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  Julio Perez is a killer.


  He may be all smiles and easy talk when we meet in his study, but I can see the man for what he is: a dangerous creature. Perhaps it’s spending all this time with Zeth that’s done it—I can read the lines of Zeth like the lines of a book—but I can see that my instant read on Julio is different in its own way, too. Zeth and Julio are cut from different cloth. Zeth is dangerous in a primal, instinctive way. It’s just who he is. It’s the foundation of everything that makes him him. Julio, on the other hand isn’t inherently dangerous. He’s a man who has chosen to be so. Has earned the fear of those around him, and wears his intimidating persona like a cloak. Like something he can take off and put back on again whenever it pleases him. I don’t know who I should be more worried about; a man who was born into violence, or a man who chooses to descend into it.


  “And what did you say you do for a living again, Ms Hawthorne?” Julio asks, running a meaty hand across the polished surface of his desk. He crooks a skeptical eyebrow at me, waiting patiently for me to stop opening and closing my mouth like an idiot and answer him.


  “Uh…I’m…”


  “Because you’re not an escort, obviously,” he says, waving hand in my general direction. “Your tits and your ass aren’t on show, for starters. And secondly, your name is Naomi Hawthorne. I haven’t met many escorts or strippers with a name like Naomi Hawthorne.” He says my fake name like he knows that’s exactly what it is.


  Shit. When he asked me my last name, I gave him the first one that came to mind—the name of my Spanish teacher in high school. Seemed appropriate at the time, but now I’m beginning to see the error of my ways. I should have said fucking sparkles or something. Lovelace. A hooker surname, not a dentist surname. “No,” I say. “Not an escort. I—”


  “Naomi’s a doctor,” Zeth cuts in, swinging his head to look around the room slowly, as though being here is boring him terribly. How he can be so calm and collected is beyond me; I’m sweating bullets from my forehead. And he told Julio the truth? For crying out loud. As if it won’t be incredibly easy for a Mexican gang boss to figure out which hospital I work at, and then I’m totally screwed. He’ll find out I’m not this Naomi Hawthorne person, and then he’ll kill me and bury me in a shallow grave somewhere in the desert. They’ll never find my body.


  “A doctor?” Julio looks impressed and confused at the same time. “What kind of doctor?”


  “Trauma.” I reply without hesitation this time. No point in lying anymore.


  “Huh. Interesting.”


  Zeth snorts. “Is it?”


  Julio turns to look sharply at him. “Of course, hijo. The women who usually end up here aren’t usually…”


  “Literate?” Zeth’s in a bad mood. He’s lost the nervous tension that he carried in his body as we made our way to the study, and now he just seems pissed off. And bored. I don’t know if it’s for real or if he’s acting, but if he is, he’s doing a good job. His quip makes Julio laugh, though.


  “Exactly. They’re not quite your…shall we say, calibre, Naomi? And how the hell did you end up falling into bed with this sick bastard? Something traumatic happen to his dick or something?”


  Zeth snorts but doesn’t say anything. I choose to take the bait—this is a prime opportunity to put aside any doubts Julio might have about my presence here. “I guess you could say that.” I smile coyly at Zeth, glancing at him out of the corner of my eye, as though I’m imparting some salacious secret. “I was invited to one of Zeth’s parties. I took one look at him and knew what kind of treatment he needed. And yeah, his dick was definitely involved. Although I think I was the one who suffered the trauma.”


  Oh. My. Good. Lord.


  I can’t believe I’m actually forcing this stuff out of my mouth. The blood is rising in my cheeks. I can feel them burning already; I can only hope Julio attributes my flushed color to the intensity of the fake memory and not embarrassment. A real flicker of amusement flashes in Zeth’s eyes. I suddenly realize that what I just said could actually be mistaken for the truth. I did go to one of his parties, and I did sleep with him there. And, in all honesty, he did fuck me ridiculously hard. I do my best not to cringe. I get the feeling Zeth is loving this. He’s found a toothpick from somewhere and is running it back and forward over his bottom lip, returning my sidelong glance. Apparently he’s no longer bored.


  “Sounds intriguing. Did you suck it?”


  My head snaps around to look at Julio. Zeth’s eyes travel slowly from me back to the Mexican, too, so that he’s staring, unblinkingly at the other man. He stills the toothpick in his hands, pressing it against his lip. Heat wells in the base of my throat, making the blush undoubtedly grow deeper. “I’m sorry?”


  “Did you suck his dick?” Julio asks again, laughing. He asks the question like it’s nothing. Like it’s not really weird that he would ask that.


  “Well, yeah, of course I did.” I don’t think I pull off seductively amused as well I would like. I sound more like a flustered school girl than someone who shared a bed with Zeth Mayfair and kept up with him. How the hell did I think I could do this? I am not going to be able to pull it off. I’m just not. The knowing look in Julio’s eyes tells me as much. Zeth slouches down into his seat beside me, rocking his head back to stare up the ceiling, toying with his toothpick again. “Are we nearly done here? I was hoping I could grab a little of the dog that bit me. My head’s fucking pounding.”


  “I tell you what’s good for a hangover, ese,” Julio says, turning his attention to Zeth. “Getting your dick sucked.”


  Zeth lets his head roll forward. He doesn’t look impressed. Thankfully Julio’s too busy gauging Zeth’s reaction to catch mine, which is flat out horror. He wants me to do it. Now. In front of him. This is definitely a test. Zeth smiles, and the smile is almost a threat. “I just fucked the girl two seconds ago. Didn’t you hear?” He points the toothpick over his shoulder, gesturing not only into the corridor but into the recent past, when he had me bent double over his lap while he slapped my ass raw.


  Julio shrugs his shoulders. “Sounded like you were killing the woman, sure. But this pretty piece of ass is still sitting here, twirling her pretty hair around her pretty fingers, so I know that wasn’t the case.” He gives Zeth a grin, leaning forward across his desk. “What’s the matter, man, huh? You can’t get it up again so quick? I know it ain’t cause you’re shy. I seen you fuck plenty of girls under this roof.”


  My hands curl involuntarily at that. Stupid that I choose to get upset over that right now and not the fact that an overweight Mexican Jabba the Hut wants me to get on my knees in front of him and blow a guy I’m more than moderately afraid of.


  Zeth nods slowly, seeming to consider this. “Guess so. But that was a while back now. I’m a little more…restrained?”


  “Bullshit!” Julio laughs, but his cheeks are growing redder and redder by the moment. This highlights the spider webbed fine filaments of burst blood capillaries in his cheeks, purple looking and angry—here is a man who drinks too much. Gets mad too much. He probably gets his own way too much, too. But not today.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Perez, but I’m not gonna give you a private show this morning. You’ve already established that I’m not like your other girls. If you want a cheap whore to entertain you while Zeth gets blowjob, then by all means go ahead. But you’re gonna have to find someone who values themselves a little less, I’m afraid. Perhaps one of your girls would oblige you. I think I’m going to read by the pool.”


  I stand up. I don’t recall doing it, but I’m on my feet, straightening up my top, trying to fix what I hope to be a cool look on both of the startled men who are staring back at me. Zeth looks like I’ve just thrown a bucket of cold water over him. Julio’s mouth is hanging open, eyes narrowed at me in confusion, as though the words I just spoke were actually in a foreign language that he clearly doesn’t speak.


  To say I start panicking would be an understatement. Not even Zeth, a great hulk of a man, afraid of no one, refused Julio’s wishes to bluntly. I realize a little too late that no one has probably refused him so bluntly. I think if Zeth could cover his eyes, he would. Julio clears his throat, looking back down at his desk for a moment while I try to prevent myself from succumbing to the titanic sense of alarm that’s suddenly building in my chest.


  “So you wouldn’t care if I got another woman to come in here, Miss Hawthorne?” Julio asks the question slowly, showing sizeable restraint. My palms break out into an uncontrollable sweat.


  “Of course not. Why would I?” Despite my clammy hands and the color still rising in my cheeks, I know I’ve nailed it this time. I’ve managed to affect an air of complete indifference toward Zeth that makes me fist pump on the inside, while all that shows on the outside is one gently raised eyebrow. “I’m afraid you seem to be confusing the dynamic of the relationship I share with Zeth, Mr Perez. I’m not the one on my knees begging for snippets of his affection. It’s entirely the other way around.”


  Zeth coughs violently. Just once. I think I’ve startled him with my comment as much as I’ve startled myself. I try not to react as I calmly exit the room. The door is barely closed before I slump against the wall, my heart exploding in my chest, ricocheting off my ribcage like like rapid gunfire. Shit, shit, shit! What the hell have I done? The meeting was not supposed to go like that, but something about that disgusting man makes my blood boil. He clearly holds women in low regard, and to be told so casually to degrade myself in front of him…on no day of the week was that going to happen. Thanks to my quick temper I’ve just created a pretty considerable problem, though. I was supposed to make Julio believe I was a whore…and it seems as though I’ve just implied Zeth is one instead.


  [image: Image]


  



  



  



  


  



  



  ******


  



  [image: Image]


  



  



  There are few things in this life that have put me on the back foot. I’ve kinda come to expect shitty things from shitty people, so it’s not surprising when one of Charlie’s boys, or even some of my own boys does something seriously fucked up. But Sloane. Shit, Sloane keeps on surprising me. Sometimes in really good, entertaining, or really fucking hot ways. And sometimes in desperately stupid, idiotic ways. I haven’t decided which category her little act this morning falls under yet, but when I have I’m gonna make sure she pays for it one way or another. She needs to know she can’t pull that shit here. Not if she wants to survive. And I may not be much, and I may not have much, but I’m kind of attached to my life, too. I’d like to keep a hold of it for as long as I can as well.


  I’m not gonna tell her about Julio’s reaction after she left his study. She’ll think it’s okay to speak to him that way, and it’s so not okay. It’s not okay for me. Not for Alaska. Not for Charlie. Not for anybody. I was a little surprised when he laughed, though. I straight up thought he was gonna pull out his gun and go shoot her in the back of the head, but instead he’d laughed like a fucking drain. Told me he totally understood why I’d brought her here, and then some.


  “She wears you out, man, you send her straight to me, okay? I wouldn’t mind being toyed with by a pleasant piece of pussy like that.”


  It turns out that Sloane was only half the issue with Julio, and once he’d decided she wasn’t a threat, he moved swiftly onto his other concern: Charlie.


  “I’m going to need you with me today, Zeth. I need you to explain to me why you’ve run away from home like a dog with its tail between its legs. Plus, your help wouldn’t go amiss. I have some business to attend to.”


  There wasn’t much I could do or say to refuse him. If I did, it would only make me look guilty as fuck. “Fine. Happy to help.” Happy to bury a bullet in the back of your head. Happy to set this place on fucking fire and dance around the resulting blaze like a crazed mad man. “What kind of business you got?”


  “Is there more than one kind?” he’d said, shrugging. And that’s how we ended up in his basement.


  I’ve never been down here before. No, a man’s basement is typically the place where they keep their darkest shit. If you end up in the basement, you’re either inner circle or you’re royally fucked. I’m hoping for the first, but in all honesty the later is more likely. The lower level is a series of small rooms, bare concrete boxes with no furniture and naked light bulbs dangling from the ceiling. It’s clear what goes on down here—I’m not even faintly shocked when I see the drain grates in the centre of each empty room as we walk by. In the third room we pass, a hospital bed has been set up and Andres Medina is laid out on it, hooked up to an IV with his right arm in a cast. He’s watching television, but his face is set into a permanent scowl—he’s definitely still mad that I kicked his ass. I didn’t know I’d broken his arm, though. That makes me deliriously fucking happy. Bitch should never have laid a finger on Sloane. Andreas notices us passing and tries to sit up, but we’re already gone by the time he shouts something offensive and Spanish down the corridor after us.


  We pass more open doorways, until we reach one at the far end of the corridor that’s locked. I already know who’s inside that room. I haven’t forgotten about the guy Julio found spying on his girls outside the compound, and I haven’t forgotten the photos Julio showed me, either. Michael is behind that door, and I’m praying to all that’s holy that he’s still alive or I’m gonna blow my cover right here and right now and kill every last motherfucker within reach. I’ll probably die trying, but knowing that doesn’t change much. I won’t be able to control myself. And then everything really will be fucked. Sloane. I won’t be able to protect her if I’m dead.


  “Teo, get the door,” Julio orders the other guard who was with Andreas when I arrived at the compound. Teo’s not like Andreas, though. He does as he’s told without voicing his fucking opinion over even the slightest thing. And he doesn’t seem to hate me the same way Andreas does. He just does his job and keeps his trap shut. This might make most people think he is less of a threat to someone like me, but actually the opposite is true. Andreas has shown me his hand. I know what’s going on in his head every time I fucking look at the guy. I have no idea what’s going on in Teo’s head. That makes him an unknown. A threat.


  Teo’s all business as he opens up the door, and I brace myself for whatever we’re going to find on the other side. Am I gonna be killing a bunch of people in a second? Or am I gonna be putting my acting face on? Julio’s bulk blocks my view for a second, but then I see.


  Michael.


  Sitting on an armchair, hands cuffed together in front of him, watching television. There’s no other furniture in the room besides the chair and the television, resting on a splintering wooden stand. He doesn’t look up at us when we walk in. Just sits erect in his chair, eyes focused on the screen. Julio’s photos of Michael, taken when they captured him, had showed that they’d taken a pot shot or two already—he’d had a nasty black eye and a split lip—and I’d made the assumption that they would continue with their persuasion, but, weirdly, it looks as though I was wrong. He’s fine. Okay, not fine, fine, but they haven’t roughed him up any more. His black eye is a vivid purple against the coffee color of his skin, but the outer edges have begun to take on a jaundiced yellow, and his lip has had time to scab over. Julio lumbers into the room, pausing to take a moment to assess the TV set.


  “America’s Next Top Model, huh? You gay, ese?” Julio asks in a conversational tone, as though he’s genuinely interested in Michael’s sexual orientation.


  Michael, my boy, my right hand, smirks out of the corner of his mouth and raises one eyebrow. “Yes. That’s why I was checking out all those girls you got locked up here. ’Cause I’m gay.”


  Julio snorts, nodding his head slowly. Michael finally peels his indifferent gaze away from the TV and rakes it over Julio and me, and the a silent Teo behind us. His expression doesn’t falter when he sees me. I’m cheering like a fucking moron on the inside. Seriously. Most people would twitch or something—would show some sign of recognition—but not Michael. He knows the drill here.


  “Well,” Julio says, “I suppose it’s a good insight into how chicks’ brains work, I guess. You learned anything interesting yet?”


  “That they’re all crazy bitches?” Michael rubs his nose with the back of his hand, apparently at ease in his surroundings. He’ll have been like this since they put him down here, which has undoubtedly been driving them, especially Andreas, stark raving mad. The problem is, a random perve busted for spying on chicks taking a shower wouldn’t react this calmly. They’d probably be shitting their pants. They may not have anything on Michael, but his attitude is telling them enough all by itself. He’s not just some pervert. He’s someone. He’s someone that someone else will eventually miss. Julio walks to Michael’s chair and picks up the remote. He switches off the set, which causes Michael to suck in a tired breath and pivot in his seat, so that his body is finally facing us.


  Our eyes meet for barely a split second, and I get nothing. Not a warning. Not a flicker of recognition. Nothing. I’m itching to send him some sort of message, but I don’t. I do that and we’re both dead. Michael knows as much already. “You brought in the heavy artillery, I see,” he says.


  Julio snaps his fingers and Teo hurries out of the room; they’ve clearly done this before. “Yeah, I brought in the big guns just for you, buddy. We gave you some time to think about what you’ve done and why you’re here. Now we’ve come to chat. Anything in particular you’d like to talk about, ese?”


  Teo returns then, a wooden stool in either hand. He places them in front of Michael, and Julio sits down on the first. The other is apparently for me. I sit, trying to figure our how the hell this is all gonna play out. Badly, I’m guessing. Really fucking badly.


  “Not particularly,” Michael says, letting his head fall to one side. His shirt is fucking filthy, covered in blood—not his blood; his lip wouldn’t have bled that much and his nose is just fine, which means it must be someone else’s. I get a kick out of that. My boy Michael is fucking dangerous when he needs to be.


  Julio isn’t at all impressed with this show of nonchalance, though. He leans forward, making the chair creak underneath him as his considerable body weight shifts. “I ain’t got time for torturing people right now. I’m gonna ask you two questions, and then after that we’re not gonna use words anymore. You hearin’ me?”


  Michael spares a brief look from Julio to me, and then to Teo, as if considering his options. Even I know they look pretty fucking bleak right now. But Michael also knows I got his back. I won’t let things go too far before I step in. “Sure,” he says. “You can ask your two questions. I have zero problem answering anything you have to ask me.”


  Julio accepts this with a single jerk of his head. “You see this man?” He points his thumb to his right. At me. Michael nods, and an overly friendly smile spreads on Julio’s smug, fat fucking face. “Great. You ever seen this man before?”


  “Nope.”


  “You sure? You’ve never heard the name Zeth Mayfair?”


  “Never, man.” Michael’s face is a brick wall as he denies knowing me. We’ve been friends, business associates, drinking buddies for close to eight years, but from looking Michael straight in the eye, you would never, ever suspect him of lying. There’s not a scrap of subterfuge on him; his eyes are clear and he doesn’t have a single tic to give him away. You could hook this guy up to a lie detector and he would charm the pants off the thing. Julio’s a persistent bastard, though.


  “You ever heard the name Charlie Holsan?”


  “Nope.”


  “So you weren’t hired by anyone of that name? To follow this man to my home? To disturb the peace here?”


  Holy shit. So…Julio suspects Charlie sent Michael here to spy on me? I guess in Julio’s head that’s the only thing that makes sense, except it never occurred to me that he might come to that conclusion. I’ve been too busy worrying that the real reason is glaringly obvious, but that’s just not the case. Julio has no cause to suspect I came here with the intentions of stealing a girl from him. I mean, why would he? That wouldn’t only be dumb. It would be fucking suicide.


  “I told you. I don’t know this guy and I don’t know those names. I got laid off from my job with a nice fat pay out,” Michael explains, as though he’s had to tell this story before. “I knew about this place from my cousin. He said you had top pussy here, so I thought I'd come check it out first. Wanted to see the girls first, though. Didn't want to waste my money and all on some skanky, dried-up old whores."


  So this is the story he's been telling. He must've had the money I gave him on him when Andreas and his buddies found him — it was a lot of cash. Too much money for your average person to be carrying around with them. But enough to have on you if you're planning on renting a girl or two from Julio Perez. The only problem is, people in the know who find themselves in the market for a girl also know that you can't just turn up at Julio’s place. That's suicide, too.


  Teo shifts his grip on the assault rifle he's grasping hold of, as he's thinking the exact same thing. Julio nods at this, considering it. Maybe not believing it, but definitely considering it.


  "Who's this cousin of yours, man? He someone who comes here often?"


  This is an important question. If Michael refuses to tell Julio his cousin's name, he's dead. If Michael makes up a fake name and Julio knows he's lying, he's dead. I have no idea how he's going to get out of this one. I straighten a little on my stool, readying myself. If I see either Julio or Teo reaching for their weapons, my ass will be up and charging before they can manage to pull off a round.


  Hopefully.


  Michael still doesn't look bothered by this situation. I've gotta admit, I knew Michael was stone cold, but I can see the slow and steady pulse of his heartbeat twitching in his neck and it's barely fucking there. Even I would be sweating a little if I found myself down here, staring down the barrel of a weapon capable of riddling me full of holes in less than two seconds flat. "Well, my cuz is a regular here by all accounts. I could tell you his real name, but I don't think he'd be all that impressed with me."


  Julio’s the one who isn't impressed. "Now is not the right time to be fucking around, ese. Please understand…you're on the brink of finding yourself shot in the back of the head and buried somewhere very unpleasant. I invite you to act accordingly."


  Michael smirks at that. "Then I suppose I'd better take you up on your invitation. My cousin's given title is one I can't share with you, but you’ll recognise the name Rebel, I'm sure?"


  Julio wheezes like Michael’s just sucker punched him in the gut. He folds himself over for a moment, trying to catch his breath. Teo reacts to Julio’s surprise by clicking the safety off the assault rifle, stepping forward, and making a nervous coughing sound back of his throat. He wants to shoot Michael, or at least he wants to know if Julio wants him to shoot Michael. Julio gestures immediately with an urgent flick of his wrist—get back. “You're Rebel's cousin?"


  Michael smiles broadly, eyes quick and rather amused. "His father is my godfather, too, if that's not enough of a commendation for you?"


  "Did you happen to mention this to Andreas when he brought you down here?" Julio’s turned a queasy greenish color. His face is covered in a considerable sheen of sweat, which only adds to the ill colour, making him look decidedly unwell.


  "He didn't ask." Michael raises both shoulders and eyebrows at the same time, the epitome of indifference. "He seemed more interested in using his fists on me. There wasn't much time for talking."


  I've sat through this whole exchange on the edge of my seat. Thankfully Teo and Julio are completely distracted by Michael’s announcement to be paying attention to my reaction. And honestly, I don't really have any idea how I'm supposed to react. Michael’s an idiot. He's a grade A moron of the highest order to be lying about something like that. The next thing that is going to happen is that Julio’s going to phone Rebel and ask him if he has any family in the area who might turn up unannounced on his doorstep. This is the point where Rebel will tell Julio, “No! Of course not! Better kill the lying fucker just to cover your ass.”


  Rebel's the kind of guy you don't want to cross. The kind of guy gang bosses quake in their boots over. The kind of guy who has power enough to shut down any single operation, legal or illegal, in the United States that he should see fit to shut down. Head of the largest motorcycle gang in California, Washington, and Oregon combined, Rebel also happens to be the same vile piece of shit that bid to purchase Sloane’s virginity from Eli two years ago. He's a violent motherfucker. Even more violent than me. He has a penchant for girls in the skin trade—he buys them or hires them and then they tend to disappear. That's why I stepped in when I found out about Sloane. And Michael’s just claimed that he’s related to the guy.


  Can this situation possibly get any worse? Probably not. Julio doesn't seem to know what to do with himself. He leans back, scratching at his belly. Sits forward again, scowling. “And how do you propose I verify this claim of yours, then? Because that is one motherfucking crazy ass claim, ese. If you’re lying to me, you know I can't just kill you now. I'll have to get my boys to beat the living shit outta you, and then I’m gonna have to have them bring you back from the dead all over again so Rebel can kill you himself for using his name.”


  Holy fucking shit, he’s right. He’s absolutely right. Rebel will undoubtedly want to kill him personally. Michael doesn’t even blink at the description of what will happen to him if he’s caught in this lie, though. He’s calmer than fucking ever.


  “I tell you what, Signor Perez,” Michael says, his voice laced with just enough disrespect to make me cringe. “Why don't you take a photo of my ravishingly handsome face and send it to my cousin? He'll tell you straight up if we’re blood.”


  The cogs inside Julio’s head grind in protest as he works this one through. Eventually he decides that this is the only way to confirm what Michael’s told him. He takes a picture with his cell and taps out a brief message, and then his cell makes a dinging sound: Sent.


  The next few minutes are brutal. Julio’s cell phone sits on his knee, while Julio stares down Michael. He may be fat, and he may be getting old now, but there’s no doubting the threat in his eyes. I’ve always known I’ll die a fairly grisly death at some point—you can only dodge bullets for so long before one of them eventually hits something vital—but I have to admit I never thought it would be in a Mexican brothel. And I never thought I’d be experiencing such fear for the safety of the woman I’ll be leaving alone in their midst if I get—


  A bright white light illuminates Julio’s cell screen, and the thing almost jumps off his leg when it starts vibrating. He’s calling. Rebel’s actually calling. A text would have done it. A brief message to let Julio know he’s being played. But no. A phone call? What the hell does that mean?


  Michael eyes the phone, one eyebrow raised. “If you know my cousin, Signor Perez, then you’ll know how little he likes to be kept waiting.”


  A sneaking suspicion begins to develop in the back of my head. There’s just no way. No way Michael would be this sure of himself right now. Not unless…not unless…


  “Rebel, my friend,” Julio answers the call gingerly, as though he’s working his way toward the same conclusion I am. “You’re well, huh? I’m sorry to bother you with such a—”


  The low rumbling voice on the other end of the line cuts him off. Julio’s eyes grow fat and round as he listens, the fingers of his free hand tapping distractedly at the side of his chair. Teo’s on edge, too. He keeps glancing from Michael and then to me, clearly expecting either one of us to take this opportunity to attack Julio when he’s distracted. Regardless of whether these guys believe that Michael and I don’t know each other, they clearly don’t trust me, either.


  “Well I didn’t order that, my friend, I assure you. I’m—” Julio closes his eyes, exhaling sharply. He pinches the bridge of his nose between two fingers. “I know. I’m—” Doesn’t look like Rebel’s in the mood to be letting Julio fit a word in edgewise. Julio’s cheeks drain of color as he continues to listen to whatever the man on the other end of the line has to say for himself. “Yes, I agree, my friend. I totally agree. It’s unaccept—”


  A muffled roar erupts out of the cell phone’s speakers, and then…nothing. Julio lowers his phone in order to look at the screen. Unaccustomed as he is to having people hang up on him, the look on his face indicates that he can’t believe it’s actually just happened to him.


  “How goes my cousin, Signor Perez?” Michael asks.


  So it’s true then. I can’t believe Michael’s been keeping that shit under lock and key for so long. And why the hell has he been working for me when he would be a big fucking deal in his uncle’s organization? The smug bastard does a good job of hiding the smirk that’s desperate to bloom and flourish on his face, but the tone of his voice is too satisfied to conceal. Julio’s just the sort of person to kill someone for being a cocky shit, and yet he doesn’t kill Michael. He instead inhales deeply, thoughtfully setting his phone to one side.


  “He was decidedly unhappy at the condition of his only nephew’s bruised face,” he says slowly. He looks up at Michael. “I have to apologize for the mistreatment you’ve suffered at the hands of my men. If I’d known, then…”


  Michael just nods. “An easy misunderstanding, I’m sure.” He holds up his hands, jerking his chin toward the restraints. “I’m assuming you have no problem with removing these now, though? They’re a little tight.”


  Julio goes purple. With horror, embarrassment or fury, I don’t know, but he signals to Teo all the same. “Uncuff him.”


  Teo, the ever-obliging employee, does as he’s told without blinking. Michael massages his wrists, that smug fucking look still on his face. “I wonder,” he says. “If you might have a bathroom I could use? I’ve been stuck down here for three days. A shower really wouldn’t go amiss.”


  Most men would flee for their lives after escaping an ordeal down in Julio Perez’s cellar, but not my guy. By the glint in his eye, he seems dead set on sticking around. Julio’s double chin wobbles; he’s mad after all but he can’t say a word about Michael taking liberties. “Of course, my friend. Of course.” He stands and gestures toward the door, still twitching with what I can only imagine to be affront.


  Michael goes to follow, but first he turns to me. He holds out his hand. “Sorry to hear about your trouble, man. If you need any help with this Charlie Holsan guy, just let me know. I’m sure I could pull a few strings.”


  I wanna slap the cheeky fucker upside the head. If I’d have known he was Rebel’s cousin, I may have asked him to try and pull fucking hard on those strings a while back. Maybe not, though. Dancing with Rebel is like dancing with the devil. I wouldn’t want to owe the man a thing. I shake Michael’s hand, squeezing way harder than necessary. In return, Michael provides me with a saintly smile and saunters out of Julio’s killing room like he just had a pampering weekend in the Ritz.


  [image: Image]


  



  



  “What the hell was that?”


  When Zeth comes back to the room later on in the day, he doesn’t look happy. In fact, he’s furious. He’s had nearly eight hours to calm down since Julio’s office this morning—he must have been itching to find me and ream me out ever since then. He stalks into the room and stands in front of me where I’m laying on my stomach on top of the bed, phone in hand. He leans down, placing his hands either side of me, glaring at me with a level of intensity that makes goose bumps break out across my skin.


  “What are you doing, Sloane?”


  “I’m texting my dad to make sure your friend is still alive. That okay with you?”


  The anger temporarily fades from his eyes. “And is she?”


  “Yes.”


  “Give me the phone.”


  “What?”


  “Give me the phone.” He goes to take it from my hand but I sit upright, holding it protectively against my chest.


  “I don’t think so. I’ve had enough of you stealing my phone.”


  “Sloane, just…” He stops himself. Scrubs his hands across his face and then over his head, growling deep in his throat. “Just tell me what she’s been doing.”


  “She’s been helping my dad prepare for his church youth camp.”


  The expression falls straight off Zeth’s face. I may as well have just been speaking Swahili; he clearly did not comprehend a word of it. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”


  “Church. Youth. Camp.” Those are the three words that matter here, I should think. I haven’t told him that my dad’s planning on actually taking the girl with him on the camp yet, either. I don’t know how well that’s going to go down.


  “And she’s okay with that?” Zeth asks.


  “She says she is in the text she sent me.”


  “Oh my god, just give me your fucking phone!” He lunges for it again and this time I let him have it. He seems genuinely worried about the girl and me being pissy with him is only making matters worse. I shouldn’t do it. I should be doing everything I can to soothe him after the stunt I pulled earlier, but instead I feel like baiting him. Pissing him off some more. Seeing just how far I can push him. The problem is I’m still mad at him. Still mad because of this morning when he showed a side of himself that I just didn’t ever think could possibly exist. A sweet, vulnerable side that made my chest hurt.


  “You’re confusing me.” That’s what he’d said as he let me stoke his back, his hair. As he’d held onto me, still inside me, after we’d just had crazy, confronting sex. And then he had promptly dragged that side of himself back into the dank, dark dungeon where he clearly keeps it locked up and has gone back to asshole mode. And I know I didn’t imagine it. Zeth Mayfair does have a vulnerable side.


  I watch him as he scrolls through my messages to both Lacey and my dad, observing his reactions. I know what he’s reading:


  



  Lacey:


  You used to really like pink, huh?


  



  Me:


  Yep. I also used to like nsync and dungarees.


  



  Lacey:


  Yeah. Your mom showed me pictures.


  



  Me:


  She refuses to let me live that down! I’m gonna burn those pics.


  



  Lacey:


  Don’t. She’ll be devastated. She’s really lovely. Your dad, too. He’s got me pitching tents with him all day today.


  



  Me:


  Make sure he’s not using you for slave labor, Lace. If you leave, just let me know and I’ll send in a rescue, okay?


  



  Lacey:


  It’s fine. I like it. It’s fun. Say hey to Zee for me?


  



  And then, of course, there are the messages from my dad.


  



  Dr Sloane, MD:


  Your mother caught her crying in the bathroom this morning. You didn’t tell me so I won’t pry, but this girl seems a little broken?


  



  Me:


  A little, yes. But please, don’t go trying to fix her. She’s already seeing someone for that.


  



  Dr Sloane, MD:


  Well, they don’t seem to be doing a very good job.


  



  Me:


  Just keep her busy, okay?


  



  Dr Sloane, MD:


  Already on it, kiddo.


  



  I’m just thanking the stars that Lacey didn’t write, say hey to my brother instead of Zee in her message. That would be a pretty rough way for him to find out the truth—that the young girl he’s been watching over for the past six months is actually his blood relative. His sister. Zeth looks adorable as he frowns over my phone, re-reading the texts. Adorable in a terrifying kind of way.


  “Is he gonna try and convert her?” he asks.


  I shrug. “He might ask her what she believes. He won’t push, though. He’s not like that.”


  Zeth just nods at this. I can’t tell what he’s thinking. He’s withdrawn to some place deep within himself; somewhere I’d have trouble reaching him. And then just as quickly he seems to realize what’s happened and he surfaces again, tossing me my phone. “You didn’t answer my other question. What the hell did you think you were doing this morning?”


  I’m beginning to think this guy is bipolar. He swings so wildly from one attitude to the next. I didn’t see it at first. He just seemed arrogant and pissed off all the time, but I’ve begun to realize something; those negative emotions are his anchors. They keep him from drifting off someplace he doesn’t want to go. Maybe the place he drifted to just now? And I wonder…does he know he’s developed this coping mechanism? I sincerely doubt it.


  “Julio knew I wasn’t a call girl, Zeth. There was no point in lying to him about it.”


  “So you lie to him about me instead. He knows me. He knows I would never…” He starts pacing, working on wearing a hole in the polished floorboards. His expression is stormy and tense.


  “You would never what?”


  “I would never submit to a woman. Not like that.”


  “That’s bullshit. You told me to own you when we first…”


  Zeth raises an amused eyebrow at me. “Fucked? See, you can’t even say it. That’s why I told you to own me. Because having you try was just too delicious. You’re so uncomfortable in your own skin. I just wanted you to break free from that. If I had to play a little game with you, so you could do that…” It’s his turn to shrug now. I glare at him, my temperature rising.


  “I’m not uncomfortable in my own skin. Out of the two of us, you’re the one who’s not at home in his own body.”


  A broad smile spreads across his handsome, incredibly annoying face. “Have you seen me, sweetheart? I look like a fucking Abercrombie and Fitch model.”


  Oh, the smug, smug bastard. “No you don’t! You look like a fucking criminal. And you are a fucking criminal.”


  “A criminal who models for Abercrombie and Fitch?”


  “Urgh!” I contemplate throwing my phone at him, but then think better of it. I hurl a pillow at him instead, which is nowhere near as satisfying as the phone would have been when it hits his head. He’s too busy laughing at me to care, anyhow. I suddenly realize what he’s doing. He’s actually laughing. Laughing, like a normal person. My anger vanishes. I sit in silence, stunned over how surprising the moment is.


  He picks up the pillow from the floor at his feet, still chuckling a little. He tosses it back on the bed, unaware of the reaction he’s caused in me. How he’s completely put me on the back foot. “Well, regardless of the why, you’ve landed us in a mighty fucking awkward situation now, Sloane Romera. You should have just blown me and been done with it.”


  “What?”


  He paces to the walk-in closet where he packed away his black duffel this morning, and surprise, surprise, pulls the damn thing out again. My palms start sweating at the very sight of it. “We have to figure out how to make Julio believe you’re as ballsy as you made out to be otherwise we’re both in a lot of fucking trouble, aren’t we? He’s already suspicious as fuck about me. Especially now he knows Michael isn’t here spying on me for Charlie.”


  “Wait, what? Michael’s here? Your Michael?”


  Zeth snorts, carrying his black bag to the bed and unzipping it beside me. “He’s checked into the room two doors down from us. Swanning around like he owns the place.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You don’t need to.” Zeth’s amusement levels seem to have evened out again. He turns to face me, apparently finished fiddling with his duffel of tricks. “All you need to do is take something out of this bag and use it on me. And make me believe it.”


  “Uhh…”


  “Do it. Right now.”


  “I…I can’t. It’s not that simple, Zeth. I can’t just decide to—”


  He lunges for me, placing a hand over my mouth. “Stop talking.” He climbs up onto the bed, hovering over me, his face only a short inch away from mine. “Stop. Talking. Start. Doing.”


  Despite his words, I can see in his eyes that he doesn’t think I can do it. This is exactly the same thing as him telling me to own him—he thinks I’m too self-conscious to do it. It’s very true, but it’s also seriously annoying. He wants me to start doing? Fine. I’m gonna give him what he wants. I already know he is not going to like what I do next. His hand’s still over my mouth, so I tilt my head to the side and clamp my teeth over his index finger, biting down.


  “Sloane.”


  I bite down harder, staring him straight in the eye. His mouth twitches, but he doesn’t say anything else. I have to release him for the next part. There are small red wheels on his finger as he pulls his hand away; that makes me smile on the inside, overly happy that I’ve marked him for once.


  “Get off me,” I command.


  He narrows his eyes. “Why?”


  “Don’t ask questions. Do as your told.”


  He smiles at me, wolfish and dangerous. I take the smile straight off his face when I slap him with my open palm. Hard. He looks momentarily stunned.


  “Do you need me to ask you again?” I ask him. My cheeks are burning so hot that I must look ridiculous, bright red and flustered, especially with my chest rising and falling so quickly. Zeth isn’t looking at my chest or my cheeks, though. He’s looking me straight in the eye, transfixed. I can see him warring with himself over what I’ve just done to him. He hates me slapping him. He hates me lashing out at him in any way; I already know that from past experience. And yet, this is his own doing. He can’t react. He’s told me to do this.


  He straightens up slowly, still staring at me. Once he’s moved away, I sit up and slide off the bed, trying not to let my nerves get the better of me. I can do this. I can do it if I don’t let myself panic, even for a split second. If I do, I’ll never regain my resolve. A part of me is simply wondering how badly I’m going to be paying for this later.


  The duffel’s already open. I draw it apart so I can get a better look inside, and I almost lose it right there and then. I’ve never seen anything like it before in all my life. It’s part sex shop, part hardware store in there. Knowing Zeth, I have no idea which one of those stores the coils of strapping or the sheathed knives come from, and frankly I’m scared to find out. There’s other stuff in there: ball gags, handcuffs, lengths of rope, a sleek silver bullet shaped vibrator that looks brand new. Along side all of that, there’s a knuckle-duster, a gun and what I suspect to be a Taser. The roll of duct tape really finishes the whole thing off for me.


  I hesitate. Who the hell am I dealing with here? This is a stark reminder that Zeth is a whole lot darker than anyone else I’ve ever met. A whole lot more dangerous. He’s never pretended to be anything else, a small voice in my head reminds me. I glance up to find him watching me closely, hands clenched by his sides. It’s almost as if…almost as if he’s done this on purpose. He’s made me look in the bag. To see who he is. He must think I’m going to run. He must literally be waiting for it to happen. That’s not who I am, though. Not right now, at least. Maybe I’ll revert to reserved, timid Sloane as soon as I have Alexis back, but until then…


  I pick up the gun.


  “Stand up.”


  Zeth couldn’t look more surprised if I’d actually shot him with the thing already. “Sloane…”


  “I said stand up.” I check the clip, take the safety off, and then I aim the thing directly at his chest. I’m still panting like crazy, still red in the face, but I can feel something shifting inside me. I’m not nervous anymore. Not with this weapon in my hand. Zeth stands up slowly, never taking his eyes off me.


  “When I told you to take something out of the bag—”


  “Yeah, I get it. You didn’t expect me to pick this. Now take off your shirt.”


  He does it, slipping the clothing over his head quickly, as though he doesn’t want to take his eyes off me for a second. I want to take a moment to appreciate the beauty of the half-naked man in front of me, but I can’t let him know what he does to me. Instead I gesture the gun at his pants, raising my eyebrows. He gets my meaning—those, too. He kicks off his shoes and loses the pants, all without looking away.


  “Now what?” he asks.


  “Shut up. Come here.” He makes his way around the bed and comes to stand before me in his boxers, looming over me. He’s trying to intimidate me with his size, but it’s not going to work. Not this time. It must come as a shock to him; I get the feeling he’s relied on his stature to scare the living shit out of a lot of people for a very long time. I’m gonna take that advantage away from him. “Get on your knees.” This command makes him pause. I don’t think he planned on things going this way at all. Not one bit. He doesn’t do it straight away. I shove the muzzle of the gun into his chest, pressing down hard enough to depress skin and muscle. He gets the picture.


  He sinks to his knees.


  “Now put your hands behind your back.”


  He does that, too. I skirt around him, still pointing the gun at him, until I reach his duffel. The duct tape comes out next. My heart is hammering as I pull out a length, and my hands shake like crazy as I bind his wrists together. I keep expecting him to whip his own hands away and grab hold of me but he doesn’t. He lets me do it, although his breathing has kicked up a notch, coming faster and louder.


  I remain behind him, taking a moment to regroup. I know what I’m going to do to him. I know exactly what I’m going to do, and the prospect is at once thrilling and terrifying. I reach out and I bury my fingers into the hair at the nape of his neck, grabbing hold of it and pushing his head forward. He grunts, but doesn’t react. Not until I press the gun against the back of his head. He stops breathing. I know his eyes are open because his long, dark eyelashes are visible in slanted angle I hold his head in, but he’s not blinking. He’s not moving. He’s just staring at the floor, holding his breath.


  “Tell me what you’re feeling,” I demand.


  Zeth blasts a full lungful of air out of his nose. “Oh, really? We’re sharing our feelings? Right now? Come on, Sloane.”


  I cock the hammer on the gun.


  “Fuck! Okay. Okay. Well, I guess you could probably say I’m wondering if you’re gonna blow my head off. Happy?”


  “Great. That’s what you’re thinking. How does that make you feel?”


  “What the fu—”


  “You’re kneeling on the floor with a gun pressed against the back of your head, wondering if you’re about to die. Don’t fucking tell me you’re not feeling anything, Zeth.”


  “Alright, I’m fucking shitting my pants. I’m losing my shit. Is that what you want to hear?”


  “Yes.”


  He lets out a scathing laugh. “Wonderful. I’m glad I’m not the only sadist in this relationship.”


  “I’m not a sadist. And neither are you.”


  “Then what the fuck are you doing, Sloane?” He sounds exasperated. Completely at his wit’s end. I put the gun back into the duffel, remembering to snick the safety first, and then I kneel down behind him. I carefully stroke my fingertips down the defined grove between his shoulder blades, taking great pleasure in the way he shivers at my touch. From there I lace my arms through his so that I can run my hands down over his chest and his abs. I’m so close to him, my chest pressed to his back. His skin still smells of outdoors and the faint tang of masculine sweat. He’s incredible. I can’t stop myself; I carefully press my lips to his back, closing my eyes.


  “God, Sloane,” he whispers. Nothing else. He doesn’t ask anything of me. He just trembles as I trace my fingers across the planes of his stomach and downward, to the tops of his thighs. I kiss his shoulders, running my tongue over his heated skin, licking and biting at him, gently this time. Not hard like before. My knees hurt like hell, but it’s worth it if only for the way his body comes alive against me, twitching and reacting to each and every considered stroke.


  The anger that I just utilized, living inside of me, eventually turns to something more heady, sexual and basic. The power that I have over him right now—it feels incredible. I could do anything I wanted to him and…and realistically he could probably stop me. He’s still kneeling where I told him to because he wants to, not because I’m forcing him. But still…


  I slide my hands lower, and then lower still until I find what I’m looking for. His cock is rigid, pressing against his boxers, begging to be set free. He sucks in a sharp breath when I take him in my hand and squeeze, the way he did back in his apartment the second time I slept with him. No, not slept with him. He was right earlier. I fucked him.


  “Do you want me?” I whisper into his ear, grazing my teeth against his ear lobe.


  “Yes.”


  “Are you going to behave if I let you come play with me on the bed?”


  Zeth makes a low, guttural sound in the back of his throat. His breathing is fast now; he’s never actually been like this with me before. I’ve never felt like he’s completely lost in what was happening. Control is a big thing for Zeth. He’s always in charge, always handling what’s happening between us, but for the first time I realize that he’s not handling anything right now. I don’t think he’s even realized himself yet.


  I stand and let him rise as well. His eyes are hooded by his half-lowered lids. I take the knife from his duffel and I cut the duct tape, freeing his hands—I want him to be able to participate in what I plan on doing next. He hooks his thumbs into his boxers and strips out of them without me asking him to. And then, not two seconds after thinking he’s actually giving himself over to me, I realize how wrong I was. I think I’ve tricked myself into a false sense of security, because I’m actually surprised when he rockets forward and grabs hold of me by the waist.


  “Zeth!”


  In less than a heartbeat, a hungry, angry look has replaced his lazy, sex-doped expression. He’s lit up, fizzing with fury. “You’re fucking crazy, you know that?” He has me off my feet, practically over his shoulder. Three long strides and then he throws me forcefully onto the bed. I hit the mattress with a very unladylike, ufff! as the oxygen leaves my lungs. I lash out with my feet, trying to push myself up the bed and away from him, but it’s no good. I’m all arms and legs, panicking, and Zeth is a dangerous predator. He has my arms pinned over my head before I can scramble my way off the bed. “Stop struggling.”


  I can’t. I want to, but my natural instincts continually warn me about trusting a man who carries a Desert Eagle around in his sex kit, and I can’t help myself. He huffs impatiently and then lowers his body weight on top of me, effectively immobilizing me on the bed. “Sloane, stop fighting me.”


  “Get off me and I will!” I regret pulling the gun on him. I regret it massively; I have no idea what kind of retribution he has planned, but I’m sure I’m not going to like it. “You told me to do it, Zeth! You can’t hurt me for doing what you told me to!”


  He lifts himself a little, rearing back to get a good look at me. The anger on his face has morphed to something else. “Hurt you?”


  “For the gun!” I have to get him off me. I need to. I buck against him, but the bastard doesn’t shift an inch. He’s a dead weight on top of me.


  “What do you mean, hurt you?” His voice is cold. Detached.


  “I don’t…I—” The disbelief on his face finally hits home. He doesn’t look like he’s set on killing me. If anything he looks horrified.


  “I would never hurt you, Sloane. You honestly think I would?”


  A small voice immediately answers yes, but it doesn’t belong to me. Not really. It belongs to that treacherous Pippa impersonator who lives inside my head. My panic subsides, leaving me exhausted underneath him. I stop struggling. “No. I…”


  Zeth sees the flicker of doubt in my eyes before I can rein it in, though. His jaw tightens. “Have I ever raised a hand to you? Have I ever…” He trails off, exhaling sharply. He looks away for a second, and when he turns back to me, his gaze is unwavering, piercing me through. “I don’t hurt people who can’t defend themselves. I don’t hurt girls, and I will never hurt you.”


  “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” But even as I’m saying this, the Pippa voice is back and she’s on a mission. The guy’s pinning you to the goddamn bed, Sloane! Like, right now! What the hell is wrong with you? It’s almost as if Zeth can hear that voice, too. He carefully lifts himself up a little, removing most of the pressure he was exerting on me with his body. His hand stays locked around my wrists, but the tension eases a little, making my fingers throb painfully as the blood rushes back into them.


  “I might stop you from going nuts on the odd occasion, Sloane, but I would never cause you harm like that. I thought you knew that.”


  I’ve reclaimed my cool now. He’s not overly mad about the gun—I can see that—but he’s still not overly happy with me, either. “I just thought…”


  “That I’d rip your head off for threatening to kill me? Yeah, well…” He shifts slightly, pressing down on me again. The subtle weight transference seems to wake up my body; I realize my legs are spread, knees drawn up, feet flat against the mattress, and Zeth’s huge and powerful body is between my legs. And he’s naked. He’s not shy with his body—he has absolutely no reason to be, but his confidence runs deeper than a mere awareness of his physique. It’s something else. Something I haven’t quite been able to put my finger on just yet. Whatever it is, he’s still laying on top of me and there’s only the fabric of my jeans and my T-shirt acting as a barrier between our skin. Zeth makes a low rumbling sound deep in his chest, as though he’s been waiting for me to notice our tangled position.


  “No, you threatening to kill me wasn’t exactly what I was expecting,” he says. “But you did look incredibly sexy with a gun in your hand. Do you know how to use it properly?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then that’s even sexier.” He dips his head down and grazes his teeth against the skin of my neck, surprising me. The warmth of his breath makes my skin rise in gooseflesh, breaking out down my arms and legs as well as the sensitive area below my ear. My nipples tighten automatically. My body is way ahead of my head right now. I’m still trying to come to terms with the fact that I just had Zeth Mayfair at gunpoint, and that it felt good, but my body is craving his touch. Wanting to feel him everywhere all at once. A few moments ago, Zeth’s weight on me felt like a prison, and now…now I want him to smother me with himself, so that the only thing I can breathe and see and feel and smell is him. I think there’s something wrong with me.


  “You got any more ideas about how you’re gonna make me your bitch?” he rumbles. I feel the words forming and vibrating through the strong barrel of his chest, sending chills through me, deep down into my bones.


  “No.” I can’t force any strength into my voice. I sound breathless. So weak.


  “Good. Because you’re not going to be able to threaten me with weaponry tomorrow night. And besides…” He grabs hold of the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it roughly upward with his free hand, “you like this better, don’t you? You like obeying me. You like feeling defenseless. You like feeling that trickle of fear, lighting up your insides. It makes you feel alive.”


  He’s right. He’s always fucking right. I hate that he is, but it also saves us a lot of hassle. I’ve felt in control of my own life—I enjoy my work, I pay my bills, I keep my shit clean and tidy—and yet I haven’t had to make an important decision in a while. I haven’t had to choose to do something confronting that will change things massively for me. And choosing to continue whatever this is with Zeth, choosing to follow him down here to LA to find my sister, choosing to let him touch me, to lick and suck and bite at my skin, to obey him, that’s what’s made me feel like I’m really living.


  Zeth pulls the cup of my black bra down, exposing my breast. His eyes feast on the expanse of pale skin I now have on show, focusing hungrily on the pale pink areola of my nipple. He makes that delicious, toe-curling sound at the back of his throat, like a starved animal, and then he ducks down and takes it into his mouth. At first he runs his tongue around and around, playing with the tightened bud, but then he uses his teeth, nipping hard enough to make my back arch up in a mix of pleasure and pain.


  “You want me inside you, angry girl?” He pulls down the other side of my bra, freeing my other breast, and then he traces his tongue up the swell of my flesh and takes that one into his mouth, too. A stuttering sigh escapes me, ruffling his short, dishevelled hair.


  “Yes. I want you in…inside me.”


  He chuckles, apparently enjoying my lightheaded response, and then he tilts forward, grinding himself fully against me. His cock is hardened steel pressing against my inner thigh. I pull in a quick breath, closing my eyes. I want him. I want to feel his skin against mine. I want to feel his cock rubbing up against my clit so badly that I push back, rocking my hips up to meet him.


  “You hungry, Sloane? You want me that bad, huh?” A slow, drawn-out smile spreads like honey on his face. The look in his eyes sends a wave of adrenalin and endorphins racing around my body, shocking my nerve endings. I need to be naked. I need to be naked right now. I try to communicate this, but all that comes out of my mouth is a frustrated groan. Zeth’s eyes dilate, zeroing in on me. He tugs his lower lip between his teeth, his breathing becoming quicker, as though he enjoys that sort of reaction out of me. Does he? Can I inspire the same crazy reaction in him that he inspires in me whenever he bites my neck or kisses my skin?


  He pushes up against me and I let out a gasp, maybe a little louder than it needs to be, but still genuine in its origins; it feels amazing when he does that. My pussy is throbbing, desperate to be touched, and yet I’m still fully dressed. It’s a fucking travesty. Zeth’s smile twitches. I know he knows I over acted that last moan, though he says nothing. Instead he rocks back onto his heels, cock standing proud and eager, brushing against his belly. He takes hold of the ankles of my jeans and then pulls without even bothering to undo them. They don’t come off easy, but he doesn’t seem to care. He’s just determined to get them off.


  “I’m gonna try something different with you, Sloane. And you’re gonna like it, okay?”


  By the dangerous lilt in his voice, I’m convinced this information should be taken as a warning and not as reassurance. “What are you going to do?”


  With a final rough jerk he manages to tear my jeans free of my body. “Wait and see.” My T-shirt goes next. He grabs me by my hips and pulls me toward him on the bed, drawing me upright so I’m sitting, and then he rips it over my head. He falls on me like a man possessed. The straps of my bra have fallen down over my shoulders, and my breasts are still free; my nipples are contracted as tight as they can go, almost painfully so, and they throb even more when Zeth cups both of his powerful hands over them.


  “You’re tits are amazing,” he whispers. “But I wanna see them up here.” He picks me up and holds me to him like I weigh nothing at all. On his knees, he grabs a hold of my thighs and pulls one up over his hip, indicating what he wants me to do. I’m all too happy to oblige. His cock is trapped between us, jammed between our bodies, and with every minute movement he makes, it sends a jolt of pleasure firing through me. He kisses and licks at my chest, his hands gripping me tightly around the waist as he arranges himself in a sitting position with me sitting over him.


  I’m still wearing my panties, but that doesn’t seem to be bothering him. He carefully takes hold of the material, gathering it together and tugging it upward so that the bunched lace applies the most intense pressure on my clit.


  “Ah!”


  “I hope you’re not overly fond of these,” he says, doing it again. “I don’t think they’re gonna last long.”


  I’m panting by now. My cheeks feel flushed; hell, my whole body feels flushed. It feels as though some primal, animal part of me is taking over as I begin to rock against him, angling myself so that our hips are in alignment, pushing and rubbing and grinding. Coupled with the fact that he continues to tease my underwear, pulling it taut as I move, I begin to feel slightly dizzy. Out of breath. Delirious. I don’t need to exaggerate the cry that comes out of me when he slips his fingers beneath the fine material of my panties and he strokes the slick heat of my pussy. I’m too far gone to be embarrassed by how wet I am. How wet he’s made me. I just accept it and grind harder into his hand.


  Zeth props himself up on one elbow and leans back, taking me in, assessing me from head to toe as I set my body free, letting it do whatever it wants to do. I lean forward and place my hands on my chest, tracing my fingertips across the dark spill of tattoos across his pecs and his shoulders. The bruised purple of the scar where he was shot just below his collarbone nearly two months ago now. The graceful, packed lines of his solid muscles. I’m learning every single last line of him, committing him to memory and enjoying it immensely. I’m drunk on him. The way he feels underneath me; the dark, penetrating need in his eyes; his hands wandering over my hips, my breasts, my pussy, down my thighs. And I’m not just beer drunk on him. I’m fucking tequila drunk. Sideways. Gone. Blind with how badly I need him. Want him.


  “You’re fucking amazing,” he rasps. I don’t know if it’s just my malfunctioning ears, mildly deafened by the roaring of my own blood and our combined gasps for oxygen, but he sounds drunk, too.


  He slides a finger inside me and it’s just too much. I can’t take it anymore. I need more than just his fingers. I want all of him, buried balls deep inside me, pounding into me until all I see is stars. I reach down for him and inhale, a whole new fire burning inside me when I take hold of his swollen cock. He’s huge, rigid and smooth like warmed marble. The sensation of sliding my hand up and down him is the most intoxicating thing ever.


  “Fuck, Sloane.” His body locks up, his muscles as tense as a tautly drawn bowstring. “Fuck!” He can’t wait any longer, either. He snatches hold of me, falling forward so I’m on my back again and he’s on top of me once more. He doesn’t waste any more time. He’s inside me, then, guiding himself into me for what feels like forever. The stretched, swollen feeling of having him inside me is mind altering, like a drug. He can sense how urgently I need him—he must, because he immediately draws himself out and begins to fuck me with the force of a freight train.


  I feel like I’m being impaled, he’s so hard. “Oh, shit! Zeth!”


  “You okay?” he growls.


  I nod, digging my fingers into his back. The sharp bite of pain encourages him, and he powers on, slamming into me over and over. I hold onto his shoulders, clinging onto him for dear life, and he…he ducks his head and kisses my fingers. It feels like everything slows. He…he kissed my fingers. Holy shit. The surprise of his subconscious action doesn’t distract me from my building orgasm. It adds to it. My body is a trembling wreck as he continues to drive himself into me, each one of my synapses firing independently to create a crescendo of sensation across my skin.


  “How hard do you want me to make you come, Sloane?” Zeth pants.


  “Hard. Really hard. Please. Please.” I half think this might be his payback now; if he pulls out and leaves me like his, it would be very unfair. But it turns out that’s not what he’s got in mind. Instead he slides his hand up my body and doesn’t stop until he reaches my neck. Once he’s there, he curls his fingers around my throat and squeezes. Hard enough to block off the oxygen.


  “Zeth!”


  “Ride it out, angry girl. You’re gonna like it, I promise.”


  I want to claw at his huge hand, try and get it off me, but the look in his eyes makes me think twice about it. I can’t help but feel like this is some sort of a test. I don’t hurt girls, and I will never hurt you. He’s seeing if I trust him. He’s seeing if I’ll let him do this to me without freaking out. Medically, I know I have about eight seconds of consciousness if he’s pressing down on my carotid artery all the way. If he continues to press down longer than that, there’s always the chance of brain damage and death. But…


  He’s not pressing down all the way. Feeling that massive hand close around my neck was frightening enough to make me panic, but now I can feel what he’s doing. And it’s not going to kill me. It’s not even going to even make me pass out.


  It takes sheer force of will to make my hands slide up to Zeth’s torso, placing them just about as far from my own throat as I possibly can. It’s a trust move—one that doesn’t go unnoticed. Zeth raises his eyebrows, in appreciation or surprise, I’m not sure, and he makes an effort to slow down his movements. He stares down at me as he forces himself deep inside with each push, grinding hard against me, making sure I feel the full length of him as he works his cock in and out of my pussy. I can barely breathe, but I’m not afraid anymore. As soon as I decide not to panic, the sensation of being choked becomes…it actually becomes exciting. The restricted oxygen he’s allowing me—just enough to allow me to see straight—is making my head pound in a dizzying, frantic way. My senses seem to be on hyper alert; the heat of his tongue on me, his teeth skimming the sensitive skin of my nipples—it feels like he’s leaving sparks of fire in his wake. This is the most fearless I’ve ever been. A dangerous man holds my life in his hands, and I’m enjoying it. If I’m honest with myself, I’m loving it.


  Zeth’s so deep inside me that it feels as if we’re one carnal creature, moving in unison, working together to reach the same finish line. That finish line is fast approaching on the horizon, too. I can feel it building, cycling around my body, growing and pulsing…until…until…


  “Shit. Shit! Oh my g…fucki’mgonnacome,Zeth!”


  He promised me it would feel good. It feels better than good. Forget fireworks. This feels like a nuclear fucking bomb is going off inside my head. I try to bite the scream back, but I can’t keep it in check. Since my vocal chords are being depressed, it doesn’t really matter anyway; I barely make a sound.


  “Holy hell, girl. Yeah, that’s right. Keep going, keep going. Come for me, Sloane. Come hard.”


  I know from the hardening I feel inside me and the strain in his voice that he’s holding himself back, but that doesn’t last long. I make sure of it. I reach down between our bodies and find what I’m looking for. I take hold of his balls and I squeeze gently, working them carefully in my hand, grabbing his ass with my free hand, trying to pull him into me even deeper. I’m a hollow shell after that orgasm, weak and spent, but I manage to open my eyes enough to watch him get his. It’s a beautiful thing to witness. With bared teeth, he slams himself inside me and roars as he releases.


  He holds himself up for all of a second and then collapses on top of me, breathing hard. His hands both move to his sides, away from my throat, and I take my first full lungful of oxygen in what must be at least three minutes.


  And then something amazing happens.


  We fall asleep.
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  It’s dark when I wake up. Really dark. Like middle of the night dark. I know it’s bad that I’ve slept so long even before I remember why. Where I am. Who I’m with, the amazing sex, any of it. I prop myself up on my elbow, taking a giant breath of air, trying to slow my racing heart. I’m late for something. I’m late for work. I’m really fucking late.


  “Oh my god, what time is it?” Nightshifts turn you around something fierce; it’s pretty common for me to wake up once the sun’s gone down, not knowing if I’m coming or going. But then I realize I’m speaking to someone. Someone in the bed with me. That part is definitely out of the ordinary.


  Zeth Mayfair is laid on his back with one arm thrown up over his face. The other arm is folded across his body, fingers splayed against his stomach, and the bed sheets are twisted around the lower half of his body in a tight knot. With all of our energetic exercise before, the fitted sheet has disappeared somewhere and I’ve been sleeping naked and coverless on bare mattress.


  “Oh.” It’s all I’ve got right now. The digital clock on the side table reads 6:42pm in stark red letters. What time did Zeth come in here looking for me? I can’t remember, but we must have been sleeping for hours. I sit up, careful not to make any noise, and tip toe my way to the en suite. It’s only when I stand that I feel the slick, stickiness between my legs and a rush of alarm floods me. No condom. We didn’t use a condom. Again. Since our slip back at my place and the subsequent humiliation of a morning-after pill, I’ve been taking the contraceptive pill, so there’s no risk of me getting pregnant. But still…I’m a doctor for crying out loud, and Zeth Mayfair is a man whore extraordinaire. I should know better than this. I’ve seen first hand the nasty shit that can happen to your lady parts if you’re reckless with them. I like my lady parts. I don’t want them all funked up with chlamydia, or worse.


  Zeth and I need to have a chat about that. In the meantime, I take a hot shower and get dressed. I don’t really have time to do much but towel dry my hair and apply a small amount of makeup—I’m supposed to meet with Julio’s girls at seven thirty for a pampering session, and I can’t afford to be late. Despite how distracting being here with Zeth is, I haven’t forgotten who else is here: my sister. Alexis is here, in the same compound, and I am damned if I’m not going to finally find her tonight. We won’t be able to get her out until tomorrow night; Zeth announced earlier that with everyone distracted by the party, it will be the perfect opportunity to slip out without being seen. Plans aside, I’m so nervous I feel sick. I haven’t seen Lexi in over two years. I’ve changed a lot since then, and I’m guessing she has, too.


  Zeth’s still asleep when I leave the bathroom. He’s in exactly the same position I left him in; the man sleeps like the dead. I sneak to his side of the bed, and then I lay my hand flat on his chest, snickering to myself, knowing how cold my hands are.


  The reaction is instant. And violent.


  “Motherfucker!” He’s lying in the bed one minute, and the next I’m pinned against the wall by my throat and Zeth’s clenched fist is sailing toward me. I turn my head just in time to narrowly avoid being smashed in the face, but he’s already pulling back for another try.


  “Zeth! Zeth, stop!” I scream the last word. Scream it as loud as I can with my windpipe being crushed for real this time.


  “Sloane?” Zeth’s hand loosens right away, dropping hold of me so that I slide down the wall into a boneless heap at his feet. “Oh fuck. Fuck. I’m…” He rushes to the door and switches the light on. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”


  I eye him uncertainly, rubbing my hand over my bruised oesophagus. “Uh, yeah. I’m great. Just wondering why you tried to kill me, though, I guess. After making a point of telling me you would never hurt a poor little defenseless girl?”


  “I fell asleep. I didn’t mean to do that.”


  “Sleeping makes you homicidal?”


  He makes a dismissive sound at the back of his throat. “Waking up in strange surroundings with someone lurking in the dark makes me homicidal.”


  I raise an eyebrow at this. Pippa would be having a field day right now, but I’m not stupid enough to even ask what his deal is. This is perhaps the one thing I suspect Zeth Mayfair isn’t going to tell me. I suspect that because of the completely shut down, void expression on his face. He stands there, tensed and completely naked, staring at me, clearly waiting for me to ask. I don’t, though. He holds out his hand, offering to help me up.


  “I’ll find somewhere else to sleep tonight. That way you won’t have to worry about me attacking you at three am.”


  I accept his hand, grateful that my heart’s finally returned to its correct location in my chest cavity and has vacated my throat, where it leapt when Zeth charged me. I don’t like the thought of having to sleep in the room all night on my own. He’s right, though. I don’t like the sound of being strangled to death in the early hours of the morning, either. “I could just coldcock you with that gun.”


  Zeth gives me an amused glance, sitting back down on the bed. He rubs his eyes—such a normal thing to do for such an abnormal human being.


  “Ha. Yeah, the gun. We should probably talk about that. You feel like telling me why you chose that instead of something a little more…fun?”


  I didn’t think he’d ask, to be honest, but I don’t have a problem with telling him why. I sit down on the bed beside him, letting myself lay back into the rumpled sheets. They smell deliciously of him. “Well, you were right before. Since we started this whole thing, you’ve done nothing but push me to free myself. To realize I was holding myself back. You took that from me. I was trying to do the same thing. Except you’re not physically restrained like I am, Zeth. You’re on emotional lockdown. When you’re around me, you do everything and anything you can to not feel anything whatsoever. So I took that that from you. I made you feel something.”


  He’s staring at me, eyes narrowed into slits. “What, you think because you scared the living shit out of me that I’m suddenly fixed and I’m gonna fall in love with you now or something?”


  That earns him a laugh. He’s really has no idea. “No. Oh, no, Zeth. You don’t have to worry on that front.”


  “And how’s that?”


  “You see me as a game. An experiment. Something to toy with until you get the desired result, at which point I’m assuming I’ll no longer be of use to you and you’ll find something else more interesting to play with.”


  He twists to look over his shoulder at me. The muscles in his back contort beautifully as he shifts his weight. “There are plenty of girls out there more broken than you, Sloane Romera. I have no interest in experimenting on you.”


  “Oh really? Then what the hell are you doing with me?”


  “Is this ‘where do you see our relationship heading’ conversation?”


  “God, no! Relationship? We’re aren’t in a relationship. We don’t know a thing about each other, Zeth. You’re the guy who shows up on my doorstep and screws me senseless whenever he feels like it. And I’m the girl stupid enough to let you do it.” I choke on the words, hating them, but knowing they’re true. Zeth’s face is stone cold, frozen in a blank, detached expression. He moves smoothly, standing from the bed and pulling on his clothes. When he looks up at me, the conflict I see warring in his eyes takes me by surprise.


  “I know plenty about you, Sloane. I know all I need to know. If you know nothing about me, then that’s on you and no one else. You should realize by now that if you wanna know something, all you ever need to do is ask. And you’re not the girl stupid enough to let me do anything. You’re the girl stupid enough to not see what’s standing right in front of her.”


  He snatches up his shoes and he doesn’t even take the time to sit down and put them on. He just takes them and storms out, closing the door softly behind him as he goes. I think it would have been better if he’d slammed the door. It would mean he wasn’t working as hard to control his overwhelming anger.


  I’m paralyzed, sitting in the bed, trying to make heads or tails of his comments. Trying to make heads or tails of why he just suddenly got so…what, hurt? He was. He was actually hurt. Oh boy. And did…did he just pretty much say he thinks we are in a relationship? That he wants to be in a relationship? That makes no sense whatsoever. None. The man won’t even let me kiss him for fuck’s sake. How in hell am I supposed to process this?


  I slump back into the bed, feeling very sore in my body from our earlier activities. But also sore in my heart, too. Because he’s right. I am the girl too stupid enough to see what’s standing right in front of her. Right now I feel too stupid to understand any of it. Zeth is emotionally stunted—there’s no doubting that—but it turns out I am, too. How is it that a man like him, a man made to be a weapon of mass destruction and little else, has seen more in us than I have?
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  The sky looks like a photo I saw once in the National Geographic. Without the pollution of all the city lights, the stars are an uncountable mess of sublime light, pin wheeling across the night with blatant disregard for how unsafe it all suddenly seems. I stand still for a moment, my breath fogging on the desert night air, and for a second it’s as though I can feel the earth spinning beneath my feet. Like I’m a tiny speck of sand balanced precariously on the tautly stretched surface of a massive drum, and I could go flying off into space at any given moment. I feel small and unprotected against the sheer vastness of that sky, and yet it’s so ethereal and beautiful. I haven’t spent any time out in the desert at all, not since I was a child, camping with my parents and too young to appreciate the beauty of it¸ only seeing the inconvenience of being without friends and television, but right now I’d love to stand and breathe it in some more. But I can’t.


  “Come on. Move it.”


  I’m shoved non-too gently in the base of my spine with the butt of Teo’s gun. I’m glad it’s him taking me across to the girls’ building in the compound and not Andeas. My first meeting with Andreas wasn’t exactly very civil, and he came away near beaten within an inch of his life technically because of me, so I’m doubting that he’ll be harboring any favorable tendencies toward me. I have no idea how long he’s going to be out of commission, recovering wherever it is he’s recovering, but I’m hoping it’ll at least be until tomorrow night. If all goes in our favor, we’ll be in an entirely different state by the time Andreas Medina can walk again. Zeth, Alexis and I—long gone. God, Alexis. My heart hiccups beneath my ribcage when I think about seeing her again. It’s about to happen and I don’t feel prepared. She’s going to freak out when she sees me. I hope she can keep it together long enough to rein in her surprise and not blow my cover. A lot’s riding on this first meeting. If the guards or maybe even the other girls notice there’s something going on, or the fact that I look an awful lot like my sister, then who knows what they’ll do.


  Teo gives me another firm shove of “encouragement” and I respond. The girls’ house is a large, two-storey Spanish-style building wrapped in a veranda. It looks pleasant, the sort of place a large family would vacation perhaps. Certainly nothing about it screams den of iniquity, that’s for sure. From the desert flowers and succulents growing in blue pots scattered all over the place, to the beautifully clean and tidy entrance porch, it’s clear this place is maintained by a woman’s hand.


  The ground floor is lit up, blaring soft light out into the darkness. Inside the chatter and laughter of female voices can be heard. I hesitate. What the hell am I doing? My legs seize, locking straight in their joints. I can’t…I can’t go in there. What if she’s sick or something? What if they’ve beaten her? What if they’ve given them all drugs to keep them compliant and my sister’s now a rail-thin junkie with track marks up her arms? I’ve seen it all before at the hospital, so the imagining of it comes way too easy. God, I can’t go in there. I—


  “I got food waiting for me back indoors, bitch. You done staring at the front door or what?” Teo spits on the ground, jerking his head toward the building.


  Indecision tears at me. But I know it’s not really indecision. It’s cowardice—I’m afraid of the condition I’m going to find Alexis in. And I’m afraid I won’t be able to fix whatever they’ve done to her. She’s alive, though. I need to hold onto that. Whatever else happens, she’s still drawing breath and she needs me. I can’t let her down any more than I already have.


  “Alright, alright. I’m going.”


  And I walk inside.
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  “Who wants tequila, bitches?”


  Since Alaska invited me to this thing, I’ve been imagining sorrowful young girls being primped and preened like sad geishas, reluctantly being made beautiful so that a hoard of disgusting men can take their fill of them. The scene that greets me inside the girls’ building is about as far from that as you can get. It looks like a fucking frat party.


  “Shots! Shots! Shots!” A group of girls are gathered around a marble island in a very expensive-looking kitchen, clapping like idiots as a brunette girl with her hair in rollers free pours patron into shot glasses like her other job is bartender at Coyote fucking Ugly.


  “Who’s got the lime?” she calls, casting heavily mascaraed eyes around the group. She looks like she could take off under the lift her false eyelashes would give her. She sees me—I know she does—but her gaze passes straight over me as though I don’t even exist. “C’mon, girls. Line ’em up! Line ’em up!”


  The girls—there are seven of them—lick salt from their wrists, down the shots, pinch wedges of lime into the mouths and then start giggling again.


  “I see you decided to grace us with your presence after all, then?” The cool voice comes from behind me: Alaska. She stalks into the room with a glass of red wine in her hand, held with an artful arrangement of fingers and angled wrist that looks graceful and precarious to say the least. She’s wearing more clothes than the other girls—a tight black dress that barely covers her ass and shows off an awful lot of cleavage. The other women are all in booty shorts and tanks, like they’re having a freaking sleep over. So far, none of them have turned out to be my sister.


  “Yeah, well, you said to come, right?” I feel so out of place right now, I consider turning on my heel and bolting. The girl who poured the shots may have ignored me just now, but it seems Alaska’s presence has electrified the group and they’re all decidedly interested in the interloper who’s invaded their living space.


  Alaska sniffs, looking down her nose at my jeans and T-shirt, and takes a delicate sip of her wine. “I did. But then again, I also thought you’d be too busy with Zee to gift us with your presence.”


  Seven pairs of ears perk up at this comment. One girl, a short blonde with innocent blue eyes—and not so innocent fake tits—opens her mouth wide. She practically runs to Alaska, clasping her hands together and jiggling on the balls of her feet. “Did you just say Zee? Like, as in Zeth?”


  She looks star struck. Like the grumpy bastard who stormed out on me earlier is some kind of rock legend who she will do anything, anything to meet. Alaska raises narrow eyebrows in a tired, slightly bored fashion. Another sip of her red. “Yes. Like, as in Zeth.” She mimics the girls broad Cali accent, but the blonde’s squealing too loud to notice.


  Alaska spat the confirmation as though the words were poison. Conversely, a series of positively excited glances are exchanged between the other girls. One of them even grabs hold of another’s arm, apparently too excited to contain herself.


  What. The. Hell?


  I suddenly feel very sick. A cold realization washes through me, leaving me chilled to the bone. He’s been here before. He and Julio know each other well. I showed up midway through one of Zeth’s very own ‘events.’ How did I not consider this? How did I not consider that he might have slept with some of the girls here? Hell, he could have slept with all of them.


  As reactions go, my body’s response to this thought is pretty over the top. Once the dizziness and the mouth sweats calm down and I know I’m not going to throw up, I manage a weak smile at the blonde girl who’s just asked me a question.


  “I’m sorry, what?”


  “I asked if he’s coming here tonight? I want to get a look at him. Georgia says he’s fucking massive!”


  “Uh…”


  “I heard,” another girl, with blonde ringlets steps into the conversation, “that he’s got tattoos all over his face like a Red Indian. Is it true?”


  I inch backward, trying to put a little space between me and the other women, who seem to be approaching as a pack now. A hungry one. “No, why the hell would he have—”


  “And what about his dick? You came here with him, right? You’re his girl; you must have seen it. How big is he? I heard he fucked a girl so hard that he put her in the hospital, split her right open or something.”


  “No, dude. That was Rebel.” The brunette with the rollers joins in the debate, correcting the other girl’s wild statements. “Zeth’s the one who let that homeless girl move in with him, remember? Benji told us.”


  The bouncy blonde widens her eyes at me. “Ooooh, you were homeless? What was that like?”


  “Uh, I wasn’t ho—”


  “But you do live with him, right?”


  Alaska casually puts her wine glass down and clears her throat. All talking in the room ceases. With a dismissive clap of her hands, Alaska takes control of matters. “Naomi wasn’t homeless. She does not live with Zeth. Zeth is massive. His dick is pretty fucking big, but not the biggest dick in the world. And now it’s time for you all to shut the hell up.” She looks sideways at me through partially narrowed eyes, and I can plainly see the displeasure within the cool blue recesses. “Regardless of what you have heard about Zee, he’s brought Naomi here as his partner, not as his blind.”


  A chorus of unhappy gasps go around the room. They all seem horrified by this information, and I’m standing here gaping like an idiot because I don’t even know what it means. “His…his blind?”


  Alaska rolls her eyes. “Like in poker. To be able to play, you have to bring something to the table. You have to buy your way into the game with a bet. A blind. We’re all blinds here, sweetheart. We get passed around like delicious little canapés in order for our masters to screw around with whoever else is brought in by the other men.”


  That is…that’s awful! “But I’m Zeth’s partner so I won’t be passed around?” The girls hear the anxious note in my voice, and they don’t take it well.


  “Trust me, honey. You’re the one who’s losing out,” Rollers says. “We make ten grand a pop for a night like tomorrow. What do you get? I bet Zeth Mayfair’s not bankrolling that kind of money for just one skinny bitch.”


  “What? He’s not…he’s not paying me anything!”


  That stuns them all into silence. They look at each other as though some wordless conversation is taking place and I’m the only one who can’t hear it. Alaska shoots me a smug smile, collecting her glass again and tipping it in my direction.


  “And didn’t I tell you not to be an asshole to them?” She laughs at this, and then turns and leaves, singing under her breath.
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  It takes forever for the girls to get over the idea that I’m not a hooker. It takes even longer for them to forgive me for the disgusted tone in my voice when I’d exclaimed that Zeth didn’t pay me for my services. It’s only after the tequila starts flowing again that I manage to get any of them to talk to me, and that’s only by participating in three generously poured shots and whooping like a moron in the appropriate places. I skipped this part of college for a reason; I’m no good at being a girlie girl, and it really shows. It makes other girls nervous. Especially ones who paint each other’s toe nails and squeeze each other’s boobs to check out their ‘work’ without it being completely awkward. Rollers, who turns out to be called Dani, has a good handful of mine before I even realize what the hell is going on.


  “Hmmm. Real, huh? They’re nice. Good size. Not too small, although your silhouette would look much better if you went up a couple sizes.”


  “Yeah, I didn’t look right in my clothes before I got these,” Sara, the blonde who asked about Zeth first says, cupping her giant double Fs. They’re the biggest boobs I’ve ever seen. I’m half temped to tell her that the problem likely wasn’t her breast size and probably had more to do with the fact that she was wearing stripper clothes, but I manage to refrain. Won’t go down well, I can tell. Besides, I’m not here to talk about plastic surgery. I’m here to talk about Alexis. To find out where the hell she is.


  The grooming part of the night begins soon after the fourth shot of tequila. Giant cosmetic kits come out, as big as workmen’s tool kits and just as heavy, and the girls begin to fuss over each other, giving advice on skin care and practicing the makeup they’re planning on wearing tomorrow night. The whole event thing has been a secondary consideration, always at the back of my mind, but now it’s come roaring to the forefront. An event, like the one Zeth held. But this time I know there won’t be any dark rooms to hide in. No corner in which to retreat and pretend to be outside of it all. I’m going to have to participate, and I’m going to have to make it look convincing for both mine and Zeth’s sakes.


  That’s something to worry about tomorrow, though. I have to focus on the task at hand while I’m here. I start in with general questions, waiting for an in to discuss other matters.


  “So is it just you girls that live here? The place seems really big for just seven of you.”


  “Oh no, there’s usually nine of us altogether,” Sara says. “Kady’s gone into the city to get a nose job. Julio paid for that, can you believe it? He said it was putting people off and no one was gonna fuck her if she had a hooked old-man nose. He shelled out for the whole thing—the surgeon, the hotel, expenses, everything.” She sounds jealous; I’m getting the feeling Sara had to fund her fun bags personally. “Anyway, one of the other girls Chloe went with her to keep her company. And Sophia’s the other girl. She’s gone to meet with one of the groups of guys who are coming here tomorrow. She’ll be back tomorrow afternoon, I guess. Chloe and Kady, too, although Kady won’t be working. She’s gonna have two black eyes, I bet. Can you imagine how bad she’s—”


  Sara keeps talking, talking, talking, not even pausing for breath, and I run through this new information in my mind. Chloe, Kady and Sophia. No Alexis. But then again, I know she’s here; Zeth told me he’s seen pictures taken by Michael before he got caught, so they must have changed her name or something. She’s not Kady, that’s for sure. Alexis is even more fine-boned than I am; no one would ever accuse her of having a hooked old-man nose. That leaves Chloe and Sophia. My heart sinks in my chest when I realize I’m not going to be able to speak to Alexis until tomorrow night now.


  And what if I can’t even speak to her properly then? What if we’re surrounded by people all night long and the opportunity doesn’t present itself? I’ll just have to make it happen, I guess. Come hell or high water, I’m getting my sister out of there.
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  “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were Rebel’s cousin?”


  Michael’s out of his dirty, blood-stained clothing and back in a well turned-out suit, the way I’m used to seeing him. I’ve thought about laying the motherfucker out for keeping something so huge from me, but it’s wasted energy. He has a right to keep shit like that under lock and key. And making him bleed would only mean he’d have to go get changed again.


  “Not my call, Zee. I’d have told you way back when, but Rebel doesn’t want people knowing about family, y’know? Thinks it’s a weakness to have people out there worth kidnapping and torturing. Bad for business. Especially if you’re in the kind of business he’s in. He’s got enemies, man. Big ones.”


  I grunt, knocking back my beer. “Makes sense. Still…”


  “Yeah, I know, man. I know. I could have trusted you with it. I should have.”


  Michael knows Rebel was the one who bid on Sloane’s V-card. He also knows how I feel about sick motherfuckers who kidnap girls and rape them against their will. I’m quiet about most things, but this is perhaps the one thing I’ve been vocal about. He undoubtedly knew I wouldn’t react to well if I’d found out before all of this that Rebel was Michael’s blood.


  “You heard from him since Julio’s call before?” I ask.


  
 Michael nods, collecting a beer from the ice bucket by the pool and sitting down to join me. “That’s why I came to see you. He’s coming here.”


  I point to the floor at my feet. “Here? Rebel’s coming here? Why?”


  “For the event. To ghost Julio for causing me grief. To screw some girls. I don’t know. He just told me to expect him.”


  This is fucking fantastic news. Fucking. Fantastic. An onslaught of problems present themselves to me all at once, giving me an instant headache. Will he see Sloane and recognize her? Eli, the P.I. I killed must have shown him photos of her for him to have bid so fucking high on some random girl’s virginity. Will he fucking behave himself? Will he do something that my temper just won’t tolerate?


  Alongside all of that are the small advantages that present themselves, too, though. If Rebel is here, Julio’s gonna be on his best fucking behavior. He’s gonna be distracted, trying to shove his nose so far up Rebel’s ass that he won’t be paying attention to me. Or Sloane. Or a prize hooker being snuck out of the place. Plus…I’ve never met Rebel. I’ve only heard his name spoken amongst the bike gangs and the cartels, whispered like the man’s a fucking god or something. This is a prime opportunity to meet the guy and see what he’s like for myself. To put a face to the name. And commit it to memory for later so I can beat him to death, should the need arise.


  “You listening to me, man?” Michael’s already downed his beer, and is holding out a fresh one to me, too. “I thought you were leaving Lace with the doctor? Where is she?”


  “Oh. With Sloane’s parents.” I pull on my beer, mulling that one over. The whole thing is kind of ironic. And worrying.


  “Aren’t they super religious?”


  “Yeah. Her dad’s a minister. Doesn’t get more religious than that.”


  Michael smiles politely, although I can tell the fucker’s grinning on the inside. “And do they know about Lacey’s girl-on-girl tendencies? Or the fact that she’s dead set on killing herself at the earliest available opportunity?”


  A volt of panic charges through me at his last question. Lacey may have taken to playing with the odd girl here and there, but she’s not a lesbian. It wouldn’t matter to me if she was—eating pussy’s addictive. I can see why chicks like it—but the real reason Lacey’s toying with the fairer sex of late is because she’s afraid. Afraid of guys. Women are softer, kinder, gentler. There’ll come a time when Lace’ll get over that, though. Or at least I’m hoping there will. That’s got a lot to do with the other thing. The dying thing. Sloane may have told her parents to watch Lace like a hawk, but they can’t really understand how messed up the girl is. They don’t know her like I do. They don’t know the level of commitment she’s dedicated to the cause of her own demise. I need to fucking speak to Sloane. I need to speak to Sloane’s fucking dad. If she dies on his watch…


  Michael brings me back from thoughts of murder. “Does Sloane have a problem with Lacey?”


  That’s a weird fucking question. I was going to drink some beer, but the bottle only makes it halfway to my lips. “What? No. Why would she?”


  This has Michael chuckling, shaking his head. “You’re clueless, boss. You’re fucking Sloane, yet you’re so protective over Lacey. The doc’s gonna assume you’re fucking her, too. Or that you used to fuck her.”


  I love Michael like a brother, but sometimes he’s a stupid shit. “Sloane doesn’t care about my exes. She probably wouldn’t care if I was fucking Lacey. She’s not that kind of girl. All she cares about is finding her sister. I’m a means to an end.”


  Michael looks at me like I’m the stupid shit. “Seriously?”


  “Yeah. Well, she’s not asked me for anything.” And they all ask me for something. A phone number; a second date; a marriage proposal. Sloane’s repeatedly asked me to get the hell out of her life, or may as well have done.


  Michael reaches over and slaps me on the back. He looks oddly bemused. “If you believe that, my dear friend, you’re the dumbest motherfucker alive.”


  



  



  ******


  



  I haven’t found anywhere else to sleep. I really, really should, but I haven’t. I’m waiting for her when she comes back from her pyjama party with Julio’s girls. Her eyes grow wide when she sees me sitting at the small table by the window, cleaning the Desert Eagle.


  “What are you doing here?” she asks. She’s wearing some of the heaviest makeup I’ve ever seen. She’s got that smoky look thing going on with her eyes, which makes them pop like crazy.


  “Same thing you’ve been doing, I presume? Preparing for tomorrow night.”


  “You’re bringing the gun?”


  “Fuck yeah. And whatever else I can use to kill a man.”


  “Ahh, well, Julio better watch his silverware, then.”


  “The silverware’s safe. I can use my bare hands if things get that bad.”


  A flash of concern transforms Sloane’s face. “Are you expecting it to get that bad?”


  “No. Maybe.” I snap the action of the gun home. “Better to be safe than sorry. Did you see your sister?” This is a dangerous question. I can’t tell just by looking at her what’s gone down at the other house. I’m assuming if it had gone badly, she’d be bawling her eyes out, but with Sloane you never know. She’s not like any other girl I’ve had dealings with. She’s far more complex than any of them. Far more intelligent. And far more fucking confusing.


  Sloane comes and sits at the table opposite me; the cloud of perfume she brings with her is a little overbearing but not surprising in the least. Julio’s girls are heavy handed with everything—makeup, tans, tits, the whole nine yards.


  “She wasn’t there,” Sloane informs me. “She’s going to be back tomorrow afternoon, in time for the party.”


  “Oh.” That’s not great, but not terrible either. We can still make our plan work. Sloane looks troubled, though.


  “What’s up?”


  She runs her thumb across her lower lip, staring at me. I’m about to tell her she’s making me really fucking uncomfortable, when I realize no girl has ever made me feel fucking uncomfortable. I’m damned if I’m gonna admit something like that to her.


  “I’ve been thinking about something. And I don’t want you to get mad.”


  Well that is a fucking charming opening to a conversation. I sit back in the chair, putting the gun down on the table. She glances at it, and then takes a deep breath. “I want to know if you’re clean.”


  “Wha—if I’m clean?”


  “Yeah.” She shifts uncomfortably in her chair. “Y’know. We’ve had a lot of unprotected sex, and I want to know that you’ve not given me some disgusting or life-threatening disease. You’ve slept with all these hookers and—”


  “Whoa, what the fuck?” I’m replaying the last words to come out of her mouth, trying to process them. “I’ve slept with all what hookers?”


  Small knots of muscle jump in her jaw as she clenches down. I’ve made her angry, but then so fucking what? She’s made me angry, too. Her eyes are blazing when she says, “I thought you were always honest with me. You can’t tell me you haven’t slept with a lot of women.”


  “I have slept with a lot of women, Sloane. But I’ve never fucked a hooker.” She lets out a snort that says she doesn’t believe me. “Sleeping with someone for money is not something that attracts me. At all. Everyone I’ve ever slept with has been more than willing. Yourself included.” I can feel my temperature rising, but I can see it happening to Sloane. Her cheeks have turned a bright red.


  “Oh, really? So I lost my virginity in a hotel room in the dark to a complete fucking stranger because I wanted to?”


  “You—” I bite back what I really want to say. Fuck! That night. That night’s gonna haunt us for fucking ever. “I’m not sorry for that, Sloane. I didn’t force you, and I didn’t pay you.”


  “No, but Eli was supposed to. He was supposed to tell me where my sister was, that was the payment, but then again you killed him before he could do it. So you’re right. I guess I didn’t get any sort of recompense for bleeding for you.”


  She jumps up from the table, physically shaking with rage. I follow after her, taking hold of her arm. She spins and slaps me; I’m expecting it and I let it come. I deserve that one. I probably deserve a whole lot more from her. I let myself feel the sting, waiting to see if she’s got more coming. She just stands there, shaking.


  “If I’d have found Alexis a lot sooner if you hadn’t interfered, Zeth,” she whispers. The accusation’s clear in her eyes; she blames me for Alexis being trapped here for the last two years.


  “You wouldn’t have found her. He didn’t have the information to give to you, Sloane.”


  “That’s bullshit! I went into that office. I found Eli sitting there with a goddamn letter opener sticking out of his chest. And I found the file he had on Alexis! It was right there in his filing cabinet, except you’d taken all of the information out of it! Why! Why did you do that?”


  I’m doing my best here, but I don’t have a great track record with anger management. Only what they taught me in prison, and that didn’t ever really help. Fuck it, though. She wants to rehash this? We can rehash this.


  “The file didn’t have anything about Alexis in it, Sloane. It was all you. Eli had all your personal details in there. He had photos of you at work, in your car. At home.” I let that last part linger between us for a moment, letting all the connotations develop in her mind. Her eyes are bright and shining, but the information seems to have taken her aback.


  “Me? What do you mean, photos of me at home?”


  “I mean photos of you in the shower, in bed, walking around naked. He had video files of you fucking touching yourself, Sloane.”


  “What?” Her voice is a whisper. The horror on her face…


  Fuck.


  “I went in there to get Alexis’ information for you, but Eli laughed about it. He said he knew your sister was living in LA but he had no clue where. He’d just heard on the grapevine that a dark haired girl had been taken by bikers and she was working for them now. He wasn’t even gonna tell you that much, though, okay? He was gonna feed you some shitty line that would end up being a dead-end lead, and you would have had to go back to him again for more information. And guess fucking what? You weren’t gonna be a virgin anymore, so you were gonna have to fuck three guys to get that fake piece of info. And on and on it would have gone. Round and round we go. And then I saw the other files on the other girls he had in his office. Did you bother looking in those?”


  “Yes! I—” She stops, though. All her furious energy has waned away; she’s staring at the floor, tears trembling on the tips of her eyelashes, while her brain works overtime. “I saw them. I looked through a few. They were all…” She swallows hard. “They were all normal. Regular cases. Adulterers and broken bail bonds.”


  It’s my turn to shake my head now. “No, you didn’t see the files. Because I took them, too. I took them all. He was doing the same thing to at least twelve other women, and he was pulling the strings on each and every one of them. I destroyed the photos, the thumb drives, the disc everything. And then you’re right—I did kill Eli. I killed him because he stabbed me first. Here. You want fucking proof?” I tear my shirt over my head, twisting so she can see the two inches of narrow scar tissue where Eli Horowitz stuck me in the side with his stupid fucking letter opener. I mean what kind of P.I. doesn’t have a proper fucking knife? Or a gun, come to think of it?


  “Zeth…” She’s reaching out, her fingertips shaking, but she doesn’t touch my skin. By the look on her face, she’s scared. Scared shitless. She jerks her head in a small motion of denial. “You had those scars before. In the hotel. I felt them.”


  “I had these scars, sure.” I point to the four jagged marks across my torso, the ones I earned myself back in New York and while I was in Chino. “But this…this was after. After I saw you at the hotel.”


  “Oh my God.” Sloane steps backward, once, twice and then the backs of her legs hit the bed. Her ass hits the mattress hard as she sits down. “I had no idea.” She covers her mouth with her hands, breathing noisily through her fingers.


  “And in response to your earlier question, Sloane. I am clean. I’ve only ever slept with you without using protection. I figured it was safe with you since I’m the only guy you’ve been with. But still. I needed a good STD accusation to finish off my day nicely. So fuck you very much.”


  I want to leave. I want to storm out of the room and slam the door so fucking hard it smashes off its hinges. I’ve been walking out a lot recently, though, and we can’t afford to keep yelling at each other in Julio’s villa. The guy’s gonna kill me sooner rather than later if we keep ruining his peace and quiet. Instead, I turn my back on her, digging the heels of my palms into my eyes, trying to breathe through it all. To try and pull myself back from the brink of all out war with her. This is why fucking and leaving has always worked so well in the past. If you don’t stick around for shit to get awkward, you never have to go through this bullshit. I had a good system. I should go back to—


  I go rigid when I feel her hand touch my back.


  “Why did you do all of that?” she whispers.


  “Which part? Protect your modesty, or prevent you from being used by a scumbag asshole?”


  “All of it. Why did you even intervene in the first place? How did you know Eli was…was selling me?”


  It’s easier to answer these questions with my back to her. Easier but not easy. I don’t know if…I don’t think I can answer her properly. Not really. I do my best.


  “My uncle Carl.” That’s how I begin. That’s how a lot of the stories in my life have begun. With him. “When my parents died, my uncle Carl took me on. He was a piece of shit, and he used to beat me. He wasn’t all that bad, though. He’d wait long enough for me to heal from the last one before laying into me again. And he hardly ever broke bones. That was a small mercy, I guess. Things got real bad when I was about eight. He started drinking more. Whatever. So I learned how to distance myself from it all. For me, Carl was like a festering wound that refused to fucking heal, and yet I somehow managed to turn off the nerve endings. I managed to not feel any of it anymore. I shut myself down and suddenly I could handle everything that was happening to me.


  “Anyway. The fucker died three years ago. Someone killed him, cut him up real fucking good. I had to come to the hospital to ID him, and that’s when I saw you. You were waiting for an elevator, and I was just sitting there, trying to take it all in. That he was dead and he was obsolete and I didn’t even have to think about him anymore. And you…I took one look at you and I saw that you were just like me. Something had happened to you to make you turn off everything around you. You were walking through life looking and acting and sounding just like everyone else, but you weren’t. You had directed every last part of you inward. And I…” I need to hit something. I need to lay my fists into something solid and heavy. Fuck this. I shouldn’t be doing this. What the hell am I thinking? My hands are just itching to burn with some sort of pain, but instead I feel something warm and soft against the bare skin of my back. It’s not her hand this time. I exhale, looking up at the ceiling—why I’m sabotaging myself like this? It’s her lips. She’s kissing me. And it feels so fucking good. She stays still, as though she’s waiting for me to walk away. When I don’t, she presses her body flush with mine and slides her arms around my waist, linking small hands together over my stomach.


  Fuck.


  Shit, fuck, motherfucking bastard.


  I might as well finish now. This massive cluster fuck of a situation can hardly get any worse. “And…I wanted to know what had hurt you so badly, Sloane. So I made up my mind to do that. And I did. I found out about your sister. And Michael followed you when you went to see Eli that first time. And now here we are.”


  I’m waiting for her to react, but all she does is stand there with her arms around me and her forehead pressed against my back, breathing in small, shallow breaths of air that she blows out across my skin. This is a first for me. I have no idea how to react to any of it. The only person I’ve ever told any of this is Michael, and that was only the raw instructions of it. Follow the girl, find out what she’s doing, don’t let her see you. That kind of thing. I never told him why, and he never asked.


  Eventually I can sense she’s going to speak because her breathing cuts off for a moment, like she’s concentrating very hard on something. And then…


  “How? How can you be so good and so dangerous at the same time, Zeth? You’re a contradiction.”


  The scathing laughter erupts from me before I can rein it in. “There’s nothing good about me. I watched you. I followed you. I worked out what made you tick. I made plans to break into your life and manipulate you just like Eli did. I’m no better than he was.”


  I can feel her forehead rolling against me as she shakes her head. “You’re not. You’re better than you think. Why don’t you want to admit it? You can’t, can you? Not even to yourself.”


  There are a lot of things I can’t admit to myself. A lot. But being good isn’t one of them. I’m not blind—I know the kind of man I’m looking at when I find myself standing in front of a mirror. “Don’t get your hopes up, Sloane. There’s nothing here to be redeemed. Nothing here that you can try to fix.”


  She’s quiet for a while. She probably didn’t wanna hear that. Most girls don’t. They all think they can change you. Iron out the creases in your screwed up life. But then she whispers, “I’m not gonna try and fix you. But…I would like to try and understand you.”


  I feel like telling her the truth. That I don’t even understand me. I doubt that’ll do me any good, though. So I just stand there like an awkward motherfucker, trying not to enjoy the feel of her slim frame shifting against mine. This is fucked up five different ways from Sunday.


  “Zeth?”


  I grunt out a response. “Mmm?”


  “I need you to do something for me.”


  Oh, here we go. The needing part. I need a stiff drink. “What?”


  “I need you to turn around and put your arms around me. Can you do that?”


  The thing about Sloane is that she never says what I think she’s going to say. I’m definitely not expecting her to say that. She wants me to hold her. Holding someone like that, the way she’s actually holding me right now, isn’t about sex. It’s about something else. Something I’m not sure I have to give, and yet this morning I practically told her the exact opposite, knowing how it sounded. You’re the girl who’s too blind to see what’s standing right in front of her. Well, she’s throwing it right back at me now. She’s telling me she sees. And she wants it. Fuck. How did this end up happening? I should have just said I had the clap and gone and slept on the couch. Fuck, fuck, fuck.


  She’s been tensed against me while I’ve been running through every curse word I can think of in my head, and yet she hasn’t let go. She hasn’t panicked and run. She’s far more fucking brave than I am. So I turn, and I put my arms around her, and I hold her.
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  Zeth doesn’t sleep with me in the bed. He sleeps on the floor on the other side of the room, about as far away from me as he can get. I know he’s unconscious from the slow pull and draw of his breathing, deep and regular. I, on the other hand, cannot sleep. Tonight didn’t exactly pan out the way I expected it to. I definitely didn’t expect to see a side of Zeth that frankly scared the shit out of me, made me feel completely vulnerable¸ and also like a complete fucker for blaming him for Alexis all this time either. If I’m honest, I didn’t even know I was blaming him. Not until I went and hung out with those girls.


  They were mostly sweet and seemingly happy, but their lives weren’t exactly what I’d envisioned for Alexis. She wanted to study architecture. She wanted to create beautiful things that people would marvel at, and instead she’s been pounding shots of tequila and then having guys pound on her. God, why did I just think that? Just the idea of it makes me feel sick. I need a coffee. I need Pip. I need the safe little bubble I’ve created for myself back in Seattle. Or the bubble I had created before all of this happened. There’s probably no going back to it now. I have no idea if I can even go home without Zeth’s boss trying to kill me.


  I pull out my cell phone from underneath my pillow, needing to do something. I automatically head to the messages and hit compose.


  



  Me:


  You awake? I need a mental assessment.


  



  And then, a few moments later,


  



  Pippa:


  Yeah. As if I would ever be asleep at 2 am. What’s up, chica? Your vacay not as relaxing as it should be? I’m telling you, get a massage from a gorgeous boy. That’ll sort you right out.


  



  I hate that I’ve lied to Pippa about my sudden disappearance, but she would have a fit if she knew where I really was. And who I was with. And what I was planning on doing. All of it, basically. The whole arrangement would cause her head to implode.


  



  Me:


  Massages! Yes! I’m planning on those. But as for relaxing…


  



  Pippa:


  Yeah, yeah. I know why you can’t sleep, woman. And you know I don’t approve.


  



  Me:


  I can’t help it


  



  Pippa:


  Finding another guy will take your mind off him! Go and flirt with Hawaiian surfer boys!


  



  Me:


  And if I don’t want Hawaian surfer boys?...


  



  I almost can’t type the next part. To actually admit it to myself.


  



  …What if I only want him?


  



  Pippa:


  Then we’re all doomed.


  



  Pippa:


  Don’t worry, chica. I’ll support you whatever you decide. I just think there are better guys out there for you. Try and get some sleep, okay?


  



  I spend the next half an hour clutching hold of my phone, wondering if she’s right. Am I doomed if I go down this path? I can’t help but think I am. He said it himself—there’s no fixing him. And if he hadn’t told me about Eli and his plans for me, would I still be feeling this way right now? Would I still want to get out of this bed and go and curl up inside his arms over on the floor? God, why can’t I just even be honest with myself? Yes, I would want that. I would. I’ve wanted to be that way with him for a while now. I just thought he didn’t want the same thing, but now things are a little clearer…


  Ha! Yeah. About as clear as mud.


  I tuck myself tight into a ball, hugging my knees to my chest. I just need sleep; Pippa’s right about that. I close my eyes and try and force unconsciousness on myself, but it’s no good. Especially when a deep rumble begins in the distance, out in the desert. The sound oscillates and grows, deepening with each and every passing second. Thunder. Perfect. Desert storms are violent and noisy. There’s no way I’ll get any sleep until it passes.


  “Abrir la puerta!”


  “Que están aquí!”


  The calls come from outside, loud and close. It’s the guards, Teo and his friends who are watching the gate. And I understand enough Spanish to know that they’re shouting for that gate to be opened. That they are here, whoever they are. I climb out of bed, pushing the blinds down so I can see what the ungodly noise is, and the glass in the window begins to shake in it’s frame.


  Motorbikes.


  It’s not thunder after all, but motorbikes, pouring in through the open gate into the compound, so many of them that I lose count. The sleek black machines snarl like wounded animals, and the sounds of men laughing fill the courtyard. My heart is beating so hard in my chest that I can feel its pulse in every single part of my body.


  “Rebel,” Zeth says. The timbre of his voice is as deep and menacing as the throttle of the bikes. “That’s Rebel’s crew.” He’s watching me by the window, utterly still, his bare chest bathed in the bright white light from the bikes’ headlights that cuts through the window.


  “Who’s Rebel?”


  Zeth closes his eyes. “Someone very bad. Someone you don’t want to know.”
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  I’m awake before dawn, staring at the ceiling. I didn’t really need to worry about my waking nightmare, mistaking Sloane for someone else—not when I didn’t really sleep at all. I’ve been thinking about things. How to handle this whole fucked up situation. First things first, I get up as quietly as I can and head outside. It’s fucking hot here during the day, but at night the desert is frigid. Clouds of smoke fog my breath as I take a quick walk. The line of bikes propped up alongside the villa is worrying. I count them, one through eleven. Eleven fucking Widower Makers. I hadn’t banked on this. I’d banked on a lot of things, but Rebel showing up with his boys hadn’t even made a guest appearance on my list of shit that will probably go down. His MC is based out of New Mexico. He must have pretty much set off as soon as he’d gotten off the phone with Julio yesterday and ridden all day and night until he got here. Not a good sign. Thirteen hours with your balls crushed up against a gas tank is gonna make anyone cranky. And from what I’ve heard about Rebel, he gets cranky easy.


  But then again, so do I.


  Back in the room, Sloane’s still asleep. Her hair looks like a bird’s been nesting in it, and there are weird crease marks on her cheek from the pillow; she’s fucking beautiful. I feel like a spare part standing there staring at her, so I stomp around the room, making enough noise to wake the dead.


  “Zeth?”


  I pause in gathering up the bedding I slept in and turn to find her half sitting up, blinking at me through huge, sleepy owl eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” Yeah, I totally meant to fucking wake you. “We should probably have a conversation about tonight.” Tonight. Julio and Rebel, two big dogs, trapped in a small building with god knows how many people, all of whom are up to no good. And then me and her in the middle of it all. Yeah, I’m a sick motherfucker. Why? Because there’s a good chance Julio’s gonna murder my ass. And an equally good chance that Rebel with recognize Sloane. And yet my dick is still getting hard when I think about taking Sloane to his event.


  “Yeah? What’s the plan?”


  “The plan is that you get your ass dressed and come for some breakfast. No one’s gonna be up yet. We can talk and eat.” My stomach’s complaining like it thinks my throat’s been cut and I’ve been starving it for days. I need sustenance. And I need to leave this room before I forget all sense of reason and climb up in that bed with Sloane.


  She pats her hand to her head and must get a sense of what’s going on with her hair; her eyes grow round, but she just shrugs. I love that about her. She doesn’t give a fuck about how she looks.


  “Okay,” she says, climbing out of bed. She’s just been wearing a long T-shirt and panties, and the sight of bare skin makes my dick stir in my jeans. Girl’s got legs for days. “Will there be coffee?”


  “Hell yes. I’ll make sure of it.”


  



  ******


  



  



  I was right. The occupants of the villa are still slumbering as I make my way to the dining area just off the kitchen. Julio’s maids are the only ones up and about, setting up food for the houseguests and undoubtedly preparing finger food for tonight’s little show. I grab two cups of coffee, a plate of sliced fruit and some toasted bagels and set up at a small table in the corner of the room, waiting for Sloane. She doesn’t take long to get ready—another thing I like about her. The last chick I waited on took over an hour to fuck around with her hair and makeup. I can tell Sloane’s wearing some makeup but it’s not much, just mascara and some lip-gloss, and her hair is ringing wet. She looks like she’s towel dried it a little, but the jagged wet ends are creating little dark, see-through patches over her tits where the water is seeping through her shirt. She looks fucking hot.


  “Ohhh, coffee.” She groans as she takes a sip, closing her eyes. I wonder if she realizes that’s a total porn move. I doubt she’s been watching that much porn, though. Either way, the situation in my pants, recovered from before, suddenly returns triple fold. I’m raging this morning, and I have no idea why.


  “So what?” she asks. “How is tonight gonna go down?”


  “Well.” I shift in my seat. Pick up the saltshaker. Put it down again. “There are going to be a lot of people here. We’re gonna find Alexis and then we’re gonna get the hell out of here while we can. We’re gonna leave your car here and go in mine.”


  She shakes her head. “That’s my dad’s car. He’ll kill me if I don’t take it back.”


  Sloane’s worried about her dad’s old’s mobile, and we’re sitting in a compound filled with people who potentially wanna kill us`. Nice. “Can you even get that thing over sixty?”


  She looks dubious.


  “Exactly. Plus it also has wood panelling.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means I’m not driving a fucking car with wood panelling is what it means.”


  She huddles conspiratorially over the table, leaning toward me. “Well, I suppose dad’ll just have to be happy to get his daughter back instead then, won’t he?” She looks so fucking happy that my stomach clenches. She hasn’t even laid eyes on Alexis yet, but she has absolute faith that she’s going to be leaving here with her sister tonight. I, on the other hand, have a few doubts.


  “Shit’s gonna get nasty real quick if Julio lays eyes on us. We have to keep to ourselves. Try and be invisible.”


  She seems entertained by this notion. “And you really think that’s gonna happen? With you here. You didn’t hear those girls talking last night. They’re desperate to see you.” The tone of her voice turns a little sour, making it clear how she feels about that.


  “So that’s why you came in spouting about me being disease ridden last night, then?” Last night is pretty much the last thing I want to talk about, but this is too delicious. “Were you jealous, Sloane? Hmm?”


  Sloane squirms in her seat, cheeks flushing. “No, I was not jealous! I was worried for my own safety!”


  Such a liar. Oh, well. Let her pretend if she wants to. “Yeah, well like I said. I don’t sleep with hookers.”


  “What about Alaska? Does she not count because she’s Julio’s mistress?”


  “Alaska? Alaska doesn’t count because she’s a crazy bitch. I’ve turned that girl down more times than I can count.” Sloane raises her coffee mug to her face, but I can see the crinkling at the corners of her eyes. She’s smiling. “Why? Did she say I’d fucked her?”


  “Oh, she implied it, that’s for sure. Some of the girls were speculating over, um…” Her eyes travel south, staring straight through the tabletop, lazering right into my crotch.


  “My dick? They were talking about my dick?” Oh this just gets better and better. Sloane’s face is a bright shade of red now.


  “Alaska said it was big, but she’d had bigger.”


  “I’ve never fucked Alaska. She’s probably seen my dick, though. And I’m sure she has seen bigger. Alaska used to work in porn. The guys who work in that industry are normally freaks.”


  “Well, I’m sure you could work in porn, then.” As soon as the words leave her mouth, Sloane starts choking on her coffee. I get the impression she didn’t mean to say that out loud. I bite back the urge to develop the world’s biggest shit-eating grin.


  “Oh, Sloane. Did you just compliment my cock?” She chokes again, wheezing, trying to get some air into her lungs. I can’t help it; this is just too easy. “Did you really just compliment my cock? I’m almost flattered.”


  “I meant that…oh forget it. Yes, I just complimented your cock. It’s massive. There, do you feel validated as a man now?”


  She’s doing a valiant job of trying to own her comments, but she’s still embarrassed beyond belief. “I’m already validated as a man, Sloane. I feel like a man every time I make you scream. No, fuck that. I feel like a king every time I make you scream.”


  She stops spluttering and rearranging things on the table, and just looks at me. Her eyes are burning. It’s that look in her eyes that does it. I can’t stop myself. There’s only so much a guy can take, and having her look at me like that is just about it for me.


  “Stand up, Sloane.”


  “What?”


  “Stand up. Follow me.” I get up, abandoning my coffee and my untouched breakfast, holding out my hand. She hesitates for a second before taking it, following after me.


  “Where are we going?”


  We make it as far as the hallway before I realize we’re not going to make it to the bedroom. I walk far enough to reach an alcove in the hall and I practically lift her up and smash her into the wall, slamming my body up against hers.


  “Zeth!”


  “Yeah, just like that. Hearing my name coming out of your mouth like that—that’s what makes me feel like a man,” I growl. Her wet hair brushes my face as I bend to kiss her neck, her jawline, her collarbone. She tastes fresh and clean and uniquely her. My cock is throbbing in my pants, so fucking hard. I have to have her. I can’t fucking wait.


  I rip the T-shirt over her head and immediately bury my face in her cleavage. The. Most. Amazing. Tits. Ever. I pin her with the lower half of my body, her legs wrapped around my waist, and I can then grab hold of those beautiful tits and I squeeze. Sloane gasps, her head rocking back to expose more of her neck. I don’t have enough fucking hands. I want to be stroking and touching her everywhere.


  “Damn it, girl.” I huff against her skin, grinding my dick against her. It feels amazing; I want to push harder, to sink myself so deep inside her that she screams loud enough to wake the whole house up.


  She’s incredible. I take both her tits and push them together so that the pink, tightened nipples stand erect, begging me to play. She makes stifled moaning sounds as I lick at her, sucking each nipple in turn and then biting down just hard enough to make her inhale sharply. Her head kicks forward and a jolt of remembrance slams through me—her kissing me the last time I fucked her like this. How she just leaned forward and smashed her lips against mine, digging her hands in her hair. How it set me on fire. I can tell she’s thinking about that kiss, too. It would be the most natural thing in the world to kiss her now. It would be easy. Suddenly my heart is slamming inside my chest, each and every beat chanting, I can’t. I can’t. I can’t. I retreat a little and let her legs slide down so her feet are on the floor.


  “What’s—”


  I unbutton her pants before she can finish that. She’s going to ask what’s wrong, and I don’t wanna hear it. I don’t wanna hear anything about right and wrong. This whole situation, her and me, none of it qualifies under either heading.


  I rip her pants down, smirking a little when she has to put her hands on my shoulders for balance. I don’t just pull them down; I tear them off her body, taking her dainty little leather sandals with them.


  She stands before me in her panties, hands twitching by her sides, trying to decide whether she wants to cover her chest or not. She’s all curves and soft lines, slim yet feminine, shy but completely unaware of the sexual energy she exudes.


  I have to fuck this girl.


  Right fucking now.


  “Turn around, Sloane.” She gives me a guarded look, but her chest is heaving. She’s as turned on as I am. She’ll do anything I ask her to right now. That thought sets my blood on fire. And considering where most of my blood is right now, it feels like my cock is about to explode. She shoves away from the wall, turning slowly, giving me a hesitant last glance over her shoulder.


  I take one look at her ass in the black lace French underwear she’s got on and I’m done for. It takes me three seconds to strip completely naked. I run my hands down the toned lines of her back, and I cup her ass cheeks, sucking in a sharp breath through my teeth. I can’t wait. I can’t fucking wait to slam home on that thing. It takes monumental restraint to gently push Sloane forward, so that she can brace herself against the wall. This has the effect I was going for; she’s bent at the waist, presenting her ass to me. And it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.


  She’s trembling with need. I wasn’t joking before—I feel like the motherfucking king of the world when I do this to her. I slide my hands over her sides and curve myself over her, reaching to palm her tits. They hang down, heavy and full, so amazing. I feel like a kid in a playground, and her body is my own personal ride. I thrust my hips against her and I nearly explode right there and then when she bows her back like a cat and pushes back.


  “Fuck, Sloane.”


  “Fuck me,” she returns. “Fuck me now. Please. Please…”


  Her breathless pleading like music to my ears. She’s already wet for me—I can feel it through her panties, already soaking my dick—so I’m not gentle. I can’t be. I have zero restraint. I grab hold of those pretty panties and I rip them, not even a little remorseful about the waste. I’ll buy her more. I’ll buy her thousands of dollars worth of black lace in exchange for these ones right now. It’s the fairest trade I’ve ever made. Sloane cries out; I can tell she’s trying to stop herself, but she’s not succeeding. I’m crowing like a fucking badass cockerel in my head over that, over the fact that she can’t control herself.


  I grab hold of my dick and squeeze; my muscles tighten at the pressure, sending a burning wave of adrenalin around my body. I don’t sink myself into her right away, though. I ease my fingers over her soaked pussy and I work her clit, working my dick at the same time. With every little stroke and flick of my fingers, Sloane grows more and more breathless. It takes her by surprise when I slide my hand back and I use the slick moisture on my fingers to touch her ass. In fact she nearly jumps out of her skin.


  “Trust me, Sloane?” I’ve never asked her so directly before. I’ve never asked for her trust because if she gives it to me, I’m terrified I’ll break it. But not right now. Not with this.


  “Uhhh…”


  “Trust me.” This time it isn’t a question. It’s a command. I rub my dick against her pussy, knowing that it’s causing friction in just the right places, and I use my fingers to tease and stroke and knead her ass. She may never have thought she would ever do it, but before long she’s pushing back against me again. Enjoying it. Presenting herself to me, allowing me to apply more pressure every time she rocks her hips.


  I push a little harder this time, inserting my finger just a little, and Sloane cries out, her body shaking so hard against me that I feel like I’m vibrating. “You like that? Huh?”


  “Yes. Yeah. Yeah…” She sounds like she’s completely wasted.


  I’ve waited long enough. I take hold of my dick and I slide it inside her, pushing so hard that my balls clench. I want to be rough with her. I wanna bruise her and leave my fingerprints all over her, but I don’t. I gather her hair and I wrap it around my hand, and I jerk on it hard. Hard enough that her head pulls back and her body bows again, far enough for me to lean forward and bite her shoulder.


  She gasps through the pain. “Oh, fuck!”


  I pull her head to one side, so that her chin is drawn back toward me, and I can see that I’m not overstepping any boundaries. Sloane’s eyes are rolled back in her head, her bruised lips swollen and parted as she pants out my name over and over again each time I force my way inside her. She’s tight. She’s so fucking tight it’s almost painful, but in the best fucking way.


  I risk applying a little more pressure with the fingers that are still playing with her ass, and she responds by sighing, pushing back against me.


  “Oh my god, Zeth. Yes. Please. Please…”


  Yep. That’s what I thought. It’s game on. I’m not a fucking douche bag though. I’ve just shown her. I’ve shown her that she likes it.


  “Please…”


  Shit. Well, I’m not a fucking douche bag, but I’m no saint, either. I thrust my dick into her as deep as I can, and I ease my finger forward at the same time, going slow so that I can stop as soon as she wants me to. Her body is trembling so bad, and I can tell that she’s fighting it, but she doesn’t tell me to stop. Her small pants and whimpers are of strained pleasure, not all-consuming pain. I can feel my dick inside her through the wall of her pussy, and it’s… it’s just…I can’t…


  I fuck her. I fuck her hard. I gauge her reaction and act accordingly when it comes to what my finger is doing, though. When it looks like she’s tilting, when the pleasure is turning to pain, I stop altogether and I use both hands to grab hold of her hips. With the added leverage, I pound myself into her harder than before, my blood singing through my veins.


  I can tell when she’s about to come. She starts to shake, yet her muscles are straining, trying to keep her upright. I don’t have a hope in hell of holding back. We come at the same time, and neither of us are quiet. I slowly pump myself in and out of her, catching my breath. I must be a freak but I take a great and perverse pleasure in rubbing my cum through the slick folds of her pussy and into her ass.


  “Bravo! Bravo!”


  Sloane rockets off my dick like someone’s just thrown a bucket of ice-cold water over us. In the hallway, leaning up against the wall opposite our alcove, a guy with a torn black T-shirt and ripped black jeans claps, grinning ear to ear. I don’t recognize him, but he’s young. Like early twenties. And he’s a Widow Maker; that much is obvious. “Good show,” he says, still clapping. “Didn’t think the fun started ’til tonight. Obviously I was wrong.” Sloane scrambles for her clothes, swearing under her breath—her panic is nowhere near as funny as it was when someone busted her in the toilet. Now it makes me angry. I turn and angle my body so that I’m standing in front of her, blocking her from view.


  “Usually polite to announce your presence, asshole,” I snarl. Fuck that I’m naked. Fuck that Julio will be pissed. I’ll break this kid’s jaw if the next words out of his mouth aren’t I’m sorry.


  Lucky for him they are.


  “Sorry, bro. My bad.” He’s not laughing anymore. He’s holding his hands up, looking suitably concerned about the expression on my face. He must have thought I’d be embarrassed, too. But living in prison takes all that away from you. Your modesty, your humility, everything. “I didn’t mean to come up on you like that, man,” the kid continues. “But shit, dude. You were fucking in a hallway.”


  I still think I should hit him. My fists are already clenched when Sloane grabs a hold of my arm. “It’s okay. He’s totally right.”


  She sidles out from behind me, somehow now fully dressed though looking mighty dishevelled. Her cheeks are crimson, but she manages to look the kid in the eye. The kid’s face blanches when he gets a proper look at her. “Holy. Fuck. Me! What the…?” His reaction is instant. He looks like he’s seen a ghost.


  “Mal, what the hell are you…” A voice, commanding and annoyed, comes from behind us, and then another Widow Maker rounds the corner. Black boots, black jeans, black tee, finished off with a leather cut that bears the VP badge over the top pocket. The guy stops dead in his tracks when he sees me, and this time it’s my turn to look like I’ve seen a ghost. Because he is.


  Cade Preston.


  Motherfucking Cade Preston.


  He opens his mouth, staring at me with absolute shock on his face. “Zee?” and then, brow furrowed, “why are you naked?”


  I can’t think of anything else to say, so I make do with the first thing that comes into my head. “You! Why the fuck aren’t you dead?”
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  4 years ago


  



  Chino


  



  



  “This food tastes like shit, man.”


  “Mmm. Yeah, I’d say there’s a pretty high ratio of shit in here.”


  “Fuck a high ratio, dude. This stuff all be shit. That brown mushy stuff be dog shit. That bread be horse shit. And that pudding is bird shit, dude, straight up. I seen the wrecking crews scraping that stuff off the roof.”


  I prod the brown slab of reconstituted meat on my tray with my plastic fork, eyeing it dubiously. Marco sees me do it; he makes a derisive chhh sound through his teeth. “Zee, man, tha’s the worst shit on there. That’s Colossus’s own personal brand of shit. He’s back there in that kitchen laying tracks all day long. That’s why black guys don’t eat meatloaf, motherfucker.”


  This is how mealtimes play out every day in prison. We complain about the food, and then we eat it anyway because we have no choice. But meatloaf day is especially bad. Colossus, the huge fucking Russian guy who was convicted of killing his wife and kids also happens to be the cook, and he delights in burning everything he sends out of the kitchen. His dry meatloaf is disgusting.


  The canteen is humming with chatter and raucous banter between the inmates, everyone segregated into their appropriate racial stereotypes. White supremacists, blacks, Mexicans, Italians… It doesn’t matter if you’re not a neo-Nazi, a gangbanger, a coke dealer or Mafioso on the outside, inside walls like these, your heritage is your creed. The system’s mostly based on hate. The blacks hate the whites, the Italians hate the Mexians and the blacks, the Mexicans hate the whites, and the whites hate everybody, including other whites if you piss them off.


  Cast adrift in the middle of this sea of hatred, I sit at a table with Marco, perhaps the blackest person I’ve ever met, and Leroy, who just so happens to be Mexican. There’s an empty chair next to Leroy, awaiting the fourth member of our group: Cade. Cade’s white like me, but neither of us were ‘white’ enough to join the Klu. The Klu are perhaps the largest group after the blacks, and they don’t particularly like when fair-skinned folk race mix.


  They call the four of us the UN, a term that even the guards find funny. We’re outcasts. We eat together, shit together, shower together, run the yard together. The only time we’re not watching each other’s backs is at lock up, but then it’s just us and the guy we’re bunked with. And generally shit doesn’t go down one on one like that.


  “Where’s your boy?” Leroy asks, hacking at his food with the side of his fork. You get proficient at that when you’re given a blunt plastic knife to cut through Colossus’s food.


  Marco chews, open-mouthed, fork hanging loosely from his hand. “Dunno. He’s out, though. Hadley saw him in with the nurse an hour ago.”


  This is news. News that makes no sense. “The nurse? Why?”


  “He got busted up talking back to one of the guards on his way outta the SHU. They were gonna throw his ass straight back in there, I think, but they done needed the cell for Barteaux. Crazy motherfucker shived himself again.”


  Usually you worry about by other people shiving you in prison. Not Barteaux, though. “That is the third time he’s done that.”


  “I know, man.” Leroy laughs. “Dude reckons he’s gonna get his ass transferred outta here if the administration thinks he’s being targeted. Someone really outghta’ tell the guy not to keep stabbing himself in front of the cameras.”


  Marco breaks off from his own laughter, pointing down the far end of the canteen. “Ho. Hold up. I see our guy.”


  Sure enough, Cade’s making his way through the tables, tray gripped in his hands. He’s a big guy, almost as big as me. Dark haired and covered in tattoos. We could be brothers, but we’re not. He got sent away to serve a bullet—a year’s sentence—for a crime he refuses to talk about. I saved his ass from a severe beating kindly being served to him on his first day by the Klu, and ever since then we’ve been friends. When Cade rocks up and slaps his tray down on the table, Leroy prods his finger into the seam of angry looking stitches running from Cade’s temple down to his cheekbone. “What d’I tell you about the clavo, ese? You don’t wanna be keeping that shit in you cell, man. They gonna put your name above the SHU hole they keep throwing your ass into at this rate.”


  Cade’s a repeat offender for contraband, or clavo if you’re Leroy. So far I’ve seen his ass get dragged to the SHU for weed, a knuckle-duster and a cell phone (fuck knows how he got that in here). He scowls, smacking Leroy’s hand away.


  “Fuck you, man.”


  I pass him a pack of smokes, raising an eyebrow. “What was it this time?”


  Cade opens the pack and takes three, tucking them into the top pocket of his jumpsuit for later. “Lewd images of a graphic sexual nature,” he recites, spooning food into his mouth.


  Marco erupts into hails of laughter. “Porn? You got busted for a week for lookin’ at pussy?”


  Cade just shrugs it off, swallowing down his meal. “They’ll screw me for anything. You know that.”


  “Yeah, man, we do. They still riding you hard?” Marco asks.


  Cade casts a suspicious glance around the tables, eyes narrow. He blows out a deep breath. Ever since he’s been in here, he’s been the target of attacks from both the Arians, the Mexicans, and the prison guards, although no one is saying why. Least of all Cade. The prison admin want him to spill his guts over something, and the gangs are afraid he will. Thus far he’s been on lock down, refusing to even tell the three of us whatever this dark shit is that’s threatening his life on a daily basis. “Offered me WITSEC this time,” he admits.


  Leroy thumps his arm. “Damn, dude. You know they give you a salary for life when you join WITSEC? Free money. You don’t gotta do nothing for the rest of your days!”


  “Apart from look over your shoulder,” I say. Cade gives me a nod—I understand. The others are petty criminals. Leroy broke into a hardware store and stole a power drill. That crime would have landed him in Lompoc instead of a supermax if the stupid fucker hadn’t bludgeoned the security guard who caught him half to death. Same story with Marco. He was a small time dealer on the outside, probably would have scored twelve months in minimum security if he hadn’t assaulted a cop trying to escape. These guys have no idea what it’s like working in organized crime. I do, and Cade does, too. He hasn’t told me, but I fucking know he’s in some deep shit. WITSEC is nowhere near as safe as the cops and politicians make it out to be. There’s always a way. A person to be threatened. A computer to be hacked. And then you’re dead. We eat our food, and we don’t talk about it anymore.


  In the end, worrying about a flawed witness protection system doesn’t really matter. Cade doesn’t get to join WITSEC; he doesn’t even make it out of Chino. Three weeks later, during one of the rare moments the UN aren’t in session, an Arian named Spider stabs my friend three times in the back. Kidneys. Liver. Lungs. A professional hit. The guards carry his limp body down the gangway, past the open door of my cell where I’m doing chin ups, leaving a river of blood behind them. He doesn’t come back.


  The official line is that Cade Preston is died of his injuries.
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  This guy, this stranger…he looks dangerous. Zeth freezes in the hallway, staring straight at him, jaw clenched. And he just accused him of being dead? I have this awful sinking sensation in the pit of my gut. Zeth looks like he put a bullet in this guy, buried him, only to find out that he dug himself out of his shallow grave and has come back to life. The frightening thing is that that’s entirely possible. Was Zeth supposed to put this guy down? Is out and out warfare about to be unleashed? Zeth just picks up his clothes and gets dressed, frowning slightly.


  “Hey, Mal, why don’t you go see if the boys need anything, huh?” The stranger asks the guy who was mortifyingly watching Zeth and I have sex only five minutes ago. Mal looks mildly put out but, at a stern look from the dark-haired guy down the hall, does what he’s asked and leaves.


  Now that he’s fully dressed, Zeth seems to have gathered himself together a little. “So you’re a Widower, Cade? I guess that makes sense,” he rumbles. He sounds…I have no idea how he sounds. I can’t figure out what’s going on with the stormy expression he’s wearing. Cade scuffs the toe of one boot against the heel of the other, nodding.


  “I guess it does, huh? You’re probably very confused right now.”


  “Could say that.”


  The tension between these two is stifling. Cade seems faintly apologetic, while Zeth is definitely wired to blow a fuse.


  “They moved me after the stabbing. I got put in solitary for the remainder of my sentence.”


  “They put you in solitary for five months?”


  “Yeah, man. They pushed pretty hard. And then they pushed harder. I wouldn’t give them what they wanted, so they left me in there to rot. Said I knew where to find ’em if I changed my mind.”


  So prison. Zeth knows this guy from prison, and by the sounds of things Zeth thought he had died inside. I clear my throat—a timely reminder of my existence. Cade glances up at me, shocked to see me still standing there. Apparently Zeth feels the same way. “Uh, Naomi, why don’t you go get ready for later? I need to have a conversation with this guy.”


  A conversation. And not a conversation conducted with his fists? I’m so curious about who the hell this guy is, but I can tell there’s no point objecting. I suddenly feel very, very dirty. I need a shower, and I’m kind of steaming mad at Zeth. He fucks me in a hallway in front of a complete stranger, doesn’t have the decency to notice the complete stranger, and then ditches me to go hang out with an old prison buddy? This sounds way too much like something out of White Trash Days of Our Lives. I give him a pointed look and turn my back, not even bothering to answer him. Our room is only twenty feet away—twenty freaking feet and he couldn’t make it that far—and I’m sure he hears the loud reverberation when I slam the door.


  Asshole.


  My body is sore from the sex we just had, sorer in some places than others. I strip off again, considering burning my clothes when I catch the smell of him all over them, and I take the hottest shower in the history of showers. The door starts hammering not long after I’m finished cleaning up, but I’m damned if I’m gonna come running out of the bathroom just because he’s decided he wants to see me now. I pointedly ignore the hammering until I hear the heavily accented voice hollering through the door.


  “Hawthorne! Ms Hawthorne!”


  Hawthorne? Oh, yeah right. That’s the dentist title I gave to myself when Julio asked my name. Naomi Hawthorne. The door rattles on its hinges, sounding like it’s going to come off them any second. What the hell is going on out there? I clamber out of the shower, wrap myself in a towel and open it up.


  A short, overweight Mexican guy stands on the other side, chest heaving, with a gun in his hand. I begin to slam the door closed—I’m not getting shot to death in the bathroom of a Mexican brothel—but the guy jams his foot into the gap.


  “Ms Hawthorne! Come, please! Help. Your help!”


  My help? Adrenalin suddenly kicks in. Crap. Zeth did want to beat that guy to death after all. He must have attacked him or something. I let go of the door, shoving past the little Mexican man, and grabbing at the fresh clothes I put out on the bed. “Out! Get out!” I point to the door, glaringly furiously at the man; he takes the hint and hovers in the half-open door with his back to me while I get dressed.


  “Okay, where is he? Show me.” He’s probably already killed that other guy by now. I don’t know why they think I can possibly stop him, but still…he’s been saying this whole time how we need to keep our heads down. How we need to not cause a disturbance, and now he’s gone and done—


  I stop dead in my tracks. The fat little Mexican guy hasn’t been leading me to Zeth. He’s lead me out into the front courtyard in front of the villa, where a number of the girls from the other house are standing a circle, holding onto each other and crying, while a man on his knees is performing CPR on a body on the ground. It’s a girl. She’s wearing white sneakers and tight blue jeans, and her shirt is red. No, no her shirt’s not red. It’s white, but the front of it is saturated in blood. Absolutely drenched in it. The guy performing CPR stops, gasping, looking down at his hands like he doesn’t know what to do, why the girl’s not waking up when he presses down on her chest. Instinct kicks in, then. I hurry forward and shove him out of the way, not paying any attention to the startled gasps that escape the onlookers as he falls sideways. I drop to my knees and grab hold of the girl’s shirt, lifting it up.


  The source of all the blood is instantly visible. A gunshot wound, just below the underwire of her bra. I roll her toward me, craning over her to check the back—is there an exit wound? No. No exit wound. Shit. And she’s been shot in the worst place possible. These days, bullets are designed to shatter inside a person, breaking into pieces to cause maximum damage to internal organs. And the internal organs close to this wound are the most fragile and most important of them all: The heart. The lungs.


  “We need to get her inside. On a table.” I look up to find a dozen strained faces watching my every move. On the outskirts, I see a familiar face; it’s Michael. He’s lost in the bustle as three of the men, members of the same biker gang as Cade, hurry forward to get the girl inside. I still haven’t ascertained whether the woman’s even alive; I grab hold of her lolling arm and walk with them as they take her inside. With my index and middle fingers, I search for a pulse, find it, weak and tachycardic but there, and then—


  A strangled gasp slips free from my mouth.


  Oh, no. Oh, no, no... The small star-shaped birthmark on the inside of her wrist is more than familiar to me. It’s engrained in nearly every childhood memory I have. I’ve seen it a thousand times before. I’d recognize it anywhere.


  I never looked at the girl’s face, but I know it’s her.


  I know it’s Alexis.
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  They’ve laid Alexis out on the massive kitchen table, and there are maids running everywhere squealing and crying and speaking in Spanish. The guy from before, the one who was performing CPR on her, stands beside the table, hands prepared and ready to begin compressing again.


  “Get the fuck away from her!” I bulldoze my way through the people who have followed us in and shove the guy away. “She has a pulse, you idiot!”


  “She isn’t breathing, though!”


  “She is fucking breathing. She’s unconscious because she’s lost too much blood.”


  The guy staggers back, running his hands through his hair, smearing blood all over his face. “Jamie’s gonna kill me. Jamie’s gonna murder me,” is all he says, over and over again. He’s distracting the shit out of me.


  “I need….” Fuck, I have nothing that I need here. I left my medical bag at my parent’s place. I didn’t think for a second I was going to be doing any medical work here. In hindsight, that was really dumb, but there’s nothing to be done about it now.


  “What? What do you need?” The guy’s gone ghostly white, his hands shaking like crazy. “Tell me and I’ll get it for you. Come on!” He’s panicking, just like me.


  “I need a plastic bag, duct tape and a sewing kit. I need alcohol, prescription drugs, boiling water, towels, tweezers. The sharpest knife you can find. Go.”


  Fucking back-alley surgery on my potentially dying sister… that’s what this is turning into. I’m struggling to breathe. There’s a reason why doctors never treat family members, and my racing heart is part of that reason. I’m losing my mind, and trauma surgery is an art form. Not many people can do it—it’s all about remaining calm in the face of extreme pressure, blocking out the chaos, the shouting and panic taking place around you. Your hand needs to be steady one hundred percent of the time. Right now, my hand is shaking so bad I don’t think I could pick up a pen.


  “Tell me what happened. Tell me exactly what happened so I can visualise.” The guy that was here a moment ago has vanished, on a mission to find the items I asked for. Another guy steps forward, late twenties, wearing a smart shirt and a tie of all things. He’s wearing skinny jeans, which seem just as out of place as his tie. “Soph got shot,” he mumbles, scrubbing his palms against his jeans. His hands are covered in blood. I want to smash him in his face.


  “I can fucking see that she’s been shot, asshole! What kind of gun was she shot with? From how far away? From what angle? ”


  The guy just looks at me blankly. It’s a woman who provides the answers, a tall blonde with piercing green eyes. “We were at a meet. It went bad. We copped heat and had to run. Soph got hit with a Glock 22. A .40 calibre. The shot came from about twenty feet away, from the side, like this, but from high up.” She moves to my left, lifting her hand in the shape of gun, aiming it directly at my chest.


  So she was shot from a distance, down and to the right. The bullet could be anywhere, could have torn absolutely anything apart. A sense of sheer hopelessness washes over me. If we were in a hospital, if I had a surgical team, if I had a sterile environment and life support machines and time, there might be a chance I could save Alexis. As it stands, in a domestic kitchen with none of those things…


  “Here, I got everything you asked for.” The guy returns; he is indeed carrying all of the items I’ve asked for in his arms. He dumps it all out on the table next to Alexis, whose shallow, rapid breathing, almost unnoticeable, has quickened since she was brought inside. Her body is in massive shock. And if I do this, if I cut her open, I’m about to make it ten times worse. It could kill her.


  The alternative is that I just leave her to die on this kitchen table, though, and that seems infinitely worse than not trying at all.


  “Naomi?” Zeth’s larger-than-life frame fills the doorway, his face utterly blank as he takes in the fiasco in front of him. A number of the people in the kitchen turn to see who this newcomer is, but the others remain staring at Alexis. Soph, the guy called her. They know her as Soph—the girls mentioned a Sophia last night in the other house—and they all seem to care about her. “What’s going on?” Zeth asks. His voice is like a grounding rod; his presence has a strangely calming effect on me. My hands quit shaking quite so hard.


  “I need the room to be cleared,” I say, my voice sounding methodical and in control. I’m not, but at least I sound like I am. Zeth nods, and I turn to my patient, snatching up the plastic bag and the duct tape. I tear the bag using my teeth and I lay a square patch of it over the wound in Alexis’ chest. I fix it in place, making sure the plastic and the duct tape form a perfect seal.


  “This is her, isn’t it? What are you doing?” Zeth’s voice is the only one in the room, now. I hadn’t noticed everyone leave while I worked, but I’m thankful for the silence.


  “Yeah. This is her.” I quickly tell him what the blonde told me, while I hold my hands over my mouth, watching and waiting. I count to twenty, with my hand resting on Lexi’s chest, checking to make sure she’s still breathing.


  “Sloane?”


  “I need to find out if her lung’s been punctured. If it has, air will be escaping through her lungs. The plastic bag will inflate as it leaves the wound.” Another five seconds. Ten. Alexis is still breathing, but the plastic doesn’t inflate.


  “Her lung’s fine,” I say, ripping the plastic bag and tape from her skin. Shame I can’t do a similar sort of triage test to tell if her heart’s been grazed. The tachycardia could mean that it has, but it could also just mean that she’s in shock. Which she definitely is.


  “Now what?” Zeth’s not panicking. His eyes are fixed on me, steady, focused and alert.


  “Now I have to try and find the bullet.” I press down Lexi’s stomach, waiting to feel the firmness that signals peritonitis—that there’s an internal bleed somewhere. I don’t feel it, though. This means I can just follow the trajectory of the wound with the tweezers I’ve been given and hopefully, if fate is on our side, I’ll find the bullet and not have to open her up to assess the damage visually.


  Zeth reacts swiftly and decisively, handing me what I need when I ask for it. I run into problems pretty much immediately. The tweezers are too short; they’re regular cosmetic ones and only reach a couple of inches into the wound. The alcohol they’ve given me to sterilize with is fucking schnapps. I have to send Zeth in search of something with less sugar and added crap; he comes back with high-grade Russian vodka and I feel like kissing him. But then, Lexi worsens further, topping everything off with agonal breathing—gasping, labored breaths, a desperately bad sign that tells me either her heart is under massive strain or she’s in renal or liver failure.


  “Fuck. I don’t know what to do. Fuck!” I’m cracking. I can’t fucking do this. She’s going to die. I’ve been worried for years that she’s dead, but she hasn’t been, and now the most colossal irony of all is that she’s dying right in front of me and I can’t do a fucking thing about it.


  Zeth takes the tweezers out of my hand and stalks around the other side of the kitchen table, grabbing me by the shoulders. “Sloane. Sloane, look at me.”


  I don’t. I can’t. I’m staring at the pallid face of my baby sister, watching as death closes its fist around her slight frame. I know I’m crying but I can’t feel the tears. Can’t feel my rasping breaths. My body isn’t my own at the moment; it’s been taken over by a force way greater and far more powerful than me: grief.


  “Sloane!” My ears ring as my head whips around. Zeth slaps me so hard I see stars. The look on his face is grim and determined. “Sloane, she’s dying. You have to think. What do you need to do?” He shakes me hard.


  “I don’t know which part of her is damaged inside. It could be…it could be her heart. But then it could be…her liver. Or her kidneys. I don’t know.”


  “Okay, well, we have to use logic. Her lips are turning blue. What does that mean?”


  “Hypoxia. Lack of oxygen to the brain.”


  “And what causes that?”


  “Cardiac arrest. Punctured lung. Massive strain on other organs.” Anything. It could be anything.


  “It’s not a punctured lung, we already know that. And trajectory of the wound is down and away from the heart, so it’s unlikely to be damage there, either. Cardiac arrest could come from damage to the liver and the kidneys?”


  “Yes. Caused by excessive bleeding.”


  “Okay. So either way we need to open her up, Sloane. We need to see what part of her is bleeding and we need to fix it.” He hands me the knife the kid found for me—mercifully it’s a scalpel. And a sharp one at that. I have no idea who this belongs to or why they have it, but it’s a small mercy. If the only instrument available to me were a vegetable knife then I would give up here and now.


  “You can do this, Sloane. All you need to do is concentrate.”


  I’m glancing wildly around the room, trying to think something I can do, anything, to prevent the need to cut into my sister. But there’s nothing. Absolutely nothing I can do. Zeth takes my face in his hands and holds me still, locking me in his steady gaze. “You’ve got this,” he says.


  I’m still freaking out. Still shitting myself, but the solid way he tells me that gives me a flicker of hope. I can do this. I have to.


  A ragged gasping sound from the table steels my nerves. Alexis is dying. Alexis is fucking dying, and I’m not about to let that happen. Not after all letting her down so badly when she was taken. She needed me then and I couldn’t do anything about it, but I can do something about this.


  “Okay. Okay, alright. I’m ready.”


  The next few moments happen in fast forward. I drench my hands in the alcohol, and then I turn Alexis, giving her back one last look to make sure I haven’t missed the exit wound.


  “Holy shit!” Zeth hisses.


  It’s a good job I’ve checked. Since bringing her in, a massive, violent purple bruise has developed all over her back. Total renal failure and definite internal bleeding. In the weak yellow light from the pendant in the kitchen, I haven’t noticed a discoloration of her skin, but when I lay her flat and check here eyes, the jaundice is clear to see.


  “Kidneys,” Zeth says. It seems he’s not completely unfamiliar with the workings of the human body. I nod, feeling a mild rush of relief. At least when I cut now, I know where the hell I should be cutting.


  I make the incision, a bold deep line about four-inches long, horizontally across her abdomen on her right-hand side, and everything changes. This always happens when I operate. The world narrows down and fades, so that the short breadth of my attention is focused solely on the flesh beneath my fingertips. The panic, the delirious fear, the paralysing doubt—it all recedes, leaving a cold, clinical calm in its wake.


  It takes time to inspect Lexi’s abdominal cavity. There’s a lot of blood, and I have no nursing team to provide suction or swab. I do have Zeth, though. He moves with a surety that bolsters my confidence, and when he applies pressure with the torn shreds of towel, clearing away the blood so I can see what the hell I’m doing, I’m not worried that he’ll damage her. In another world, in another entirely different reality, Zeth would have made an excellent surgeon. He is unshakeable. Completely fucking bombproof.


  I soon begin to find shrapnel. The relief is like a punch to the gut. I could literally cry as I tweeze the small, wickedly sharp pieces of twisted metal from my sister’s stomach. As soon as I lay eyes on her right kidney, that relief vanishes, though. This is where I remove the largest bullet fragment from her body; it’s nestled in amongst the ruins of the organ, completely and utterly destroyed.


  “Fuck. Fuck.”


  Zeth places his hand over mine, fixing me with that look again. He can see the mess just as well as I can, but he’s not frozen solid with fear. “She’s still breathing, Sloane. She still has a heart beat. And she still has another kidney, right?”


  “Right.” But it’s not as simple as all that. Removing a kidney is a massive operation; one people die from on a relatively regular basis, and those operations take place in ORs designed to deal with complications. But what choice do I have? None.


  So I do what I have to do. I remove the decimated organ, stitching it neatly with a regular needle and thread from the sewing kit, and then I cuaterize the wound. After that it’s a case of cleaning out her abdominal cavity and sewing her back up. I take a look through my supplies and I don’t find what I need now.


  Zeth watches me search frantically, expression completely blank. “What is it? What do you need?”


  “I need to find something to use for a blood transfusion. We’re the same blood type. She lost so much. She’ll need more if she’s going to make it to a hospital.”


  Zeth just grunts at that. “It’s unlikely they’re gonna let you take her to a hospital, Sloane.”


  I stop rifling and look up at him, my heart lurching into my throat. “Hold up. What the fuck? What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I mean, your sister was shot. Hospitals are obliged to report gunshot wounds to the police.”


  “Yeah, I’m well aware of that, Zeth. I work in a fucking hospital.”


  “Right. So none of the people here are going to want that kind of attention turned on them. If your sister talks, the cops are gonna come down on this place in two seconds flat. Julio’ll never allow that. They’re gonna want her to recover here. If she gets an infection—”


  “THERE IS NO IF, ZETH!” I grab hold of the first thing that comes to hand—the vodka—and I hurl it at the wall. The heavy glass bottle splinters into a thousand pieces, shards exploding in every direction. Zeth doesn’t even flinch. After everything I just did… After Alexis pulling through all of that… “There is no if. There is only when. She needs some seriously strong antibiotics, not to mention painkillers and a fucking blood transfusion if she even has a hope of living through this! They’ll probably need to open her back up and fix the shit job I just did of hacking out one of her organs!” I cover my face with my hands, trying to catch a breath. Trying and failing. “And as for drawing the cops’ attention, I think it’s a little late for that.”


  Zeth comes to me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “What do you mean?”


  “She was shot with a Glock 22. A .40 calibre. You know who uses guns like that, huh? I’m sure you do. You’ve probably had a couple pointed at you in the past.” I shove him away from me, dragging my hands through my hair. Zeth narrows his eyes, staring me down.


  “Yeah. Cops,” he replies.


  “Not just cops. The FBI carry Glock 22s. The DEA carry Glock 22s. I see them on the hips of nearly every agent that walks through the hospital doors. If these friends of yours have that sort of attention already focused on them, if federal agents have been fucking shooting at people, then it’s likely they’re already looking for Julio and this fucking MC that’s just rolled up out of nowhere.”


  “You’re exactly right, darlin.’”


  The voice startles Zeth almost as much as it startles me. Our reactions are very different, though. I flinch back from the source of the voice—a short, broad guy standing in the open doorway—whereas Zeth pulls his gun.


  The stranger doesn’t seem to mind. He takes a slow step into the room. “The cops are looking for us,” he says. He peers past me, looking at Lexi’s prone body, still lying in a pool of her own blood on the table. “Is she alive?”


  My heart is in my throat. Who the hell is this guy? How long has he been standing there? And what the hell has he heard? Zeth looks like he’s about to shoot him in the face. I take a step forward, moving in between the two of them—one GSW victim in this kitchen is enough for one day. “Yes. Barely. She needs proper medical attention. Do you know her?”


  The guy shrugs, leaning against the wall. He must be in his late twenties, early thirties, dirty blonde hair, and obviously not one of Julio’s men. He’s from the MC, then. He confirms this when he walks further into the room, going to stand by Alexis’ side, and I see the huge embroidered patch on his back. Widow Maker. The icon stitched to his leather is of a woman, head bowed, crying. She looks like some grunge version of the Madonna. “Yeah, I know her well enough,” he says. “I should do. She is the boss’s girl, after all.”
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  Alexis Romera has been dating the President of the Widow Makers. This information is admittedly more than a little surprising, but hey… Nothing should surprise me anymore. Carnie, the guy who nearly gave Sloane a heart attack with this news, informs us that Julio’s expecting us in his study. Outside the kitchen, a dozen people are leaning against the walls, sitting on the floor, all pale and anxious looking. A tall blonde beelines for Sloane as soon as she sees her, and grabs hold of her by the elbows.


  “Is she okay? She’s fucking dead, isn’t she? She’s fucking dead!”


  Sloane frees herself from the girl’s grip and guides her toward the kitchen door. “She’s not dead. Sit with her and come tell me right away if her breathing changes. Check for her pulse every few minutes, too.”


  The blonde heads into the kitchen, gasping when she sees all of the blood. Carnie escorts us through the hallways, giving me the impression that Julio told him to make sure we came, or else he was to physically make us come. That thought is rather entertaining. I’d like to see the bastard try and move me. And if he even touched Sloane…


  “In there.” Carnie jerks his head into Julio’s study; on the other side of the door, Julio, Michael, and Cade are waiting, sitting awkwardly around a large polished oak table. Cade and I barely got to speak before all hell broke loose earlier, but he did have time to tell me that Rebel is his friend. That he’s been a Widow Maker his whole life. I have no idea what to make of that. I’ve thought we were on the same wavelength, Cade and me, and yet this revelation turns that concept completely on its head.


  “Come join us,” Julio says, gesturing to the empty chairs at the table. There are three of them, one each for Sloane and me, and then an extra one. “I hear you’ve had quite an eventful morning, Ms. Hawthorne?” Julio asks. He bridges his hands in front of him, spearing Sloane through with an arctic gaze.


  “You could say that,” Sloane answers. She looks like something out of a fucking horror show. There’s blood all over her hands and up her arms, as well as speckled all over her face. It’s all down her shirt and in her hair, too. The clipped, dry response she shoots at Julio doesn’t hide the fact that she’s not impressed by his glib remark. “We’ll be leaving soon. To take the girl to hospital.”


  “Oh, I don’t think so, Ms. Hawthorne. Sophia’s a strong girl. She’ll be just fine.”


  I was right. I knew he would say that, of course, but I’d perhaps hoped… I catch the look of fury on Cade’s face, and the sight of him cuts off all thought. He’s so angry that a tideline of crimson is slowly rising up his neck.


  “The girl’s going to the hospital, Julio.”


  The bloated Mexican tilts his head toward Cade, smiling ever so slightly. “You’re just a mouthpiece, Signor Preston. Please remember that you’re a guest in my home, huh?”


  “I may be a guest, but Rebel’s on his way. What do you think he’s going to say when he gets here and his girl’s dead?”


  So Rebel’s not here yet. But on his way… This could be a good thing. Sloane sees the opportunity, too, and grasps it.


  “If we leave now, we can get her to a private practice in San Bernardino. I know them there. They’ll keep her off the books if I ask them to.”


  Julio plants his hands face down on the table, considering them for a moment. When he looks up, there’s a cold malice in his eyes that makes me think he doesn’t give a shit what Rebel is gonna do to him when he arrives. But I’m mistaken—this look isn’t about Rebel. This look is all for me. “You lied to me, ese. I had a very enlightening conversation this morning with an acquaintance of yours.” Julio nods to Teo, who does as his master bids him and brings a single sheet of paper to the table. He puts it down in front of Julio.


  “And he told me some very interesting things about you. See, I’ve thought you were here to spy for Charlie this whole time. I didn’t expect you to have come here to steal what belongs to me.”


  Julio slides the paper across the table, and this time I know there’s no point in bullshitting. Rick, who I left in Anaheim fishing for information on the DEA bitch investigating Charlie, is tied to a chair, while the fuzzy silhouette of a man partially out of shot lays into him with a tire iron. I push the photo back to Julio, raising my eyebrows.


  Shit. Shit, fuck, shit. I don’t really care all that much about Rick taking a beating, I have to say, but this means everything is over. The whole ploy goes up in smoke. “You got me.” I hold up my hands. “I wanted to take one of your girls. She’s currently dying in your kitchen right now, so you might as well let me have her. I’ll take the whole mess right off your hands.”


  “You’re not taking shit, ese.” Julio nods to Teo; the guy comes and stands behind me, gun held loosely in his hand. In a moment, I imagine Julio’s going to tell him to blow the back of my brain out. I have to admit having Teo lurk behind me with a gun is a whole lot less appealing than Sloane doing the same thing. “Sophia isn’t my mess. Rebel bought her ass off me years ago and she’s been sticking her nose in here, riling up my girls ever since. If she dies, it’ll be because she’s a nosy bitch who gets caught up in things that don’t concern her. You, on the other hand, are going to wait here with your fine little piece of pussy until Charlie arrives. Then I’m gonna let him take care of you. He seems highly motivated toward that end. He was especially pissed off when I sent him a shot of your little friend here.”


  He gestures to the image of Rick. Fucking perfect. Charlie’s probably had plenty of time to put two and two together, but seeing physical evidence that Rick’s living and breathing after he betrayed Charlie to the Wreckers…the guy’s gonna be fucking raging.


  Michael’s sat through all of this with the same nonchalant acceptance he always exudes when watching something terrible play out. I’m not fooled by it, though. He’s a viper, not a rattlesnake. With him, you don’t get a warning. He stands up and casually takes a throwing knife from the waistband of his pants. Julio gapes up at him, face drawn into an angry scowl.


  “Sit down, hijo. This doesn’t concern you.”


  Michael doesn’t accept his advice. He flips the knife over and drives it down through Julio’s hand with lightning speed, pinning him to the table.


  “Motherfucker! Teo, kill this motherfucker!” Julio’s bellow is loud enough to alert the whole fucking house. Perhaps Teo is too stunned by the blatantly suicidal action Michael’s just taken, but his pause gives me enough time to spin, grab hold of Teo’s M16, and punch the guy square in the throat. He crumples to the ground like a ragdoll. He can’t breathe. He won’t be able to breathe again, given the force I put behind that punch. Sloane screams, jumping to her feet, and now it seems like everyone is screaming.


  Julio’s making enough noise to wake the dead. We’re about to have fifteen angry guards storm this room. I shoot Michael a displeased glance. “Real smooth, man.”


  Michael braces against the table and jerks his knife free from Julio’s hand, and then lays it against his throat instead. The huge Mexican stops yelling and freezes. As though thanking him for his silence, Michael gives him a friendly pat on the arm. “You didn’t hear what he was saying before you came into the room, boss. He was planning on letting Andreas cut your dick off. Or at least that’s what I thought he said. It was in Spanish.”


  Cade nods. “Yeah. That was pretty much the gist of it.” He gets to his feet, coming around to take a look at Teo, who is lying still and silent on the floor. Sloane’s not looking at the guy at her feet, though; she’s looking at me.


  Her eyes are filled with tears. “Did you have to do that?”


  I narrow my eyes at her. “Why don’t you think about it and make up your own mind.” This has to be on her. She has to decide for herself. I turn to Michael. “We need to get the fuck out of here.”


  “Agreed. What about him?”


  “You motherfuckers seriously think you can pull this shit?” Julio’s skin is purple; spittle flies everywhere as he shouts at us. “You’ve just signed your own death warrants!”


  “Hey, Michael, how many times can a man die?” I ask, stalking toward the two of them.


  “Just once, boss.”


  “Yeah, that’s right. Just once.” I accept the throwing knife Michael offers out to me and I hold it in front of Julio’s face. “Charlie’s already called dibs on my death, motherfucker. So it would seem that you’re surplus to requirement where that little matter is concerned. Now…” I trail the knife down the side of Julio’s face, watching the metal reflect his wide-eyed terror back at him. “We’re both big fucking dogs, Julio, remember? You see yourself in me. We’ve both come from shit, as you so helpfully reminded me the other day. So ask yourself, if we’re so similar, what would you do if you found yourself in my position right now?” I bend down, hands braced against my knees, giving him a thoughtful shrug of my shoulders.


  “You can’t kill me, puta. You wouldn’t fucking dare!”


  I look up to find that Cade’s joined Michael in standing behind Julio now. He has a grim look on his face, but he gives me a hard nod—I’m with you, brother.


  “Oh my god. Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, this isn’t happening.” Sloane’s as white as a sheet behind me. She really does look like she’s going to throw up any second. She won’t look at me; instead she turns her back and presses her forehead against the wall, breathing in shallow, faint breaths, and covering her ears with her hands.


  Julio’s smirking when I face him again. “And I’m unarmed, Zeth. You gonna show your woman what the kind of killer you are by slitting my throat, huh?”


  I rush forward, shoving my face into his. “Yes.”


  I lash out with the knife.


  But the steel doesn’t strike flesh.


  Julio’s already pissing himself when I signal to Cade—finish the job. The Widow Maker flips his gun around and brings the butt down on the back of Julio’s head, knocking him clean out.


  I’m a little too smug when I see the bastard sitting there, unconscious, in his own urine. “Come on. He won’t be out forever.”


  Sloane’s mumbled cursing drops off, as she turns slowly around. “You didn’t kill him?”


  I wrap an arm around her waist and begin to guide her forcibly out of the room. “Julio Perez is an evil son of a bitch, Sloane, but he was right about one thing. I won’t kill an unarmed man.”
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  It becomes instantly clear why Julio’s guards didn’t come running at the sound of their boss’ cries: they didn’t hear them. The engines of countless Mercedes, Lamborghinis and Harleys drown out everything but the loudest of shouts in the front courtyard as people arrive in plumes of orange dust from the desert for tonight’s gathering.


  Alexis is a cold, limp weight in my arms. The blonde hadn’t wanted us to take her from the kitchen, but a few sharp words from Sloane and the bitch backed off. We spend a full thirty seconds out in the open, looking for my car; Michael locates it parked to one side, covered in dust from being exposed to the desert for four days. I deposit Alexis in the back seat, and Sloane gets in after her, cradling her sister’s head in her lap.


  I take the driver’s side and Michael gets in on the right. Cade stands at the window, eyes searching the crowd of people, looking for a way out. “You’re gonna need to be quick, bro. I’ll call Julio’s boys inside and then we’ll be right behind you.”


  I start the engine, revving it like crazy. We’re set to go. Cade holds out his knuckles and I bump fists with him. He’s about to head inside, when a piercing scream tears above all of the noise and Alaska comes barrelling out of the villa.


  The engines drown out her hysterical shouting, but one of the guards hears her well enough and signals the others. They charge inside, guns at the ready.


  “Better go now, man. We’ll catch you up.” Cade thumps the side of the car and runs back inside the villa. We do as he suggests, and we get the hell out of there.
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  It takes three hours to reach the hospital in San Jacinto—Julio knows about the hospital in San Bernadino, so we had to take a detour—and I think Alexis has died a total of seven times on the journey. Her pulse is barely there anymore, weak, irregular and thready, and I feel totally numb. A heavy silence reigns supreme inside the car as Zeth drives, and I try to forget where I am. To forget everything that’s happened since I woke up this morning.


  It’s pitch black by the time we pull up outside the hospital, and just the sight of the place makes me burst into tears. The ambulance parked up out front and the lights blaring from every single window, promising help, promising rescue, is more than I can take. We got her here. Somehow she made it this far.


  Zeth collects her from the backseat again, and we run inside. Michael stays with the car. Michael takes the car away. I don’t know what happens to Michael. All I care about is Alexis.


  The nurse on duty at reception drops her pen when she sees us. We must look like hell, covered in blood and dust, carrying a half dead girl between us. I’m rattling off Lexi’s stats before the girl can even process what she’s seeing.


  “Gunshot wound to the abdomen. Severe kidney damage, hemodynamically unstable, tachycardic and hypertensive. She needs to be booked into an OR now!”


  The nurse responds quickly, sending out an emergency page for all available bodies; a crash team and two doctors arrive almost immediately, taking Alexis without so much as a backward glance at me and Zeth. The nurse sticks around, though. What’s happened to her? What’s my relationship to the patient? What treatment has she received? Allergies? End of life, do not resuscitate wishes? I answer everything through a daze of exhaustion and a level of adrenalin that now feels toxic.


  After that it’s just Zeth and me. Alone. In a hospital waiting room.


  “Sloane?”


  I can’t force myself to look at him. Instead I burst into tears. I let him wrap his arms around me, and I bawl my eyes out for god knows how long, feeling weaker and weaker with each and every passing moment. The likelihood of Lexi making it is so slim that I can’t even calculate such low odds. And what happened back at the compound… Zeth killing Teo…


  “Sloane, she’s going to be okay. It’s going to be okay.”


  “How can you say that?” I push him away, batting the tears out of my eyes. “How?”


  Zeth is just as composed as he’s been throughout this whole nightmare day; he reaches out to me and sweeps my hair out of my face, shaking his head. “Because she’s your sister, angry girl. If she’s half as strong as you are, then she’s gonna be just fine.”


  I can’t believe he thinks that. I stand up on shaky legs and start pacing, my arms wrapped around my body. “I hesitated. I took too long. She’s probably gonna die now, and if I’d acted quicker…” I pull in a deep breath, fighting against the tears. How many times have I told interns you can’t hesitate? How many times? And then the moment when I need to concentrate the most, I freeze. Lexi needed me and I froze. My limbs feel boneless, like I could collapse any second. Zeth comes and stands behind me, placing his arms around me as though he knows I need to be standing for this.


  “You were brave. And you were fucking strong. You did what you had to do.” His voice is so deep, rumbling through his ribcage and vibrating into my back. I have to admit it to myself—I was terrified of him back in the compound when he attacked Teo so viciously. Absolutely terrified. But his words have been playing over and over in my head ever since I asked him if he had to do what he’d done, and sick as it may sound, I understand why he told me to work it out on my own.


  In between freaking out, thinking that my sister was dead on the way here, I’ve run the scenario through my head over and over, time and time again. I’ve watched it play out a thousand times, and I’ve imagined every single outcome I can, too: Zeth not acting, and Teo shooting Michael; Zeth taking the time to try and wrestle the gun from the guy and getting shot himself in the process; Zeth attacking him in a million different ways, and each time the outcome is the same. Someone dies. I’m probably a terrible person, but I’ve come to the conclusion that he…he did the right thing. And by letting me decide that, to figure it out on my own, I know it’s the truth. A guilty man will plead innocent until he runs out of breath. That it was all an accident. That it was someone else. That he had no other choice. I wouldn’t have accepted Zeth telling me that he had to do it at the time. I would have just been afraid. And I still am afraid…just not afraid of him.


  I carefully place my hands over his, folded on my stomach, and I let my head fall back against his chest. He’s got me. He’s got me now, and he had me back in Julio Perez’s kitchen, when I needed someone the most.


  He was the one who got me through it.


  “You did what you had to do as well,” I whisper. “I know that.” I don’t even need to explain what I’m talking about. Zeth knows, and his deep exhalation tells me he’s been waiting for me to make up my mind on that one. Waiting ever since we left Julio’s compound.


  “Thank you,” he murmurs.


  I shake my head, closing my eyes against the stinging in my tear ducts. “No. Thank you.”


  Whoever he is, this man cautiously holding onto me, he’s killed to protect me and helped me save my sister, for however short a time that may be. He’s going against every single instinct he has even remaining in this hospital right now, knowing the sort of questions that are going to be asked. And he’s doing it all for me. He can hide behind the violence of his past all he likes, but I’m beginning to see the truth of him. I’m beginning to see the good that he so desperately hides away at all costs.


  We stand together for a long time, not speaking. Just waiting, Zeth supporting me against him, breathing softly into my ear. It’s two hours later when a doctor comes to find us. A young woman, a resident like me, wearing the same business like expression I wear when I come to deliver bad news. I feel my throat closing up at the very sight of her, my legs finally buckling out from underneath me.


  “Ms Romera? You’re Alexis’ sister, correct?”


  I nod, unable to get any words out.


  “Alexis is in the ICU right now. We had to repair two slow bleeds to her stomach and small bowel, but we seem to have gotten everything. We’ve done everything we can. There’s a massive risk of infection from the first time she was opened, but we’re confident, Ms Romera. If Alexis makes it through the night, there’s a good chance she’ll survive.”


  A good chance. Doctors don’t use those words lightly. I have never said them—the danger of them backfiring and someone’s chance deteriorating from good to bad is just too high for me. This woman is either one hundred percent sure my sister will survive and simply covering her ass, or she is grossly negligent. I’m praying that she’s covering her ass.


  



  



  ******
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  Neither of us sleep.


  Neither of us eat.


  We sit together, waiting for the dawn, holding our breath. If Alexis makes it through the night, there’s a good chance she’ll survive. When the sun rises and we haven’t had any bad news, Sloane loses her fight against exhaustion. She passes out on the uncomfortable hospital chairs and sleeps like the dead.


  The nurse comes back at ten to tell us Alexis’ stats are improving. She’s still unconscious but they’re hoping she’ll wake up at some point in the next few hours. I have to say I’m Sloane’s husband so the nurse will tell me any of that shit without waking Sloane up, though, and that feels fucking awkward.


  At midday, Cade appears through the glass window of the family room; he sees me, sees Sloane still passed the fuck out, and gestures me to him.


  “Man, we’ve been looking for you everywhere. This was the sixth hospital we tried before we saw your man outside.”


  So Michael’s waited for us. Goddamn hero. “You get away from Julio’s without a problem?”


  Cade rubs the back of his neck. “Had a little Mexican stand off if you will. None of the boys got hurt too bad, though.” He turns and tenses as he looks back over his shoulder; three men are fast approaching down the hall, and the one at the front looks ready to kill. “Oh fuck. I said I’d come find you first.”


  I stand my ground, squaring off, ready to start throwing fists if I have to. After everything that’s happened, I could give a shit that we’re in a hospital. I could really use the chance to break someone’s face.


  The guy in front’s a monster, and his hands are scuffed and already bloody. Looks like he’s started the fight without me. He looks to Cade and says, “This him?”


  Cade nods. “Yeah, this is Zeth.” He turns back to me with a look of apprehension on his face. “And this is—”


  “Yeah, I know who this is,” I reply. “You’re Rebel.”


  The guy nods. He’s wound up tighter than a fucking bowstring. He clenches his fist by his sides, takes a deep breath and says, “Thank you, man. Thank you for helping my wife.”
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  My sister is a married woman.


  A series of thoughts go through my mind when I learn this. The first and foremost of these thoughts is Hell. To. The. Fucking. No.


  My sister was kidnapped. Kidnapped. And then nearly three years later she turns up married? A pretty considerable part of my brain is assuming that this marriage was forced on her. The remaining part of my brain is dedicated to imagining brutal and painful ways of killing this Rebel guy without being arrested for murder. I’m a doctor. I have access to any number of substances that could be used in excessive amounts to cause irreparable damage to a human body. Or in the least I can think of a particular item in Zeth’s duffel bag that would go halfway to fixing the situation. While shooting Rebel with a Desert Eagle won’t undo the damage that’s already been done, it would definitely free Lexi from future torment. But my homicidal plans are brought to a halt when I meet the guy. He saw fit to leave the hospital when he learned that Lexi was still asleep, but he returns a couple of hours later, when we’re waiting for permission to go and see her.


  Cade seems as on edge as I am. I can only imagine he’s worried about what Lexi’s gonna say to me if I get the chance to talk to her before Rebel can intimidate her into saying something she might not otherwise. However, his nerves only seem to grow when a tall, dark guy with arms full of tattoos saunters down the corridor towards us. Zeth is leaning against the wall opposite me, his own arms crossed and eyes fixed firmly on me as I watch the guy approach. Cade rubs his hands on his thighs, sucking in a deep breath.


  “He’s left the other guys outside, doll. Just go easy on him, okay?” he says to me.


  “Go easy on him? I’m gonna tear his fucking balls off.”


  Zeth’s mouth curves into the most evil smile imaginable.


  Cade on the other hand, doesn’t seem so amused. “Soph’s gon’ be pissed you at if you do that.”


  “My sister’s name is Alexis. And this bastard’s probably brainwashed her, haven’t you, you fuck?”


  The guy, arriving in front of me, reels back, eyebrows rocketing up his forehead. The most annoying thing about him, aside from the fact that he’s incredibly good looking in a rugged, bad boy kind of way, is that he has the gall to look shocked at my accusation. He gives me an irritated look. “The hell you talking about, woman?”


  “I’m talking about you forcing my sister into doing…doing godknowswhat against her will. You do realize that a marriage isn’t legal unless it’s overseen by a state official, right?”


  Rebel practically snorts. “Firstly, you’re wrong. Carnie got certified online; he married us back in New Mexico and we sent off the paperwork. Recognized by any court in America. And secondly, what the hell do you mean? Soph said you gave us her wholehearted blessing. She also said you were too busy being a fucking hotshot doctor to come to your own sister’s wedding.”


  I’m shaking my head, screwing my eyes closed at that. “You’re such a fucking liar.”


  Zeth snorts, eyes glinting with an outrageous level of mirth. I want to punch him in his face. “What, you think this is fucking funny?”


  He shrugs, shoving off from his leaning post against the wall. “Not at all. I’ve just never heard you swear this much. Not even at me.”


  If he thinks my language is bad right now, he should lock me in a room with this punk and see what I say to him then, with no innocent bystanders around to hear it.


  “I’m not lying. I’m telling the truth. Not that I have any reason to justify myself to you, Dr Romera.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “What?”


  “Dr Romera? You say it like you’ve swallowed something bad.”


  “Oh, nothing. I just don’t get why you haven’t spoken to your sister in so fucking long. She needed you, y’know. And where were you, huh? Your fucking job’s been too important. Your fucking patients have been too important to leave, even for a goddamn weekend?” He’s getting mad, now. He hasn’t gone red like most people do when they get angry; he’s gone a pasty white that makes his frosty blue eyes seem even cooler.


  I gasp, trying to catch a breath. I can’t believe him. Of all the messed up, delusional things to accuse me of. The guy’s lost his freaking mind. “You clearly need medication, mister.” I jab my finger into his chest, hoping it hurts him as much as it hurts my goddamn finger. “My sister was taken from her home and her loving family, and you bought her from a fucking pimp! Like she was fucking take out! You don’t get to lecture me on how much I care about my sister. I have been looking for her every single day since she went missing!” The finger stab wasn’t enough. I slam my palms into his chest, shoving him as hard as I can. I don’t even get to see how far Rebel—who the fuck is called Rebel, anyway?—staggers back. A solid band of muscle locks around my waist, and my feet are suddenly a clear six inches off the floor. Zeth’s voice is in my ear, dark and deep and hypnotic.


  “Come on, now, angry girl. Less of the angry.”


  I struggle against him but it’s fairly pointless; the man’s arms are made out of reinforced steel. “Alright. Alright, okay. Alright, I’m fine. Jesus!” I must be mad. Even though I don’t believe in the church anymore, I still have years of my father’s anti-blaspheming lectures under my belt. I think I was twelve the last time I said Jesus without it being in between the words in the name of our savior, Lord, and Amen.


  Zeth puts me down although he lingers at my back, ready to grab a hold of me no doubt. I try and clear myself of vision of the red patina that has fallen over everything. To my dismay, Rebel isn’t on his ass three feet down the hall. He’s standing right where I left him, with a crooked frown on his face. “So Soph didn’t tell you she was okay?”


  “No! Probably because she wasn’t okay!”


  “She told me you didn’t wanna know her anymore.”


  “I—that—” That makes no sense. I want to accuse him of lying, but this look on his face… Rebel isn’t a master of concealing his emotions like Zeth is. Or maybe it’s just that I’ve become very adept at reading people, having so little to work off with Zeth all the time. Either way, I think…I think he’s actually telling me the truth.


  Over Rebel’s shoulder, a nurse is walking towards us with purpose. Her skin is a deep honey color, two shades lighter than Michael’s, and reminds me of an old teacher I had in high school, Mrs Whitson. That woman didn’t take crap from anyone, for any reason. And this nurse’s disapproving expression is exactly the same as Mrs Whitson’s.


  “What’s going on here, people? We got complaints from the grief-stricken family members of very sick patients that there’s fighting going on in the hallways?”


  “I’m sorry, I—” I can’t finish because I’m not sorry. I still want to kill this guy. The nurse gives me a look—bitch, you better finish that sentence—but Cade steps in; his leather cut creaks as he folds his arms across his chest.


  “Sophia ready to see people now?”


  The nurse shoots him a filthy look, and then transfers that look around our group, making sure to level it at each of us for an equally awkward amount of time. “I’m not taking a bunch of rowdy trouble makers into a sick patient’s room. Funny, but that’s the first thing they teach us at nursing school.”


  I hold my hands up, knowing this woman might as well be God in this hospital; it’s the same back at St. Peter’s. If you piss Gracie off, you’re not going anywhere. “Look, I am sorry, okay. I’m just worried about my sister. If you could just let me see her—”


  Rebel holds up his hand, then, too. “And I’m obviously worried about my wife. I think I should go and see her first, just to let her know—”


  “Shut up. You can both go in and see her. Together. Sophia can chose which one of your asses she wants to kick out all by herself. You two,” the nurse says, pointing an authoritative finger at Zeth and Cade. “You two are gonna wait here.”


  Zeth and Cade do as they’re told and wait in the hallway, and Rebel and me follow after the nurse, down the corridor, into an elevator, up three awkwardly silent floors, and then into the ICU. I should feel at home here—the majority of my trauma patients either start off or end up in a ward just like this one at some point within the length of their treatment—but I don’t feel at home. I feel sick. The smell of disinfectant and the chorus of life support machines blipping from behind closed doors ignites a level of panic inside me that I’ve only ever experienced once—yesterday in Julio Perez’s kitchen. The nurse guides us to a room and opens the door, giving both Rebel and me a glance of warning before disappearing. Rebel walks in before me, his hand covering his mouth.


  Alexis is bundled up in the hospital bed, thankfully not hooked up to life support, but she looks bad. Her face is pallid and drawn, and her eyes are bloodshot. But most importantly, her eyes are open. She sees us the moment we enter the room and her mouth falls open. “Oh my God,” she whispers. “Sloane?”


  I’m suddenly really fucking angry again. I’ve imagined this moment a thousand times before. A million. And in none of my imagined moments where Alexis and I are reunited does she look horrified. She’s overwhelmed, deliriously happy, crying with tears of joy. Not gripping hold of the blanket covering her legs so hard her knuckles turn white. She swallows, looking from me to Rebel and back again. “What are you doing here, Sloane?”


  “What am I doing here? What the hell am I…” I can’t. I can’t even…


  Rebel, a towering pillar of muscle and tattoos, moves around the side of her bed and sits on the edge of it, taking hold of her hand. “Are you okay?” he asks softly.


  Alexis’ gaze flickers to him; she nods her head, the robotic movements of someone completely at a loss for words.


  “Good. I’m glad you’re okay,” he says carefully. “Babe, remember when we got married? And you said it would have been the most perfect day if only your sister could have been there? Well, about that…”


  Alexis tries to pull her hand away, but Rebel’s got a decent if cautious grip on her. “I’m sorry, baby,” she says. “I just…I didn’t...” There are tears welling in her eyes. Alexis was always one for crocodile tears when she wasn’t getting her own way, but these look genuine enough. She’s shaking. “I swear I didn’t mean to lie to you. And I swear I’ll tell you everything. But…can I just have a moment with her?” With her? Alexis sees how black my mood is becoming and amends her words. “ I need a moment with my sister.”


  Rebel grunts, stands and then places a kiss on the top of her head. “Be careful,” he says to her. “Dr Romera attacks when provoked.”


  He leaves the room, winking at me as he goes. I think about Zeth and how he would react to something like; probably smash his head through the observation window. If only I had Zeth’s body mass.


  “You can stop looking at him like that.”


  Alexis’ voice is a little stronger now, but still a shaken. “How the hell should I be looking at him, Lex? Should I be warmly embracing my new brother in law, the human trafficker?”


  “Yes. No, wait. He’s not…he’s not what you think, Sloane.”


  I can barely believe my own ears. He has brainwashed her. She has Stockholm’s or something. “So you weren’t kidnapped from outside college? And this guy didn’t force you to marry him?”


  Alexis sighs, and then scrubs her hands over her face. The tears are falling now. “Yes, I was taken. But it wasn’t by him. He helped me,” she tells me though her hands. When she removes them, there’s a fierce set to her jaw. “And he didn’t force me to marry him, Sloane. You have to believe that.”


  “Then why on earth did you marry the president of a bike gang? Because I’m really struggling to understand any of this.”


  She sniffs, swatting the tears from her cheeks. “I married him because he’s the other half of me, Sloane. The slightly grumpy, slightly scary, and deeply wonderful other half of me. I married him because I love him.”


  This is all just far too much for me to take. So it’s all true. She told Rebel that I didn’t care about her. That I couldn’t be bothered coming to her wedding. I need to know why, but right now I have a more pressing need, and that is to get away. After all this worrying, all of the nightmares about my poor baby sister being used and abused, she’s blissfully happy. And married. Fucking married. I can’t breathe. I need time to think. To process all of this properly.


  I turn, and I walk away, and I don’t look back.


  I make it down to the ground floor, back to where we were waiting earlier before—


  “Hey, Sloane!”


  It’s him, the tattooed bastard, following me down the corridor. I try to power-walk away from him, but he grabs hold of my arm. I spin on my heel, ready to lay into him again, but he lets go of me, holding his hands in the air.


  “Don’t be mad at her, babe. She’s been through hell and back.”


  “And was it you who put her through it?”


  He clenches his jaw, eyes narrowing—I barely took notice before, but the color of his eyes is so blue that they look like flints of ice. “No.”


  “Then how the hell did she end up with you?”


  “Maybe that’s something she should tell you. I think you could probably hazard an educated guess, though.” Pulling on his leather jacket and wearing an infuriating smirk on his face, Rebel jerks his head down the hallway.


  Toward Zeth.


  He’s watching us; his silhouette is that of an imposing monolith, carved out of rock. Rebel breaks out in a grin. “You both have similar taste in men, after all, sweetheart. You both like us dark and dangerous.”
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  I take his car keys, slam the door shut behind me, and drive to the private hospital where I know Dornan’s been transferred.


  I want to see his pain. I want to see just how close to death I brought him.


  When I arrive at the hospital, I enter the large foyer and immediately recognize Dornan’s wife talking on her phone in the corner. I duck behind a large potted fern, praying she hasn’t seen me. Sure enough, she appears oblivious, ending her call and returning to the lifts nearby. I watch as she punches the button to go up. I wait patiently as she steps into the lift. The doors close quietly behind her. Above the doors, the numbers count upwards, pausing for a moment on five. Level five—that’s got to be it. A large board says that the ICU is on level five, which makes sense. I snicker to myself as I imagine Dornan hooked up to machines and breathing tubes.


  Whatever damage he’s sustained? I hope it fucking hurts.


  I jog to the stairwell, trying to stay out of sight. I don’t really care if any Gypsy Brothers see me—after all, I am the obsessive club whore who never leaves his side unless I have to. But I don’t exactly want Dornan’s bitch of a wife to see me and start a smack down.


  Five flights of stairs later, I’m panting so hard, my chest is wheezing. I used to be so fit, I think to myself as I catch my breath in the stairwell. With sex my only exercise of late, it’s no wonder I’m woefully out of breath.


  I let a few moments pass before I steel myself. I’m nervous, my stomach in knots, and I’m not entirely sure why.


  Jase. Jimmy. There are two reasons right there. I wonder if anyone suspects me of anything yet.


  I enter the hospital corridor, plastering a look on my face that’s aiming for concerned girlfriend.


  I glance down at what I’m wearing, pleased that I had something Sammi-worthy to wear. A black T-shirt that clings in all the right places and dips to show off my cleavage, paired with dark denim jeans and plain ballet flats. It’s not as whorey as normal, but it’ll have to do.


  As soon as I step into the corridor, I know which room is Dornan’s. Halfway up the long hall is a doorway flanked by three Gypsy Brothers, who look ridiculously out of place in a hospital. At the same time, they look like you wouldn’t want to mess with them. Which I suppose is the whole point.


  I hang around just outside the stairwell, waiting for one of them to notice me. Sure enough, within about thirty seconds, the shortest of the three heavily tattooed guys makes a beeline for me, his bald head shining under the artificial light.


  I smile gratefully as he approaches me. “Hi.”


  He smirks. “What are you doin’ here, darlin? Prez is still out cold.”


  I nod, squeezing a tear out for effect. “I don’t know what to do,” I say desperately. “I’m so worried about him.”


  The dude thinks on something for a moment and then glances at the room he’s just come from.


  “Look,” he says. “It’s meant to be family only.”


  “I know,” I say dejectedly. “I just—if he wakes up…I don’t want him to think I wasn’t here, worried about him, you know? But I don’t want to upset his family.” I put my hands to my face, acting upset. “Can you help me?”


  I bat my fucking eyelashes for all I’m worth, and the guy buys it. Men are idiots sometimes. In this case, it’s to his detriment.


  “Stay here, doll. I’ll let you know when his old lady leaves.”


  I smile gratefully, watching him as he heads back to the room to stand sentry with the other two bikers. They’re all about Dornan’s age—all would have been in the club with my father when he died.


  Traitorous bastards the lot of them. If it were up to me, if I had the energy and the resources, they’d all be dead as well.


  My patience pays off. About thirty minutes later, I see Dornan’s wife head back to the elevator and disappear inside. Moments after that, baldy crooks a finger, beckoning me.


  He gestures for me to enter the room, but as I pass him, he lays a hand on my shoulder. It takes everything within me not to throw it off and punch him in the face.


  “He’s messed up pretty bad,” he says to me in a loud whisper. “You sure you wanna go in?”


  I nod. I’m fucking gagging to see what’s become of him.


  “Okay,” the guy says, taking his hand back. “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”


  I nod, squeezing past him and entering the private room. Even here, in a coma, Dornan’s been afforded every luxury: a private suite that overlooks the Hollywood hills and a band of merry men to guard him from further attack.


  I should’ve brought some kind of poison with me and finished off the job. Silly me for not thinking ahead.


  I approach the bed at the far end of the large room quietly and with caution. I don’t know what to expect, only that it’s bad.


  As I get closer, my eyes take in every detail of the horrors that have marred Dornan’s face, neck, arms, and hands. I assume the rest of him is similarly injured, but I’m not about to lift the sheets and find out. Not yet, anyway.


  A few more steps and I’m close enough to reach out and take his hand, gently avoiding the deep cuts that litter his skin and the drip tube that’s embedded in the top of his hand.


  I can’t help it. A satisfied smile spreads across my face as I see the damage the shrapnel from Elliot’s crudely fashioned bombs have wreaked upon the man I want to destroy. It’s not as good as if he was dead, but it’s pretty fucking great.


  He’s hooked up to a morphine drip, the same kind as the one I had when I woke up from death six years ago. They’re impossible to overdose, which is unfortunate, with only a measured amount delivered intravenously every fifteen minutes.


  Well, if I can’t kill him, I’ll make sure he feels every goddamn thing that’s happening to him. That works for me, too. I locate the needle underneath his skin and push back on it firmly, just enough that it stays underneath his skin, but out of his vein. With any luck, he’ll not only be in pain from the morphine not reaching his bloodstream, but the fluid will also collect under his skin, causing more discomfort.


  I lift the sheets back and tuck him hand underneath, patting the blankets back over.


  Before I leave, I plant a kiss on his lips.


  Karma’s a fucking bitch sometimes.


  



  



  Four Score is out May 26 2014! You can already enjoy the series by checking out book one, Seven Sons, here. Best of all, it’s FREE!
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  Chapter One


  



  



  Hazel


  



  If I knew now what I suspected then, I’d like to think I would’ve done things differently. I would’ve planned better, worked harder, stressed out on more important things. But I was young, naïve, and woefully unprepared for the big, scary world of life.


  Now, I looked back on the past with a strange fondness. While I lived it, it seemed hard but now it seemed so incredibly easy. Especially now when the present seemed impossible and the future dire and bleak.


  That was...until I met him.


  Then it got worse.


  



  ***


  



  “I don’t think this is a good idea, Clue.” The gothic mansion rose from gravel and soil like a beacon of doom. Gargoyles decorated plinths and overhangs; huge pillars soared to at least six stories high. I didn’t know anything like this existed in Sydney, let alone in the rich and exclusive Eastern Suburbs.


  My fingers hadn’t stopped twitching for my knife ever since we stepped off the bus and headed toward a residential suburb instead of the party district in town.


  Losing ourselves in a rabbit warren of streets, my heart never settled sensing this might be one experience that would end up killing us.


  “Stop being such a worrier. You said you’d come. I need my wing woman,” Clue said, her gentle voice edging to stern.


  My mouth hung open, gawking at the intricate stonework, trying to see past the grandeur to unveil the tricks of such a place. It couldn’t be real? Could it?


  It seemed misplaced—as if it’d been transplanted from a long past century. It sent chills down my spine, conjuring images of insane, broken women and psychotic, sadistic men.


  Huge double doors halted our entry. The thick wood, embellished with wrought iron accents in the shape of a fox on a wintry night, cracked open to reveal a black-suited bouncer with oil-slicked hair. His body jammed the doorway like a mountain while his face crossed somewhere between a bulldog and a shark.


  His eyes froze me to the spot, capturing us with just one look. His pupils were black as the night behind us and held a cocky glint.


  “You better have the password; otherwise you’ll wish you never set foot on this stoop.” His gaze swept to the concrete beneath us. A motto had been painstakingly engraved with a chisel into the stone. It looked hand done and rudimentary, but held a certain threat all the same.


  Was that Russian? I couldn’t make out the verse, but I inched to the side in my stupid kitten heels to avoid standing in the groove of letters.


  “We were invited by Corkscrew. He gave us a one-night pass.” For the millionth time since I’d showered, donned this ridiculous gold and silver dress, and coaxed my thick chocolate hair into some resemblance of curls and waves, I wanted to throttle Clue.


  She was my dearest friend, closest confident, flatmate, babysitter, and non-blood sister, but I wanted to kill her for dragging me out tonight.


  Clue and I had history—linked by shared dreams and hopes. We wouldn’t let the other fail. And that was the only reason why I hadn’t knocked her out and dragged her unconscious body back home.


  She knew all I wanted to do was return to our crappy two bedroom apartment and avoid the world. She also knew I’d suffered so much in the past few weeks that I’d hit rock bottom, and I had no energy left to fight. Life had effectively pulled the rug, the flooring, and the fucking planet from under my feet. I didn’t want to be here.


  But as I grumbled and shed a tear on the couch, hugging my very reason for existence, she swore and cursed me. She reminded me that I might be in a bad place, but she needed me. That life goes on, solutions come, and tragedies happen. I couldn’t change the future by either moping on the settee or dressing up like a hooker and going out with her. And as much as I wished I had a hacksaw in my cleavage, to threaten her to take me home to Clara, I didn’t.


  “Corkscrew, huh? What discipline?” The bouncer crossed his arms, raking his eyes over me. I’d lost weight from the stress of the last few weeks, but it didn’t stop me feeling like an over-stuffed sausage in Clue’s slinky dress.


  My stomach twisted as I plucked the loaned attire that clung to me like a second skin. A web of lace covered my shoulders, but it couldn’t disguise the sluttiness. My entire figure was on show, complete with perky nipples from the chill in the evening air.


  Damn Clue and her fetishes for blingy, completely impractical clothing. She always forced me to wear the worst one. She said I was too serious; too focused; too obsessed with creating a future where nothing bad from the past could find us.


  And she was right.


  Clara.


  Tears pricked the back of my eyes again, and I swallowed hard. I shouldn’t be here, dammit. What am I doing?


  “Muay Thai,” Clue answered, her black almond eyes flashing with pride. Her latest acquisition, who I’d only met once, had successfully swept my commitment-phobic friend off her feet.


  I didn’t even know how they met or his real name. And Corkscrew, what the hell kind of title was that?


  “Ah, great sport.” The bouncer relaxed a little. “What’s the password then, sugar tits?”


  My mouth pursed. I couldn’t stop the flash of fire; protective instincts rose to swell firmly in my chest. “Did you just call her sugar tits?” I’d never been one to stand by while another was ridiculed, embarrassed, or taken advantage of. I liked to think it was a strong character trait, but life had turned it into yet another flaw.


  He chuckled. “Well, she has nice tits and she looks as sweet as sugar, so yeah. I did.” His eyes narrowed. “You got a problem with that?”


  Don’t do it, Zel.


  Clue patted my forearm, and I forced the retaliation from my tongue. My hands clenched, but I stayed silent. Giving him a verbal lashing wouldn’t help us gain entry into this illegal club for Clue to see her man.


  Dismissing me, the bouncer looked back at Clue. “Spit out the code or leave. I don’t have time for this.”


  Clue cocked her hip, accenting the fluidity of her amazing figure. I had a small flash of awe, taking in Clue’s perfection. Dressed in an equally slutty dress, she sparkled with red sequins. Looking part Geisha, part ninja warrior, Clue was one word: stunning.


  “Thou may draw blood, but never draw life,” Clue whispered, layering her husky voice with a heavy dose of allure.


  Even if the password had been completely wrong, the bouncer was so spellbound he would’ve let us in. His cocky attitude left; replaced with a smitten smile. Clue had magical powers over men. She was the exact opposite of me. I seemed to repel men, which was perfect considering my situation.


  “Well, what do you know? You’re in.” He swung the door wide, spilling warm light into the darkness of the night. “Head down to the end, then to the left. The main arena is there. Don’t go into the other rooms unless invited.”


  Clue smiled and brushed past him, deliberately letting him gawk at her cleavage. “Thanks so much.”


  He nodded dumbly, letting me sneak past without fanfare.


  My heart raced, taking in the ridiculously wide corridor. The heavy doors latched behind us, and all I wanted to do was run home to her.


  



  Want to continue reading? You can grab Destroyed here!
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