

A sister? A fucking sister?

With that thought plaguing my brain, I continue running to I don’t know where—it just feels good to be free. But now as my decision to run like the wind catches up to me, I realize I’m lost.

I slow down when I reach an open field of wildflowers because I have no idea where I am.

“Feel better?” Quinn puffs from behind me.

Pushing my sweaty hair off my brow, I bend low, placing my hands on my knees, attempting to catch my breath. My ribs protest in pain, as they are still tender and sore, courtesy of the life-threatening beating I received from Justin Miller—the megalomaniac psychopath. Just thinking about him and what he did to me has my breathing escalating into panicked gasps.

“No,” I reply breathlessly. “I do not.”

Quinn stands in front of me as I pant into my knees, trying to slow my heart rate to a semi-normal pace.

I know I’m being a spoiled brat, but I honestly can’t handle the gentle look in his eyes. I don’t want kindness. I want to fight. But I don’t want to fight him, and that’s what will happen if I face him.

I need to hurt something as my temper slowly overtakes my sanity. This is why I learned how to box. It was a perfect way to release all my rage and anger so I don’t hurt another. But sadly, the only thing to box right now is Quinn’s face.

“Leave me alone, Quinn,” I say from between my knees.

The only response I receive is a laugh—great. He’s not going anywhere, and I’m about to faint at this angle, so I rise to full height, meeting his stubborn green eyes.

“Hit me,” I order, my gaze never wavering from his stunned expression.

“Excuse me?” Quinn asks, taking a step back.

“You heard me. Hit me.” I’m angered that we’re still talking because the thought of violence is better than having to deal with this sinking, hollow feeling in my gut.

“What the fuck?” he gasps, shaking his head. “No. I will not fucking hit you. Why would you even ask that of me?”

“Because then I won’t feel so bad when I hit you,” I reply, taking a step toward him.

“What? You want to fight me?” he incredulously asks, retreating.

That’s the last thing I want, but I’m about five seconds away from losing it, and I refuse to allow her to be the reason why I finally snap.

But I nod. “It’s the only way I know how to deal with”—I point angrily in the direction of the house—“that.”

“How about you talk to me?”

“No,” I growl, violently shaking my head.

I can’t confess my rejection out loud. The words will make me weak, and they will shatter the last tether of humanity I have left.

“It’ll hurt a lot less if you do,” he says, taking a small step toward me, his hands raised in surrender.

“That’s where you’re wrong!” I cry. “If I confess what a pathetic loser I am for wanting at least one parent’s approval, you’ll look at me with pity in your eyes, and I couldn’t bear it.”

My confession feels just as I thought it would—like utter shit.

“It’s okay to be vulnerable,” Quinn says, his eyes softening.

Thankfully, he’s stopped advancing because I need some space.

“No, it’s not. I’m sick of being the victim. I don’t know what I expected coming here,” I whisper, closing my eyes in defeat. “I mean, I wasn’t expecting to be welcomed with open arms. I know my life will never be like that. It’ll never be normal.”

I open my eyes, and the reality of my life comes to a boiling point. “Everything is so fucked up, Quinn.”

Quinn doesn’t move to console me; he just stands and listens. And now that I’ve started, I can’t seem to stop. This is why I never wanted it to start.

“I hate this feeling in here!” I shout, grabbing at my sweater and pulling at my chest. “I don’t want to feel anything for her, but I do, and I’m so fucking pathetic to feel something for someone who feels nothing for me. I want acceptance from someone who abandoned me when I needed her the most!”

I laugh, but it’s a crazy, maniacal sound. “You know what that makes me?”

Quinn shakes his head, his messy hair veiling his eyes.

“That makes me a victim. A pathetic victim searching for anyone’s love or approval. How fucking sad is that?” I take a deep breath because there it is—the ugly truth.

Birds have taken flight from their perches as my rant has scared away any living thing in a hundred-mile radius.

Well, almost every living thing.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Quinn says, stepping toward me. “You know what that makes you?” He takes yet another step forward. “It makes you strong. It makes you a survivor.”

“A survivor?” I ask, shaking my head. “I highly doubt that.”

As I rub a hand over my face, my beaten body just wants to collapse in a heap and stay that way for a week. But my purge has made me feel slightly better, and I shamefully meet Quinn’s gaze.

“I’m sorry for being a little psycho,” I confess, pulling on my lip. “Forgive me?”

Quinn takes a step closer so we’re standing toe to toe. “You’re forgiven.”

I lower my eyes, ashamed of my outburst, as he was in no way deserving of my anger nor my threats of violence.

“Let’s get out of here,” he whispers, resting his thumb under my chin and coaxing me to meet his eyes.

As awful as it was, my purge has made me feel somewhat saner. But I know the main reason I’m not homicidal right now stands before me.

“Okay.” I sigh, feeling utterly exhausted.

Quinn’s devilish lips tip up into a lopsided smile. “So you’re not going to hit me?”

“Not today,” I reply, stepping into his welcomed arms.

“Good,” he says, his lips resting atop my head. “Don’t ever ask me to hurt you again, Red. I would rather kill myself before I laid a finger on you.”

I nod, knowing he means every word, and I’m more than ashamed of my hysterical actions.

“Sorry…for everything,” I mutter against his warm chest, inhaling his unique fragrance.

I attempt to pull away, but his arms are like shackles, gripping me tight, and he only lets me go when I begin to feel human again.
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The bright department store lights hurt my eyes, but it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make as my cart is full of items I so desperately need.

Knowing we can stay in Canada without the police on our tails is a relief. We still have to be on the lookout for my dad and Phil. But I doubt they would be stupid enough to attack us in such a bright and public environment.

So I’m thoroughly enjoying piling more items into my overflowing cart.

“You’ve already got conditioner.” Quinn mock sighs, looking down at the leave-in treatment.

“Really? We’re having this conversation again?” I smile as I reach for a minty mouthwash and toss it onto the pile of essentials.

Since my breakdown, I’ve tried to keep our conversation light because Quinn doesn’t need me to lose it again. But I honestly don’t even know where to go from here. I mean, I’m not naive, so I wasn’t expecting a happy reunion with no issues. But I was expecting some kind of explanation as to why she left me.

I guess the truth was staring me in the face this entire time. And no matter how ugly, it’s best I just accept the fact that my mother didn’t want me.

I can’t even begin to digest the fact that I have a sibling. Growing up, I never craved a sister because I never wished another living soul to go through what I did. But after seeing Polly, a part of me, in a sick, twisted kind of way, wishes I had her life.

I wish I was the one living in a mansion with a mother who actually gave a shit about me. Instead, I feel like the problem child who was left to rot.

Lost in my head, I fail to notice something sticky sliding down my cheek until it hits the floor with a loud splat. My eyes focus on the blob of pink goo to my right, and I quickly raise my fingers to my gluey face.

When my fingers pull away with the same pink matter coagulating on the floor, I say, “What the hell?”

Upon closer inspection, I can see the unidentifiable gunk is actually some kind of cream. Cream that Quinn is currently holding.

“What was that for?” I ask, wiping my cheek with the back of my sleeve.

Quinn shrugs while looking at the jar with close scrutiny. “To see if this cream can actually rejuvenate the skin in under a minute. I have my doubts,” he adds, examining my face with a smirk.

And that’s it. He offers no other explanation. But he doesn’t need to explain his actions because I can read him without words. And obviously, he can read me just as well.

I’m the luckiest girl alive to have Quinn’s affections. After my deplorable performance earlier, I wouldn’t blame him if he hitchhiked his way back to the US. The fact that he’s a fugitive, however, may have something to do with that—another reason why he should just dump my ass and go back to his normal life.

But the past few weeks have shown me that Quinn is not going anywhere, and that’s what makes me the luckiest girl alive. I’ve tried in vain to push him away, but it’s like moving a stubborn, infuriating brick wall.

I know Quinn has secrets, just like me, but before we met, he wasn’t a fugitive and wanted for a murder he didn’t commit. Nor was he wanted for aggravated assault and kidnapping, which is what he most likely will be facing if caught, thanks to the stunt he pulled in the department store.

“We’re in so much trouble.” I sigh, sidestepping the blob of cream and walking down the aisle.

“How’s that any different from our situation a week ago?” Quinn asks, tossing a pack of razors into the cart.

“Well, a week ago,” I say, lowering my voice when a shopper squeezes past us, “you weren’t wanted for kidnapping, and you hadn’t threatened to blow an innocent shopper’s head off.”

Quinn only shrugs, casually brushing off my claims. “Well, a week ago, we weren’t a hair’s breadth away from being caught. I did what I had to, and when the time comes, I’ll deal.”

I latch onto his arm to stop his retreat, as his laid-back attitude concerns me.

“We will deal,” I correct, raising my eyebrow, ensuring he understands I meant every word I said in that alleyway.

I won’t allow him to take the blame for this whole mess. Whatever happens, we stick together.

“Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

“Define stupid,” he says with a smirk, but it is quickly wiped clean when my face falls in panic.

“I’m kidding. I promise,” he confirms, raising his pointer finger to his chest. “Cross my heart, hope to…” But he thankfully stops because what he’s about to say is making me sick.

His eyes soften as he strokes a knuckle along my cheek. “Hope to live. I hope to live, Red. With you. After this is over, I hope to live a boring life…with you.”

His heartfelt confession is music to my ears, and a small smile tugs at my lips as I place both palms against his warm chest.

“A life with you could never be boring, Quinn Berkeley,” I whisper, slowly lifting my eyes to meet his, and I mean every word.

This is our first time openly discussing life together after this crazy roller-coaster ride ends. And I hope it’s not the last. The thought of my future with Quinn firmly rooted in it is a future I can’t wait to experience.

With that future fantasy embedded in my mind, I wrap my hand around Quinn’s nape and say, “Well, tomorrow, let’s take our first step toward that new life.”

Quinn arches a brow, and I clarify, “Tomorrow, we call Abi.”
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I’ve had the most restless sleep, and after finally getting five minutes, I’m rudely awakened by a banging. I try to focus on my breathing, hoping it’ll lull me back to sleep, but sadly, as the banging now incorporates some moaning, I know I have no hope of dozing off.

Throwing my arm over my eyes, I groan, “What time is it?”

Quinn barely sleeps, and I know now is no exception, as no one could sleep through the ruckus next door.

“A little after six.”

“A.m.?” I bark in shock, and he laughs in response.

“Jesus Christ! People are trying to sleep!” I yell as I reach over my head and thump on the wall.

This of course goes unnoticed by the amorous couple, who are saying some choice words I hope to never hear ever again.

So far, I hate Canada. It’s cold, they talk funny, and oh, my family lives here. But I have to suck it up and deal since it’s my sanctuary.

“Oh c’mon, it could be worse,” Quinn says, obviously reading my thoughts.

“How?” I ask as I turn to face him and melt when I see his mussed hair flick into his emerald eyes.

“Well, we could be dead for one,” he explains while I groan.

“Is this little speech supposed to make me feel any better?”

He laughs, his tongue ring catching the early morning light. “Yesterday it sucked, I get it,” he says, passing the conversation baton over to me.

But I only sigh, rubbing my brow, as yesterday’s debacle still gives me a headache, and I really don’t want to talk or think about it.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Sometimes I really wish he couldn’t read me so well.

“No. I do not.”

When he remains quiet, I guess I should at least explain a portion of how I’m feeling because I have no intention of discussing my so-called “family” ever again.

“Quinn, they’re both dead to me,” I state with finality, proud that my voice didn’t betray my pain.

“But you have a sister,” he gently says, as if that’s meant to sway my decision.

The fact that I have a sister is what makes my choice easier.

Cynthia left me with my father for reasons unknown, but now I know part of that reason is because of the girl who is nothing but a stranger to me.

“I don’t have a sister. I have someone who shares the same bloodline as me. In no way will she ever be my sister. If I wanted a bitch in my life, I’d get Lucky a girlfriend,” I spit, and Lucky whines at the end of our bed.

“What you did? It took a lot of courage. And if you never want to see them again, at least you can say you tried.”

He’s right, as usual, and I yank on the collar of his shirt, pulling him close. “Aren’t you sick of always being right?”

“Well, it does get old,” he says with a mock sigh.

Regardless of how shitty my day is, knowing that I have Quinn by my side makes this all a little more bearable.

“Hank would have been proud, too,” he whispers, brushing a stray strand of hair off my brow.

It’s the first mention of Hank, and although it still and will always hurt to know that I’m responsible for his untimely death, I don’t feel like I’m about to break down with no hope of ever resurfacing without tears.

I guess this is what acceptance feels like because I know what denial, revenge, and regret taste like. They were the emotions that animated me through my quest for retribution on my father and Phil.

But now, all I want to do is remember the good times with him and not associate those two assholes with Hank. I want his memory not to be that of his death but of his wonderful life. And everything he did for me.

“That’s my girl.”

I cock my eyebrow at him, and he shrugs with a smirk. “You’re the one who said I’m always right.”

I knew that comment would bite me in the ass.
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Alberta is huge, but I still can’t help watching over my shoulder, always on the lookout for my dad.

I feel human after my long shower, and now my rumbling stomach alerts me to the fact I’m famished. We decide to eat at a quiet diner because even though we’re not being hunted by the local police, I still don’t want to flaunt our presence.

As I decide what to order, I hear “Jingle Bells” humming over the speakers for the tenth time today.

“What’s up with the Christmas carols being played so early this year?” I ask, placing my menu on the tabletop and pointing at the speakers in the ceiling.

Quinn smirks before taking a small sip of his steaming coffee. “Christmas is next week, Red.”

It is?

Being on the run has jumbled my days, weeks, and months, and I can’t stop my frown. Christmas is the time to celebrate with your loved ones, and sadly, my loved ones would rather I didn’t exist.

Well, that is, except for Quinn.

I would be completely content to wake up on Christmas morning with him sitting under my tree. But I realize how selfish that is because, unlike me, Quinn has a sibling who likes him.

“Sorry you can’t spend the holidays with Tristan.”

“It’s okay,” Quinn replies, reaching forward and clasping his fingers through mine. “I have you instead.”

As I try not to melt at his adorable confession, I ask, “What did you want to do for Christmas?”

Quinn shrugs, running his fingers over my knuckles. “Nothing. And besides, every day is Christmas with you.”

I playfully roll my eyes at his tongue-in-cheek response.

“I’m serious,” I say after he’s done chuckling. “I know I’m not a very good substitute for Tristan, but I can try.”

Quinn smirks, and his dimple will forever make me swoon. “Are you serious? You’re even better. At least I can kiss you under the mistletoe.”

He dodges my flying straw wrapper.

I know he’s trying to make light of our fucked-up situation, but I don’t want him to sacrifice his Christmas because of me.

Suddenly, I’m struck with a brilliant idea, and Quinn arches an eyebrow, obviously clueing in on my plan.

“We could have our own Christmas? I mean, it wouldn’t be much, seeing as we’re stuck in a shithole motel, but we could make it ours.”

I go quiet. As much as I hate to admit it, I really want this. This is the first Christmas I’ve ever wanted to celebrate.

Usually, Christmas was the busiest time for me as I was run off my feet, delivering gear to festive junkies who wanted to spend their bonuses on Phil’s merchandise.

They say Christmas is the time for giving, and I sure as hell gave to the point of falling into an exhausted heap on Christmas Day. And it all started again a few days later as people got ready to bring in the new year with a bang and a bag of blow.

“Let’s do it,” Quinn says, interrupting my messed-up trip down memory lane.

“Yeah?” I ask, meeting his warm eyes.

“Fuck yeah,” he replies, giving me a small nod. “I couldn’t think of a better person to spend Christmas with.”

My breath gets caught in my throat as I whisper, “Ditto.”
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Feeding quarter after quarter into the phone we found off some deserted strip has my guts churning with dread. I haven’t spoken to Tabitha for days, and although I know Quinn has filled her in on the events when I was unconscious, I’m frightened she’ll be no closer to finding a way out for us.

“Hello, Bobby Joe’s. This is Tabitha. How may I help you?”

A longing hits me so hard that finding my voice takes a minute.

“Hello?” Tabitha asks while I remain mute.

“Hi, Abi,” I finally manage to choke out.

A stunned gasp greets me, and then I hear muffled noises as if she’s walking, and I know she’s going somewhere private.

After a minute, she says, “Oh, Mia, I miss you. I’m so sorry. Quinn told me what happened.”

I cut her off, not wanting any sympathy. “I miss you, too. How are you?”

Thankfully, she takes the hint.

“I’m okay. I’m just worried about you. And Quinn. He’s in a lot of trouble for what he did,” she adds, the concern clear in her voice.

“I know.” I sigh, looking at him. “How bad is it?”

“Well, the fact he pulled a gun on you and took you hostage has shifted things a bit.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, watching Quinn roll a rock under his boot, totally undisturbed by our conversation.

“Don’t be mad,” Tabitha says, and I instantly freeze.

“What are you talking about, Abi? Why would I be mad?”

“Well, with the stunt he pulled and being on the run while wanted for murder, my dad has pulled some strings, and well, he has pushed that you both get the death penalty if found guilty.”

I pull the receiver away from my ear. Surely, I haven’t heard her correctly.

Quinn is beside me in an instant, his eyebrows raised in question. But I don’t have the answers until I find out what the hell is going on.

“Death penalty?” I spit, my voice rising in concern. “Please explain why your dad thinks that’s a good idea.”

As I see Quinn’s mouth pop open, I calm down—only just.

“In most circumstances, Canada will only allow extradition if the person won’t receive the death penalty. My dad had to push for that sentence so you can stay in Canada. Even if the Canadian police capture you, you’ll be safer in Canada than you would be here.”

“How so?” I question.

“Well, seeing as you’re dubbed Bonnie and Clyde by the press, they’re out for blood.”

I rub my temples, my head about ready to explode. “So I guess this is good news?”

“It’s as good as it gets for the moment, I’m afraid. Dad has ensured me that you’re safe in Canada, but make sure you keep a low profile.”

I close my eyes and sigh, sick of all the hiding. “We’re nearly there. Dad said it’s only a matter of time. They’re building a strong case against Phil, and my dad said they should close in on your dad in the next few weeks.”

“Thank you so much, Abi. Hey, what does your dad do?” I ask, realizing I never once asked how he could pull all these strings.

“My dad, well…he’s a senator. And a powerful one at that.”

My mouth hangs open because I wasn’t expecting that answer.

“He has a lot of connections, Mia. But he’s trying to do this underground so it won’t affect his name. If this were to get out, you can imagine what it would do to his career. But if push comes to shove, he would do what’s right, regardless of the scandal it would cause.”

My brain can’t process this without short-circuiting, and I get out the only coherent word I can manage to express. “Why?”

“Why? Why is he helping you?” she questions, unsure what I’m asking. “Because I asked him to. My father lives in Washington DC. He left me with my mother, thinking I would be better off staying in my hometown when they divorced. But I knew he really wanted to focus on his career, and I’m okay with that. I have never asked anything of him before, so when I asked him to help me, he knew it was important to me, and he said yes.”

My eyes widen at her confession, and I really don’t know what to say because a simple thank-you seems like an unsatisfactory response.

As corny as this makes me, I whisper, “I love you, Abi. You’re my best friend, and I really don’t know what I would have done if I’d never met you.”

Abi sniffs at my honesty, and I’m glad I went with my gut.

“You can thank me in person when you come home.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I quickly reply, wiping away the unfallen tears from my eyes.

Abi chuckles but turns serious. “Have you seen your mom?”

A groan slips past my lips, and Quinn rubs my back in support.

“I take that as ayes, and that it went well,” Abi says sarcastically.

“Yeah, something like that,” I reply with a tired smile.

“We have a lot to catch up on when you come home.” I’m thankful she’s not pushing a conversation I can’t bear to have over the phone. “I haven’t told Tristan about Quinn and what he did.”

I nod, looking at Quinn. “Good idea. The less he knows, the better.”

“It’s not that,” Abi says, concern touching her tone. “It’s…he’s different. This is really getting to him, and I think if he found out about this, it would be the final thing to tip him over the edge, and no amount of reasoning would be able to keep him from finding you.”

I bite my lip, feeling my heart break. “Please look out for him. I couldn’t live with myself…” I stop, unable to finish.

Quinn wraps his arm around my middle, kissing my head softly.

“I promise I will. You just missed him, actually. He went to Night Cats.”

As soon as she mentions the one place I could call home, my feet feel unsteady and weak. Bracing one hand against the glass for support, I lower my head in defeat. Will this always be my response to a place where my fondest memories are held?

“Sorry,” Abi whispers when I remain silent.

One day, I know I’ll be able to deal with these emotions without having a mental breakdown. But sadly, today is not that day.

“It’s fine, Abi. Don’t sweat it. I better go. I’ll call you in a couple of days to check in. Say hi to Tristan from us.”

“Take care.”

“You too.” I hang up with a sigh, not letting go of the receiver. “Did you know Abi’s dad was a senator?”

Quinn shrugs. “I knew he was powerful and in politics, but not a senator.”

“Well, at least we got the good guys on our side. Here’s hoping they can clear our names, as I’m not keen on being a fugitive my whole life.”

Quinn surprises me by pulling me into his embrace by my belt loops. “How does it feel to be in the arms of a criminal?”

“Crime has never felt so good.” I loop my hands around his neck, toying with the soft hair at his nape.

He smirks, and I’m reminded of how lucky I am to have met him. Without him, I have no doubt I would be dead. He’s saved me more times than I care to admit—but not just literally. He’s saved me from losing myself in the memories of my past, and for that, I will always love him.

Even though I’ve never expressed my feelings aloud, I hope Quinn knows how I feel. Because the love I feel isn’t just butterflies in your stomach.

I love him as a lover.

As a brother.

As a protector.

As a fighter.

And as a friend.

But most of all, I love him for being him.

And one day, I’ll gather the courage to tell him all the ways I love him. But for now, I’ll settle for showing him as I smash my lips to his.
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As we walk up the stairs to our room, I wonder where we’ll spend our Christmas. I ignore the stabbing sensation in my chest that my mother and Pollyanna will most likely be partying in style, eating and drinking the most expensive foods and wine, while Quinn and I eat frozen burritos and Pop-Tarts.

But who says that’s what we have to do?

This Christmas, just like Thanksgiving, is the first I’m celebrating. Living with a drug addict whose Christmases all came at once every time he got high kind of took the fun out of celebrating.

I was always so busy dealing during the holidays that when the actual holiday rolled around, I wanted nothing to do with it. But this year will be different. And this year, I have someone I want to buy a gift for.

But what do I buy him? Whatever I decide upon, I know it has to be special.

“Whatcha thinking?” Quinn asks, slipping the rusty key into the lock.

As it wheezes open, I reply, “Christmas.”

“What about it?”

“Just about your present,” I tease, flopping onto the bed.

“Oh yeah? I’m listening,” he replies with a smirk as he kicks off his boots and lies beside me.

“I’m not good at gift giving,” I admit, using my hands as a pillow as I roll on my side to face him.

Quinn is the hottest man I have ever laid my eyes on. And when he nibbles on his lip ring, just like he’s doing now, he takes that sex appeal to a whole new level. Suddenly, my cheeks flush as I’m struck with an idea of what I can give him for Christmas.

“You’re enough of a gift,” he replies with a smile as if reading my thoughts.

“I’m hardly a good substitute for chocolate, eggnog, and gingerbread,” I say nervously, rattling off a list of Christmas goodies, hoping Quinn doesn’t become aware of my blushing cheeks.

“Red,” Quinn states seriously, his eyes scanning down my body. “If I were going to overdose on something sweet, I would much rather eat you.”

My already flushed cheeks smolder at his admission, and I will my breathing to a normal pace before I embarrass myself.

But no matter how hard I try, his comment awakened my body. And that just makes my gift choice all the more perfect.
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