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A Mended Man

The Men of Halfway House 4

 

Detective Aidan Calloway is rock-solid strong. He's a man of justice—loyal to his friends, family, and job—even if it requires bending a law…or two. He shields himself behind an abrasive, fearless facade, until a phone call one night chips his armor and throws his perfectly planned, hollow life into a tailspin.

 

Jessie Vega is the epitome of optimism. His carefully crafted attitude of hope and positivity protects him from a past filled with too much pain. When a ghost from a dark time resurfaces and nearly breaks him, he must tap into his inner strength or risk losing everything he's worked so hard to build.

 

But Jessie can't do it alone. He must fight to break through Aidan's ironclad defenses to reveal the heart of the man hiding beneath the tough surface and mend his damaged spirit. Only then can they truly heal and become strong enough to battle the demons that haunt them and threaten their chance to finally be together.

 

———

 

***This book contains scenes and subject matter some readers may find distressing.***
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Message to Readers

 

Although Aidan and Jessie are not residents of Halfway House, the house is the reason their paths crossed. Hopefully, in the end, you'll understand why these guys took so long to finally reach their happily ever after and why they'll fight like hell to keep it.

 

 

* * * *

 

 

Creative license was taken with this story and may slightly stray from factual medical or police procedure. It is a work of fiction.

 

 

 

 

 

For Aidan.

You win.

 

 

 

"Every man has his secret sorrows which the world knows not; and often times we call a man cold when he is only sad."

― Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882)

 

 

 


 

He woke with a start and stilled, trying to focus on the faint sound on the other side of the door. He could have sworn he heard something. He tried to hold his breath to quiet the sound of each intake of air.

Someone was there.

He slowly climbed out of bed, his movements light and cautious. The cold tile floor against his bare feet sent a chill through his body. His small bedroom offered no escape except for the doorway between him and whoever was out there. There was also the single window behind the bed, two stories up. He cursed under his breath, realizing he had left his phone charging in the living room. He scanned the room for a weapon, something, anything that would provide protection. Times like these he wished he knew how to use a gun, a knife, or had the strength to swing a stick at anything other than a dog to play fetch.

He grabbed a cardboard shipping tube resting along the wall. It probably wouldn't offer much of a beating, but hopefully it would, at least, slow someone down and give way to an escape. He leaned against the wall, holding the tube like a baseball bat ready to swing. Who was he kidding? He didn't know how to handle a damn bat. He screwed his eyes shut and listened closely.

His arms and neck tingled as if a swarm of insects crawled under his skin. His heart raced faster; his breath came at a clipped pace. His eyes snapped open when a thought struck him. A shiver traveled his body and his hands began to shake.
Please no.

Somehow…he just knew.
Oh God.

A split second later, the bedroom door flew open and slammed against the wall. A dark shadow appeared, backlit by the faint streetlight coming from the living room window. He couldn't see the face but recognized the man and the familiar fear his large body commanded. No cardboard tube could fight off the man twice his size, and bigger and broader…and infinitely stronger.

The shadow's thick, meaty hand grabbed him and threw him on the bed, momentarily numbing him. The shadow pushed its large, muscular frame over his, suffocating him and pressing him into the mattress. He pushed back against the broad shoulders, trying to break free from the power holding him down.

"I missed those baby blue eyes of yours," the shadow said as he licked up the side of his neck. "Keep fighting me. You know I like it rough."

His stomach roiled and that night's dinner bitterly rose in his throat. He looked up at the small ceramic vase on the windowsill and his glass angel figurine. The T-shirt was yanked off and over his head harshly. The rush of cold air skated across his chest followed by a hot, wet mouth.

He tried to move higher on the bed, hoping to gain those precious inches of distance he needed. He reached up, his fingers barely grazing the vase's rough ceramic exterior. He pushed off the broad shoulders and grunted with the force to stretch. He reached up with one hand and finally wrapped his fingers around the ceramic vase, slamming it against the shadow's head.

The looming silhouette sat up and raised a hand to the side of his own face. "You son of a bitch!"

He took advantage of the momentary distraction and pulled his knees up to his chest and kicked outward with as much force as he could.

His father would be so proud.

The shadow reared back on the bed and he managed to get out from under him. He tried to run for the door, but a thick, strong hand grabbed him by the back of the neck and threw him against the dresser in the corner. The hard wooden edge rammed into his side, shooting bolts of pain through his limbs, weakening his legs and robbing him of the breath in his lungs. He gasped for air and tried to stand straight, holding the dresser to keep his balance. A powerful force grabbed him by the waist and slammed his back against the wall, off the ground. One large fist landed squarely on the side of his head with minimal effort, like someone shooing away a gnat on a typical hot Miami summer day. Pain instantly bloomed across his face, numbing everything above the neck, and his eyes watered.

He pushed against the shadow's face, clawing at his features, knowing exactly where the eyes were and the slight bend of the already broken nose he was all too familiar with.

Wetness covered his hand. He had drawn blood from the monster.

"You're going to regret that, Runt!"

Another punch followed and another. He fell to the floor, the squares and streaks of light in the darkness became blurry and his stomach churned from the pain. More kicks and punches landed in rapid succession. He lost count. He gasped, rolling his body into a fetal position, needing to protect himself as sharp ripples of pain shot throughout every inch of his body.

I don't want to die.

His eyes burned from the tears he tried to hold back.

I won't cry. I won't cry. Men don't cry.

He yelled, unable to control the pain any longer, when the monster pulled him by the leg. He heard a pop, a sound he prayed he'd never hear again, then another blinding pain in his hand, arm, he wasn't even sure anymore. Everything felt loose, broken…not connected at all. His vision blurred. He was roughly thrown on the bed again, no longer able to control the sob that escaped.

He hated being helpless.

He tried to pull away the fingers from around his neck. His head fell back as he gasped for air, feeling the life leaving his body. His blurred vision now inked with black spots, disguising the few specks of light that still lingered.
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