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  Five forty-seven a.m. Five forty-fucking-seven a.m. I hate clocking in for the early shift. I’ve been doing nights for the last three months though, and I think they decided it was time I put in the hard yards. That’s fair enough, I suppose. However, working with Myers is something else entirely. The man has no sense of personal hygiene, and also has no idea when to shut the fuck up. I’ve only been rostered with him three or four times since starting work here. Since then I’ve heard from the other guys that to land a shift with Myers is a punishment of some sort. I’m here on time; I’m never late. I do the job well, so I have no idea what ball I’ve dropped to deserve this shit. It ain’t gonna fly, though. Today is gonna be all-out hell.


  The bank of screens in front of the desk where Myers and I are stationed are already filled with images of people, awake and going about their early morning routines. It’s never seemed right to me—that the world never seems to stop moving. That there are people always awake, no matter what time of day or night, for us to witness on the screens of these monitors. We are Big Brother, overseeing the mundane rituals and the sometimes highly illicit activities of Seattle’s residents. We see everything, and I mean everything. It even creeps me out sometimes, and I work here.


  “So I told her, ‘bitch, if you really want to get on with my sister, you can’t be talking to me like that in front of her. I’m her baby brother, you know? She’s always going to stick up for—’ Hey! Hey, Renford, check that out. The feed's gone live for the new gas station account. Did you notice that? I can’t believe they want us to watch over eighteen new places.” Myers nudges me a little too hard with his elbow, and the takeaway coffee cup I’ve been stirring sugar into rocks dangerously, nearly spilling the hot black liquid all over my crotch.


  “Careful, asshole! You nearly burned my dick off.”


  Myers just laughs his annoying donkey bray of a laugh, completely unfazed by the clear dislike in my voice. I’m not even pretending to hide it. Not that Myers seems to care. “Whatever, man. Hey, and check that out.” He stabs a finger at the bottom right-hand screen, the one right in front of me, gesturing to the vehicle that’s just rolled onto a gas station forecourt. I know the gas station; it’s the one out by the airport. I’ve used it enough times before to recognize the layout and the busy street out of the building’s window, as the camera’s view rotates from the outside to an internal shot.


  Myers is still staring in awe at the car that’s just pulled up to the pumps. It’s an Aston Martin one-77; the kind of supercar little boys dream about owning one day, while they’re playing with the Matchbox version. This monster of a car is being well cared for. The bright sheen to the hood speaks of a wax polish that must have been done very recently. Even I have to agree that it’s a beautiful machine.


  “I’ve thought about test driving one of those things,” Myers says, stuffing a piece of buttered toast into his mouth. “You know, you can go down to the dealership and pretend you’re interested in buying one. Wear something nice, make them think that you have some money or something. I figure that’s the only way I’m gonna find myself behind the steering wheel of a car like that,” Myer says, brushing crumbs from the outside of his mouth. “You never know, though. I might win the lottery one of these days.” Myers continues to ramble on about playing the odds in some sort of betting ring he is involved in, offering me a buy-in if I’m interested, but I’m not listening. I’m looking at the man who’s just climbed out of the backseat of the car. I know the man, although a lot of people wouldn’t. He’s an A-list celebrity. The kind of celebrity that only people in certain circles would be acquainted with. He’s mentioned on the news sometimes, but not in the entertainment section; they report about him in the section that covers the unsolved murders and brutal beatings that sometimes take place within the darker corners of this city. They never say his name, although I am well aware of it: Charlie Holsan.


  Charlie Holsan has just gotten out of that ridiculously expensive car and is now walking into the gas station. A tall, unfamiliar-looking man gets out of the driver’s seat and follows Charlie inside. I don’t know the driver, but I know Charlie quite well; he’s been my brother’s employer for the past eight years. Eight years of Sammy never answering his phone, and never showing up to family events. Eight years of me bailing Sammy out of jail when his boss has been too busy to send someone himself. Eight years of my brother becoming more and more corrupt, as this English prick sinks his claws just a little bit fucking deeper.


  I hate the man.


  Charlie and his driver don’t get gas; they both enter the building, dressed in their ridiculously expensive suits, their Italian leather shoes shining under the bright glare of the gas stations strip lights. They start perusing the shelves, looking for…looking for I don’t know what. We’ve been trained to spot people like this—people who look like they’re killing time. It generally means that they’re about to hold up the place, but somehow I think armed robbery is a little below Charlie’s pay grade. If he were short on cash, which I don’t think he is, then he has a whole crew of mindless goons who can perform such menial tasks for him.


  “Lucky bastard,” Myers says, shoving more of his breakfast into his mouth. “What do you think? Personal banker? Lawyer? He looks like a fucking lawyer. Gotta have some serious money to afford an Aston.”


  If Myers were one of the other guys, someone I actually like hanging out with, I might break my silence and tell him what this man does for a living. As it stands, I simply reach forward and hit the lockout button that prevents the screen in front of me from scrolling through to another camera somewhere else in the city. Charlie and his hired help continue to pace around the store, picking up random items from the shelves and talking to one another. Charlie selects an item from the shelf and says something to his henchman, laughing. He tosses the packaged item to the other man, who opens it and starts to eat the contents inside. Over Charlie’s shoulder, the door opens and a young woman walks in, talking on her cell phone. She doesn’t look up. She doesn’t notice Charlie and the other guy stop laughing and look at her. She has a big bag strapped over her shoulder; it looks unwieldy and awkward to carry. She walks to the checkout and sets it down at her feet, laughing at something that the person on the other end of the phone is saying to her.


  I have a bad feeling about this. I don’t know what it is, but something…something just isn’t right. The men aren’t buying anything, and they seem far too focused on this young woman to be merely showing a passing interest. I think about reaching for the radio and getting the boys onto this, but what would I say? I can’t explain how I know Charlie, how I know that this middle-aged guy who looks like your average businessman is actually a crime kingpin, wanted for countless murders and crimes of drug trafficking. If I did, then that would definitely be getting Sammy into trouble. The punk deserves it for sure, but my mom sure as hell doesn’t.


  The girl’s paid for something over the counter, and Charlie and his friend have stopped their horseplay and have queued up behind her. The driver moves to one side, while Charlie bends down and collects up the girl’s bag for her, holding it out to her as she turns around. It’s a kind thing to do, and the girl grins at him as she accepts the bag.


  “Whoa! Hang on a second,” Myers says. He leans across me, his eyebrows bunching together. “What the hell is that guy doing?”


  I’ve been too busy watching Charlie as he tricks this girl into believing he is a gentleman to notice the other guy; he is standing really close behind her, and it looks like he’s holding something up to the back of her neck. Something sharp; something silver; something glinting in a fuzzy patch of white through the CCTV camera’s low-res feed. Adrenalin slams through my body. “Holy shit! He’s going to rob her or something. He’s actually going to do it.”


  Before I react, the siren on the wall behind me begins to wail, loud and piercing; the cashier, standing on the other side of the Plexiglas right in front of the three people in the gas station, has a closer view of what is going on there, and he obviously thinks this girl is in danger, too. He’s hit the alarm. “Fuck. Do it. Call the emergency response unit.”


  Myers might be an asshole, but he reacts quickly. He’s on the line, giving the cops the details of the robbery in progress and then he’s dispatching the security unit employed by Castle. I’m having trouble peeling my eyes from the screen. The driver and Charlie have both stepped away from the woman, and whatever it was the driver was holding up to the woman’s neck has now been secreted away again; the cashier has come around the front of the booth—moron! They’re told never to do that—and is trying to force Charlie and the other man out of the gas station.


  Charlie’s driver pulls a gun. Things have descended into the realm of ‘fucked’ very quickly, but as soon as that gun comes out, I know it’s game over. I can see it all happening—the cashier trying to be a big guy, rushing the other two men, the gun going off, the cashier falling to the ground…


  But the gun never goes off, and it’s not the cashier who falls to the ground. It’s the woman. The cashier turns, and his complete horror is perfectly visible even through the crappy camera footage. Charlie says something, and then the driver is pushing past the cashier, snatching something up off the counter. He stoops, pushes the girl over, and lifts her shirt up, baring her stomach.


  “Oh fuck. He’s not—he’s not gonna—” Myers says. I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking the driver is going to sexually assault her on top of whatever he’s already done, but he doesn’t. He bends over her body, blocking whatever he’s up to. His shoulder shifts up and down for a moment and then he pulls the girl’s shirt back down to cover her belly. He throws something down on top of her where she lies—something long, and thin, and black—laughing. Now that he’s no longer obstructing the camera’s view of her, it’s plain to see there’s something wrong with the girl. There is something seriously wrong with her. She struggles back up onto her hands and knees on the floor, and it looks like she’s retching, her body jerking violently. The cashier rushes to the girl’s side, placing an unsure hand on her back, his mouth moving as he speaks frantically to her.


  Charlie and the driver casually stroll out of the gas station… and the woman on her knees begins to vomit blood.
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  Alexis Romera is safe.


  Sometimes a phrase will haunt you for hours.


  Alexis Romera is safe.


  Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, a certain thought is all you can keep thinking inside your head, over and over again.


  Alexis Romera is safe.


  This is the phrase that I suffer through on repeat as we drive away from San Jacinto, until the words begin to fuck with my head. Sloane is sitting in the passenger seat, wearing a pair of ass-hugging shorts that I’m pretty sure I somehow dreamed into existence, her long, perfect legs stretching out into the footwell, and all I can think is, Alexis Romera is safe. Alexis Romera is fucking safe.


  These words, roughly translated, also mean, Sloane Romera no longer needs you, Sloane Romera no longer needs you, which is why they’re stuck inside my head on a goddamn loop that I can’t seem to shake.


  “Right. Right. Right! You’re gonna miss the exit!” Sloane clamps her hand over the steering wheel as though she’s going to swerve us off the exit ramp, but I give her the death look. The death look. The one that tells her she better remove her hand from the steering wheel at her earliest convenience or risk losing the thing. No one drives the Camaro but me. And no one touches the damn steering wheel, either.


  “I know my way to Dana Point, Sloane.” I take the off-ramp, making sure to leave it until the very last minute in order to scare the crap out of her when I swerve. Sloane inhales sharply, but she doesn’t say anything. She disapproves of my reckless driving. Which makes me even more reckless. I just love lighting a fire in this woman, by whatever means necessary.


  “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?” she says, staring straight out of the window as we begin to head south.


  “Mostly.”


  “Good. I suppose you mostly don’t care that you didn’t give Michael and the others chance to see where you were going, then?”


  My boy Michael has been following behind us in his sedan since we left San Jacinto, accompanied by Cade and another Widow Maker called Carnie on their bikes. I left the exit until the very last second to piss Sloane off, sure, but I also did it for another reason; I wanted to lose those guys. I give Sloane a non-committal shrug, which she scowls at. I don’t see the scowl; I feel it, burning with supernova intensity into the side of my face.


  “Why would you tell Michael to come with us if you didn’t actually want him to come with us?”


  “Because I need him to do something for me after we pick up Lacey. I didn’t think Cade and Carnie would insist on giving us a fucking cavalcade, though. The last thing you want is Rebel’s crew rocking up on Ma and Pa Romera’s front lawn. I’m gonna send him straight to the job.”


  Sloane grunts at this. “My father would have a heart attack. But then…”


  “What?”


  She chuckles a little, and I don’t like the twisted edge to it. “Well, my father’s gonna have a heart attack anyway, the moment he sets eyes on you. Cade and Carnie would just have been the icing on the cake.”


  Oh, I’ve been waiting for this. “Sweetheart, you might as well get ready to tuck and roll. This car won’t even be stopping in front of your parents’ house. And I sure as shit won’t be getting out of it. I’ll do a lap or two while you say your goodbyes and then I’ll come collect you guys.”


  I expect Sloane to make some sort of objection to this refusal to meet her parents, but she doesn’t. I don’t want to even turn and look at her just in case she’s giving me the death look, but I can’t fucking help myself. I want to see that cute-ass scowl. When I dart a quick glance at her out of the corner of my eye, the scowl’s not there, though. She’s not even fazed. She’s just staring out of the window, watching middle-aged, average-paycheck America pass her by.


  She’s not fazed. If she’s not fazed, then she has to be fucking relieved. It’s better for her if her parents don’t ever meet me; I know that. They’re probably just waiting for the day that she calls to tell them she’s marrying some fucking reliable plastic surgeon or something. Someone who works with her at the hospital—where is she ever gonna meet anyone else, given her schedule?—and in their mind that will be for the best. He’d understand her priorities. Share them. Know that she won’t be available twenty-four seven to go out to dinner or cook and clean. But Sloane’s parents, they’re church people. They probably will expect that life for her at some point. They’ll want her to be the stay-at-home mom. They’ll expect her to give up her career to sit on her ass, getting fat while she looks after her two point five kids.


  I doubt very much that that’s on Sloane’s agenda, but she might not want to have that fight with them just yet. And showing up with me on her arm would definitely cause a fight. I’m not the guy to give her the two point five kids. I’m not the guy to make her stay home and cook my meals. I’m the kind of guy to make her get tattoos and waste all of her money bailing my useless ass out of jail every weekend. Or that’s how they would see me. I’m sure that’s how the rest of the world sees me, too. Good thing I don’t give a fuck what the world thinks. But Sloane’s parents…why the fuck do I feel like shit right now? Two seconds ago I was laughing at the thought of meeting them.


  I shouldn’t care. I really shouldn’t give a fuck about them. Sloane doesn’t ever seem to feel the need to conform to her parents’ will; it’s unlikely she would avoid me at their request. But still…her not fighting me on this feels…it feels fucking shitty.


  “Are you grinding your teeth?”


  Sloane’s noticed me grinding my teeth. Perfect. “No.”


  “Yes, you are.”


  “Just get ready. This is their neighborhood, right?” I draw my brows together, making a point of focusing on the cookie-cutter streets in front of me—looks like the place is inhabited by dentists and fucking accountants.


  “Next on the right,” Sloane instructs me. She doesn’t hide the curious tone of her voice at all. In fact, I’m pretty sure she knows why I was trying to mill my teeth into dust just now. We find her folks’ place and I do as I said I would—I barely stop to let her out of the car. The tires squeal as I tear off down the street, and I’m sure I’ve left an inch of rubber tread back on the asphalt.


  Fucking stupid bastard. Fucking stupid motherfucking bastard. I call myself a combination of these words for thirty seconds, only stopping when my phone rings. It’s Michael.


  “Hey.”


  “Hey, boss. Take it from the sharp exit that you need a moment. Anything you want me to be doing?”


  “Yeah, actually. Rick Lamfetti. Julio’s boys beat him up pretty bad. I stowed him in Anaheim. Track him down, see if he’s still alive?” I have reasonable hope to believe Rick’s alive. Reasonable enough to waste Michael’s morning trying to hunt the fucker down. From Julio’s comments back at the compound, the guy told him everything—about Sloane, Alexis, my ruck with Charlie. And from the pictures Julio shared with us, it looked as though they roughed him up a hell of a lot more than Michael, but still. They undoubtedly knew putting the hurt on Michael wouldn’t have done them any good, so they saved their energy. Rick probably squealed after the first hit. And the information that people like Rick impart after the first hit is never the truth. It’s the thing they say in order to make whoever it is with the heavy fists stop causing them pain—generally a half-truth, in some weak but typically useless attempt to maintain their loyalty.


  Any decent professional knows all there is to know about the guy who squeals right at the beginning. They know well enough that if they push a little bit harder, fuck with them a little bit further, the half-truths become all-truths, and they’re usually pissing their pants, spilling everything they know about everybody, relevant or not, in their attempts to save their own lives. I’ve always held little but contempt for people like Rick. Such a big fucking guy, with his ridiculously toned upper body and weedy little chicken shit legs. Way to skip leg day, asshole.


  There’s silence on the other end of the phone for a moment as Michael ponders my request—he knows I’m asking him to go hunting for a fucking shallow grave in the dark and shadowy parts of Anaheim. The sound of Michael’s resigned exhalation distorts the line. “Sure thing, boss. I didn’t like these shoes anyway.”


  “Good man.”


  “What do you want me to tell the Widow Makers? And does Alexis know what your girl’s up to? I get the feeling that your old prison buddy is quite attached to her sister.”


  “No, Alexis knows nothing. Sloane wants to keep it that way. Better not breathe a word.”


  “So now we’re diplomats?”


  Yeah, my thoughts exactly, buddy. But I don’t say that. I grunt into the phone, conveying my mild displeasure at being questioned. Anyone else would be reamed out, but Michael gets away with fucking murder. “Just trying to keep the peace. Won’t help us if Sloane and Alexis are at each other’s throats.”


  Michael laughs softly at this. “Ahhh, you want the sisters to get along.”


  I roll my eyes; if the guy were here, I’d belt him in the arm. Give the fucker a bruise for being such a pussy. “No, man. We’re getting the fuck out of this godforsaken state as soon as possible. And my life will be fucking unbearable if Sloane’s still bitching about her messed-up family problems on the drive back home.”


  “There’s a very simple resolution to this problem, you realize?” Michael says.


  I know what that very simple resolution is: leave. Get up and walk away. No, fuck that. Fucking run. “Yes, asshole. I’m aware. Just head to Anaheim, okay.”


  Car horns blare on the other end of the line; the deep, throaty rumble of motorcycle engines, too. “Okay, okay. I’m on it. Hey, Zee?”


  “Yeah?”


  “I had no idea my cousin was involved with Alexis. You know that, right?”


  I grunt—yeah, it would have been a lot fucking easier to find Sloane’s sister if Michael kept up with his relatives on a regular basis—but this isn’t his fault. Families are fucked up. I should know. “Yeah, man. You wouldn’t have been hanging around outside Julio’s place looking for a ghost if you had.”


  Michael laughs off the comment. “Yeah, would have saved me a partial beating. So, do you think she really does love him?”


  I’ve been thinking on this. Thinking on it a lot. I’ve heard the worst things about Rebel, but then again I’m sure people have heard terrifying shit about me. That doesn’t mean I’m the devil incarnate. Rebel might not be either. I’m not one for giving people the benefit of the doubt, but I can usually tell when people are bullshitting me. “Who knows, brother? Weirder things have happened at sea.”


  Weirder things have happened in Dana Point, too. This comes to me as I realize I’ve somehow found myself parking outside Sloane’s parents’ house.


  And I’m getting out of the car.
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  “You’re…honey, I’m sorry. Can you please repeat that?”


  Ever since I was a kid, my mom’s been the same; she just can’t handle surprises. Me turning up with Lacey the other day probably knocked her for six, and now me coming back here and saying these words to her—her brain’s not equipped to deal with this sort of shock. The small, plain silver cross she’s worn around her neck for as long as I can remember shuttles up and down the chain as she worries her fingers over it. Funny how you can really tell someone’s age from their hands. Difficult to hide that kind of aging. I long ago learned to glance down at a Californian woman’s hands before assuming her facial appearance was a true guide to how many years she had on the clock. Not that my mom’s had any work done, of course. But a lot of Californian women have. Especially ones married to doctors. Their husbands all know the best guy at the best practice, who can give them a discount on a little tuck here or little nip there.


  “I said I found Lexi,” I repeat. As I walked into the house, I tried to think of a way to cushion this, to help it make more sense to them, and yet when it comes down to it, these are the only words that matter. For years now, they’re the words my mother and father have been waiting for someone, anyone, to speak. And now they’re coming from me. I would much rather they came from the police. Or in light of the truth behind my sister’s missing status, from my sister herself. But it turns out she’s too cowardly to do that. To say I’m mad with her wouldn’t even come close to covering what I’m feeling right now. Betrayed. Lied to. Lied about—how the hell could she say those terrible things about me to that guy? But mostly I feel abandoned. For so long this terrible guilt has pressed down on me, robbing me of any positive emotion I might accidentally feel during my everyday life before I remembered the loss of Alexis, and how it seemed as though me moving on, or taking the rare moment to laugh over some stupid joke, felt like I was abandoning her to her suffering. That I should be suffering, too. When in reality, my sister was the one who left me. She left me behind, in the darkest of places, and let me wallow in all of that suffering unnecessarily. And why?


  Who knows why. I still don’t.


  My mother pulls so tight on her cross that the fine chain bites into the back of her neck, blanching the skin white. “You’ve found Alexis?” she asks this as though I’ve just claimed I found the lost city of El Dorado and the place is populated by talking flamingos.


  “Yeah, Mom. I found her. Or rather she found me. Turns out this whole time she’s been sick. She couldn’t remember who she was, where she came from. Nothing.”


  This is the lie I’ve chosen to tell. The lie that will mean Alexis can maintain her status as the golden child of the Romera household. She doesn’t deserve it. She doesn’t deserve me trying to salvage the relationship she shares with my parents. Alexis doesn’t even know I’m constructing the lie, though, and I’m not really doing it for her. I’m doing it for the broken woman sitting on the couch in front of me, who has been paying for out-of-date photos to be printed on the sides of milk cartons for far too long.


  My mom starts crying. These are the slow, disbelieving tears of a woman who gave up hope a long time ago. “But…how? Sloane, can you please explain to me what you’re talking about?”


  I’m talking about how your selfish, thoughtless, liar of a daughter didn’t come home the very second she found herself free. In the end she chose a boy over her family.


  A boy.


  And where was the justice for the people who took her? There wasn’t any. From what Julio said, as soon as Rebel ‘bought’ my sister, she then repeatedly returned to the villa of her own free will, on purpose, to see the other girls. As if those men hadn’t kidnapped her, taken her off the side of the street and kept her prisoner. As if they didn’t force themselves on her, or force her to do lord knows what to them. I just…I just can’t get my head around that. Around any of it, really.


  “I don’t know everything, Mom. I’m sorry. I can’t give you every single answer you need.” I sigh, fuming inside my head. Yeah, I can’t give you those answers, because Alexis hasn’t even had the decency to give them to me. My mom is still crying. She’s always been a crier; she cries at the drop of a hat. Startle the woman too badly and she’ll be sobbing for an hour. Dad says it’s a nervous reflex—that she can’t control it—but right now I feel annoyed at her for being so weak. I want to reach across the dining table, grab her by the shoulders and shake her. Shake her really freaking hard ’til her teeth rattle in her head. She sniffs, dabbing at her nose with a balled-up tissue.


  “When is she coming home? Do you have a contact number for her? I just—I just don’t understand, Sloane. Why? Why isn’t she here?”


  Yeah, you and me both. Instead of saying anything that might tip my mother off to my ragingly bad mood, I lay on the sickly sweet, calming voice I’ve learned to use with her. “It’s okay. She’ll be here as soon as she can. She’s just taking her time…remembering is all. She’s been living a totally different life for the past two years, y’know?”


  I am the worst person imaginable. I’m not one for lying at the best of times. That’s probably what drew me to Zeth in the first place, when I should definitely have been running—the fact that I could tell he was honest to a fault. But right now the untruths are pouring out of my mouth easier and faster than water.


  “I should—I should probably get a room ready for her, then. Oh! Oh, you don’t—” A panicked look flashes across my mother’s face. She reaches across the table, grasping for my hand. “She’s never been here before. We moved while she was gone. You don’t think that will upset her, do you? She might want her old room.”


  Damn it. I feel like telling her that all Lexi cares about these days are the entourage of hairy bikers she’s been riding around with, marrying, and getting herself shot with. “No, Mom. I don’t think she’ll mind. She’ll understand—”


  The front door slams, cutting me off. Mom’s eyes, pale blue and still tear filled, grow wide. “Oh, my. That’ll be your father.”


  “Hello!” Sure enough, Dad’s voice rings out in its over-the-top, cheery fashion from the front porch. The sounds of heavy bags being thrown down and shoes being toed off reach us in the kitchen.


  “In here,” my mom calls.


  Shit. I suddenly feel very sick. I thought I was ready for this, but I’m not. Lying to Mom is one thing, but Dad? On the few rare and pointless occasions I tried to lie to him as a teenager, he saw straight through me right away. He makes an appearance in the doorway, smiling, thick grey hair sticking up all over the place. His glasses are perched on the very tip of his nose, where he generally likes to keep them. It drives me mad. His eyes light up as soon as he sees me.


  “Oh, hey, pumpkin!”


  Pumpkin. Still, he insists on calling me that. “Hey, Dad.” I’m relieved when I see blonde curls behind him—Lacey. The girl’s cheeks are flushed, a healthy pink tinge to them, and she’s smiling. She seems shy about it, but still…the expression is genuine enough. She’d been stoic when I left her. I’ve been worried about leaving her behind with my folks, but it seems as though the few days she’s been here haven’t done her any harm.


  “Hi,” she says, giving me a small wave with one hand. I give her a smile back, returning the wave.


  My mom doesn’t even bother to say hello to either of them; she jumps right in with both feet. “Sloane’s found her sister, Al. She’s found Lexi.” Her voice breaks as she says my sister’s name, and I feel a belated surge of remorse for being angry with her. This is huge for them. Huge. Their daughter has been missing for so long—it’s only natural that she would be emotional.


  My dad’s face goes sheet white. “What?”


  Mom starts laughing, smiling through a completely fresh onslaught of tears. “She’s had some kind of amnesia or something. Sloane, tell your father exactly what’s wrong with her.”


  And this is another tricky part. Not only am I lying to Dad, I’m also trying to pull the wool over his eyes medically. The man has thirty years of doctoring on me. He’s pretty much seen everything, heard of everything. I’ve never had an amnesia patient. I’ve only ever done studies for my Board exams, and that was all theoretical. My dad’s eyes laser in on me, adopting an instantly professional, assessing look. A look that causes me to break out in a cold sweat.


  “Yeah. She was in a car accident. She got sideswiped by a motorcycle—ironically this is kind of true. A guy on a motorcycle sure as hell does seem to have sideswiped her—and she hit her head pretty hard. She was diagnosed with retrograde amnesia. Been recovering ever since. She had a breakthrough about five days ago and began to remember. She found me at the hospital.”


  Lies, lies, lies. I can practically hear Dad chanting it in his head as I rattle out my over-rehearsed speech. He wants to believe the best in people, though—that they’re innately honest—and so his brow furrows as he tries to make sense of my story.


  “But…if she were hit by a car, wouldn’t she have ended up at St. Peter’s? Someone would have seen her. Everyone knew her face. They’d have told me right away. And even if she’d been taken to a different hospital, the police checked every medical provider within a fifty-mile radius. A girl with no memory would have raised a red flag for sure.”


  Damn him for being so fucking logical. Damn him. I say the only thing I can think of. “She doesn’t really remember much from the accident, Dad. She thinks she was up and walking for a while. Really confused. Apparently a trucker picked her up on the side of the road in New Mexico and took her to see someone. She’d been hitchhiking or something.” At least the New Mexico part is true; she did end up there eventually.


  Dad considers this, but he looks dubious. Understandably so. Someone with a head injury bad enough to give them amnesia would have found it remarkably difficult to travel across five states before seeking medical attention. There probably would have been a lot of blood.


  Lacey’s been observing this exchange with a confused look on her face. The girl is a pro, though. She knows when to keep her mouth shut. She moves silently into the room, coming to sit down at the kitchen table beside me. It’s a casual and very familiar movement that says she’s been accepted into the Romera household. My parents are collectors of waifs and strays; it doesn’t take much for that to happen. It just shocks me that Lacey has taken so well to the environment. My dad sits beside my mom and takes her hand, only smiling cautiously when she beams at him through her watery eyes. He’s still hesitant to believe my story, but he’ll pretend he buys it for her sake. For now. I’ll probably get the third degree when he and I are alone. My safest bet is to avoid that at all costs. He turns to me and frowns, eyes narrowing again.


  “I didn’t see the car out front. Where did you park it?”


  Oh, holy crap. I completely forgot about the run-down piece of junk that he refuses to replace. He’s had the thing since we were kids. I borrowed it under strict instructions to return it in pristine condition. Ha! Not only am I not going to be able to return it, Julio’s probably had the car compacted by now. Or something equally as destructive. I can imagine the old station wagon being eaten by hungry flames out in the desert somewhere. What the hell am I going to tell him? Think, think, think! “Uh…” Yeah, so far I have nothing. Maybe if I just start talking something believable will fall out of my mouth. “About that, Dad…”


  Thud, thud, thud.


  A loud and decisive rapping on the door prevents me from spinning more lies. It’s not a neighborly knock—the kind made by knuckles meeting wood. It’s the kind of thudding made by the side of a balled-up fist. I’ve heard that knocking before, once, when it was incessantly trying to hammer my front door down.


  Oh, fuck! Seriously?


  I rocket up out of my seat, nearly sending my chair flying in my haste. “I’ll get it!”


  But my father, on the other side of the table, is closer and quicker than me. He shoots me a perplexed look. “You don’t live here, pumpkin. It’s probably Jehovah’s Witnesses, anyway. They always show up at this time of day.”


  It’s not freaking Jehovah’s Witnesses. The man on the other side of that door couldn’t be any further from a Jehovah’s Witness. I really want to shove my pop out of the way and race to the door like I used to when I was a teenager and a boy was picking me up from the house—meeting my dad was one way to put off a prospective boy for life—but I can’t. That would look far too suspicious. And besides, it’s already way too late.


  Both Mom and Lacey are giving me weird looks. I realize I’m chewing on my thumbnail like a wild animal as I listen to the sound of the door opening and voices talking. I tuck my hands under the table, shrugging hopelessly. Might as well just go with it now. I mean, how bad can this be?


  I catch sight of the goofy photos of me from when I was a teenager, still growing into my gangly, tall body. A couple from when I just started at college, so excited to be away from home and studying. They’re plastered all over the damn walls, in between the religious images and the framed copies of my degrees. They haven’t even hung any photos of Alexis to take the pressure off—my mom cries every time she sees my sister’s face, so they’ve boxed them up in the attic. It’s a like freaking shrine to me in here; Zeth is gonna have a field day. I almost choke on the laughter that bubbles up inside my throat at that thought. How bad can it be? Really, absolutely, monumentally bad.


  My father re-enters the room, and I brace myself, waiting to be fixed in his disapproving glare. But…something’s not right. My dad is smiling. He’s actually smiling. “Sloane, I can’t believe you left your friend waiting outside in the car. Poor guy could have been having a cup of tea while we chatted.”


  Zeth enters the kitchen after my dad and my whole world turns on its axis. He’s lost the leather jacket; he’s wearing a long-sleeved white shirt, pulling tight enough across his chest that you can make out the taut curve and bulge of defined muscle, and he isn’t scowling. In fact, he seems…relaxed? He seems something anyway. Something I haven’t seen on him before. And just as I expected, the first thing he does is take in all of the ridiculous pictures…and he gives me that private, scandalous smirk. He’s gonna have a thing or two to say about this later, I can tell. “Oh, that’s okay Dr. Romera. I was just replying to work emails. I told Sloane to go on ahead,” he says.


  “Ah, I see. And what is it that you do for work—Zeth, was it? That’s a really interesting name…”


  In no world was this ever supposed to happen. These two men—one who raised me and took me to church every weekend, the other who recently administered some positively sinful corporal punishment to my behind—were never supposed to meet. It seems as though a black hole will form any moment and suck us all into its vortex, destroying all evidence that this meeting ever took place. Or maybe I’m just wishing that will happen.


  “I’m in information security. I mostly work with computers. And yeah, I’ve had a few comments about the name. Easier if I let people call me Zee sometimes.”


  “Information security?” My dad pulls his mouth down, nodding—this is how he looks when he’s surprised or impressed. “I bet that’s interesting work. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Zee.” He holds out a hand and Zeth takes it, not missing a beat.


  Zee? My dad just called him Zee. I’ve only heard Michael and Lacey call him that before. This is wrong. This is oh so very wrong. And yet…my stomach clenches at the sight of Zeth shaking my dad’s hand. They seem completely at ease. I’m the one nearly snapping off parts of the table in my iron grip.


  “We should really be going now, I guess. Zeth, didn’t you say we needed to be going right away? Traffic. The traffic’s gonna be horrendous.” It’s like my mouth just vomits the words out in one nervous, high-pitched word-puke onto the kitchen table. Lacey snorts, and my mom gives me her patented that-was-unbelievably-rude,-Sloane look. Raised eyebrows and everything.


  “Yeah, I did say that,” Zeth says, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans. His voice is so low, it makes the very bones inside my body hum. However, no one else seems to be affected by the rumbling tenor when he speaks. Just me…and maybe my mom. A slight red flush is staining her cheeks. Oh, god, no. Please, please, no. I’m already freaked out enough. I don’t need to be creeped out by my mother’s wandering eyes, too. “Although,” Zeth continues, utterly oblivious to the look of horror developing on my face. “Did I just hear something about a cup of tea?”


  I could shoot him. Such an act of violence seems totally appropriate, and yet we find ourselves doing something entirely civilized instead. We don’t leave right away. My parents, Lacey, Zeth and I sit around the kitchen table, and my mom pours Lady Grey for us all from an actual teapot like she’s the goddamn Queen of England. Zeth Mayfair’s gigantic hands somehow manage to navigate my parent’s best wedding china without breaking a single thing or spilling a single drop. And I feel like I just dropped acid.


  This…this just can’t be happening.


  Things get weirder when Lacey lays her head on Zeth’s shoulder, smiling happily to herself, and my father nearly chokes on his mouthful of tea. He obviously assumed that Zee and I are together, so Lacey laying on the affection must really be throwing him for a loop. I don’t bother explaining. I’d have a hell of a job even trying; I still don’t get what’s going on with their story from Zeth’s side of things. Yeah, Lacey is his sister, but he doesn’t know that. Maybe I should ask him one of these days. Maybe I should actually swallow my pride and forget about the fact that he’ll think I’m jealous long enough to figure out what the hell the deal is with their whole living arrangement.


  “So, Sloane tells me you guys have found Alexis?” My mother. My poor, poor mother. I know her; I know how her brain works. She doesn’t care what Zeth looks like—how big or tall or scary or tattooed he may be. He could be a convicted serial killer and it wouldn’t matter to her right now. All she cares about is my conniving shit of a little sister.


  Zeth clears his throat, shooting me a loaded sideways glance. He’s missed the part where I fibbed through my teeth about Lexi, so he has no idea what I’ve told them. “Yeah, well. I met her. Briefly. I’m really just Sloane’s road trip partner.”


  Nice. The bastard’s just too damn smooth. Shirk all knowledge of the situation with one small, very concise bending of the truth. Zeth, my road trip partner. Zeth, my constant major headache, more like.


  “Oh, yes. Right. Of course.” My mom takes another sip of her tea. Silence follows after that. The kind of silence that causes physical pain to those it’s inflicted upon. Polite as ever, my mother persists in trying to fill that silence. “And Alexis…she looked…well?” This question is aimed at both of us. Lacey sniffs, stands from the table, glancing around quickly with another contented smile, and then she leaves. Just leaves, like it’s the easiest thing in the world to do. Why the hell didn’t I think of that? But I can’t leave. God knows what Zeth could say to my parents. Or what they might ask him in my absence. I practically cringe at the thought.


  “Yeah, last time I saw her she looked…healthy,” Zeth informs her. Another sip of tea. He picks up and bites into the cookie my mom gave him, meeting my gaze and smiling ever so slightly. Who the hell is this imposter, and where the hell has he hidden the body of the terrifying Zeth Mayfair? Because this guy…he is cookies and cream compared to the sharpened steel version of Zeth that I know.


  I scowl at him, trying to communicate my severe annoyance at him barging in here and scaring the living shit out of me, and he has the audacity to wink in return. Wink! I’m getting suitably hot and bothered about that when he does something even worse. I feel a bump against my leg. Oh, he did not just…but when I feel strong fingers clasp around the top of my knee, I know that he did. He grabs hold of my thigh under the table. I lash out with my foot, intent on kicking some sense into him, but my aim is a little off.


  “Ow! What on earth!” My father yelps like a kicked dog, reaching down to clasp at his leg. The leg I just booted.


  “Oh! Sorry, Dad. Muscle spasm,” I explain weakly, grimacing. Zeth’s hand slides farther up my leg. I can’t help it—I shoot him a scandalized look. What the hell is he thinking right now? He’s behaving like an angel above the fine china my mother has laid out for us, but beneath the table he’s his usual self—the devil incarnate. I slide my hand under the table and locate his offending digits, rapidly traveling northwards, heading straight for dangerous territory.


  Of course he would do this. This is totally him. Come barreling into my parents’ home, pretending like butter wouldn’t melt—information security? Yeah, right!—and all the while he’s trying to pervert me just a little bit more. Because under no circumstances have I ever imagined I would be sitting down to talk with my mother and father while a guy does his best to finger me under the table. I snatch ahold of his hand, grabbing onto the first finger I find, and I bend it sharply, doing my best to cause him pain. It feels like I’ll break the damn thing if I bend it any farther, and yet when I look up at Zeth he’s still smiling mildly, looking as though he doesn’t have a care in the world.


  With one easy and careless motion, he twists out of my grasp and locks his grip around my wrist, tightening his hold. I do my best to stop myself from yanking my arm free, but it takes serious work. Dad looks a little confused, like he can see there’s something strange going on with me but he can’t for the life of him put his finger on it.


  “When will Alexis be home, then, Sloane?” he asks.


  “Soon. Really soon. She just has some things to organize back home. At her new home. It’ll be a couple of weeks maybe?” This news is going to kill them. After waiting so long and then, miracle upon miracles, finding out Alexis is still alive, they’re going to want to see her right away. My mother’s face falls, but my father just nods, as though all this is to be expected. In fact, he looks a little too calm. That doesn’t make much sense, but I have other things on my mind right now—mainly freeing myself from Zeth.


  I tug on my arm, trying to disentangle myself from his grasp, but he only holds on tighter. Very slowly, he pulls my arm toward himself. He squeezes my wrist, just enough so that I can feel my blood pumping fiercely in each and every single one of my digits, and then he places my hand, palm down, into his lap.


  My surprise at what I feel there sends my knee smashing up into the table; four sets of teacups rattle against their saucers and Lady Grey spills everywhere. A hard-on. He has the beginnings of a hard-on, and he’s angling his hips upward into my hand, pushing the thing against me as my cheeks suddenly burst into flames.


  “What on earth is going on with you?” Mom gasps, reaching out to settle the various trembling items on the table.


  “I’m sorry, I—” I’m trying to tell you about your daughter, and I have a handful of dick. The inappropriateness of the whole situation just makes it seem all the more surreal. What kind of person gets turned on when sitting down to make nice with the parents of the girl they’re fucking? Not only make nice, but to tell them the daughter they’ve suspected dead for so long is actually, in fact, alive? Zeth apparently. I shouldn’t have even bothered posing the question in my mind. Zeth is definitely the kind of guy to get serious kicks out of me squirming around like a fish on a hook. “I’m just fidgety after the long car trip.”


  My dad’s eyes light up again. “Ah yes, the car. That’s right. Care to explain where you’ve left that?” There’s more interest in his voice now than there was when he’d been speaking about Lexi—something’s officially off about that. Really off.


  “Yeah, your car. Right. Well—”


  Zeth shoves his hips up into my hand again, pressing his now rock-solid cock into my still-pinned hand. “Yeah, that’s entirely my fault, Dr. Romera. I wanted to go off-roading and I didn’t want to damage your vehicle. I appreciate a well-maintained car, y’know. And it’s not often you see a station wagon in such pristine condition. That wood paneling…” Zeth puffs out his cheeks, and my dad makes a delighted sound of approval. Little does he know that Zeth isn’t in love with his wood paneling. The truth of the matter is that Zeth hates his freaking car and hates the seventies wood paneling most of all.


  “Well, I have to say it’s great to meet a fellow car enthusiast! So where did you leave her?”


  Why the hell is he not questioning me more about Alexis? I want to scream at him for being so callous but I’m too freaking stunned. That damned car. Meanwhile, the lies continue to pour forth from Zeth’s mouth without a hitch.


  “Back at my parents’ place in San Jacinto. My friend Michael’s going to bring it down for you within the next couple of days. I hope you don’t mind?”


  “Oh, no, not at all.” My dad beams at Zeth, completely unfazed by the out-and-out falsehood that just popped out of his mouth. Seems as though this has been a morning for them. I’m simply dumbstruck by the idea that I’ve just witnessed Zeth lying, when he said he always told the truth. Always. Like it would be a cardinal sin for him to do otherwise. Not that a man like Zeth would be much bothered with cardinal sins, as far as I’m aware. He’s done much, much worse than lie in the eyes of the church. And society in general. He doesn’t seem too bothered about that.


  Lacey reappears in the kitchen, her small bag slung over her shoulder, bulging with unevenly shaped objects. She drops it at her feet, exhaling deeply and smiling at the group. “So,” she says. “This has been fun, huh? We should probably go now.”
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  We’ve been driving in almost complete silence for five minutes before Sloane speaks. “Do you really think that was appropriate?” she asks, tapping her fingertips against her bare knees. From the back of the car, Lacey pauses in her gentle humming and leans forward.


  “Think what was appropriate?” she asks.


  Sloane and I answer at the same time.


  “Nothing.”/ “Sloane was playing with my dick under the dining table.”


  Lacey slumps back into her seat, gasping in a scandalized fashion. “No, Sloane. No, I don’t think that was appropriate behavior at all.”


  Sloane’s face reddens, either from embarrassment or rage, I’m not sure, but she curls her little doctor hands into fists and raises them high enough to make me think she’s considering hitting me. The prospect of being wailed on by Sloane does remarkable things to me; I give her my most salacious smirk. “Bring it, angry girl.”


  She scowls, lowering her fists. “Do you think you could at least tell me where you’re driving to right now? I notice we’re headed north. There’s not much up there apart from Seattle, and I know you're not seriously taking me back there.”


  She doesn’t realize that Seattle is the only place we can go. We could travel anywhere in this country and it wouldn’t matter—Charlie would find me. Charlie would find the both of us. No, the only option is to go home and face the music. I have to do my best to get her on board with the idea while not frightening the shit out of her at the same time. “What’s up, Sloane? I thought you liked your job. Your house. Don’t you wanna go back to that?”


  She wrinkles up her nose, looking up at me with such blatant incredulity that I think she might start laughing. She doesn’t, though. She just shakes her head slowly.


  “Are you completely mad? Have you forgotten about your ex-employer? Ah, but then again you were nice and safely out of the picture when he started sending people around to my house to kill me. Not much of a surprise that you'd want to head straight back to your crazy sex pad as soon as my sister’s found.”


  Ahh, if only she could see inside my head. She’d have been surprised by my little Sloane Romera no longer needs you bit earlier. Actually fuck that. That would be a nightmare. “I don't live in my crazy sex pad. And I haven’t forgotten about Charlie, either.”


  “Then why are you in such a rush to head back there? It’s not safe. They know where I live, Zeth. They know where I work.”


  Lacey pipes up from the back again, confident and sure of her words. “You're going to come live with us for a while. And Zeth’s gonna keep you safe. Aren’t you?” She shoves a hand up into the front of the car and prods me forcefully in the arm. I could kill her. Yeah, so I was gonna broach the subject of Sloane coming to stay at the warehouse for a little while, just until things with Charlie resolved themselves one way or another. But I was going to do it more subtly. Try and make it seem like her idea. If she actually came to me wanting protection...how would that change the dynamics of our relationship? It would change things massively. The truth of the matter is, I have ways of getting what I want, and Lacey has just totally screwed with that. She’s completely fucking up my game.


  “Sloane can stay wherever she likes.” I affect an air of total indifference. I know the reaction this would normally provoke from a fiery woman—I’ve had an awful lot of time over the years to study people and their reactions to different situations. They would say hell no. They’d rather die than come and stay with me. Even for a day. A single night. Half a fucking hour. But with Sloane, I can never rely on what I’ve learned from other people. She never reacts as I think she’s going to. I’m half thinking she’ll turn around and say okay to the whole thing.


  She snorts, cracking her thumb knuckles, awkwardly shifting in her seat. “That’s an incredibly valiant offer there, Zeth, but I think I’ll give it a miss this time, thanks ever so much."


  Okay, so maybe I wasn’t too far off the mark with my first guess. She prettied it up a little, but the response is still a hell no. It’ll be about ten thirty by the time I get a text from her, telling me to come get her. She’ll be mad. Angry. Probably say something about how since it’s entirely my fault that she’s jumping every time the house creaks, then I could at least have the decency to look out for her. I bite back the smile that wants to bloom across my face.


  “Fair enough. Have it your way.” Such a beautiful thing that her way always ends up being my way. I drop Sloane off at her home just as she requests. I might be leaving her here for a couple of hours, but I'm not a complete punk. I haul ass out of the car.


  “Uh, where do you think you’re going?” she asks, her bag in her hand. I head to the trunk of the Camaro and I pop it open. I grab out a piece of my own luggage, and then I open the rear door, bending down so I can get a good look at Lacey.


  “I’m gonna be gone for eighteen minutes,” I tell her. She knows the drill; we’ve done this before, although she looks really unimpressed this time.


  She holds out her hand. “You’re a fucking jerk,” she tells me. I snap off my wristwatch and I place it in her open palm.


  “I know, kiddo. Eighteen minutes.” I slam the door closed, and then I walk past Sloane and up to her front door. She watches me dump my bag and turn to wait for her, arms folded across my chest. She looks like she’s just been doused with freezing cold water. She storms up the pathway, her hips swinging in those tiny little fucking shorts. Seriously. Fuck.


  “What the hell are you doing?” she hisses. “You’re not coming in.”


  “I am coming in,” I inform her, leaning back against the door. “You’re going to let me in.”


  “No. I’m not.” She folds her arms across her own chest, mirroring my pose. It’s fucking adorable.


  “You are. I’m going to make sure none of Charlie’s men are lurking inside. Why do you think I brought the bag?” Her cheeks flush scarlet, and my dick starts to rise in my pants. I know why she thought I was bringing the bag. I can’t help but smirk as I bend down, unzip the duffel, and I pull out the Desert Eagle. I hold it out to her. “You seem to know how to make a man shit his pants with this. Perhaps you’d like to do a perimeter sweep yourself?”


  She rolls her eyes, although I see the second’s hesitation there. I expect her to slap my arm and giggle or some shit and then send me into the house to look for the bad guy, but instead she snatches the gun out of my hand. “Fine. Wait here. I’ll go and do a perimeter sweep, and then you can have your gun back and you can leave.”


  I rock back on my heels, my face throbbing with the effort it’s taking to keep the smile off my face. I can’t remember the last time I felt the need to fucking smile so desperately. Fighting it back’s as hard as trying to shove a wet cat inside a hessian sack—almost impossible. I shrug, feigning nonchalance. “Be my guest.”


  She scowls at me, opening the front door and then going inside. She pushes the door half closed behind her, but guess what…I’m not waiting outside. Sloane must hear me follow her in, my black bag in hand, but she doesn’t say anything. She’s actually conducting a bona fide search of the ground floor, gun raised and ready to fire. It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever fucking seen.


  She sweeps the lounge, the kitchen, the pantry, the downstairs bathroom, the rear yard. I might as well be watching a cop at work. She has to have done this before. Has to. I follow her at a distance, just in case there actually are people inside and she needs me to brutally beat the living shit out of them for her, but other than that I let her do her thing, and I keep my mouth shut.


  Once she’s ascertained that there’s no one waiting for her in her shrubbery, she stalks back through the house, glaring at me as she passes, and heads upstairs. The bathroom, a spare room, a linen closest, another bedroom—her bedroom. I smell her as soon as I walk in. The scent is fresh and bright, even though she hasn’t been here for a week.


  “There you go. You can have your stupidly big gun back now,” Sloane says, pressing the weapon sideways into my chest. I grab hold of the thing and snick the safety on, raising an eyebrow at her.


  “So you’re happy that there’s no one here?” A little mockery works its way into my tone; I just can’t seem to help myself.


  “Oh, no,” she says, tipping her head to one side. “There’s someone here. There’s someone here that really shouldn’t be, and I’d really like it if he would leave now please.”


  I drop my bag on the floor.


  Her eyes grow wide.


  I put the gun down on top of her dresser and I prowl toward her, feeling positively predatory when she starts to back away. In five short steps, I’ve closed the gap between us and her back is pressed up against her bedroom wall. I place my palms against the wall on either side of her head. “I’m not going anywhere for another fifteen minutes, Sloane.”


  “You shouldn’t have done that back at my parents’ place,” she says. Her voice sounds breathy and distracted, which is a goddamn green light if ever I’ve heard one. I lean forward some more, so that my face is only a couple of inches away from hers. Her eyes are unblinking, staring back at me, traveling all over my face, and I know what she’s thinking about. I know what she wants. It’s pretty fucking cruel, but I feel like teasing her a little bit…so I lick my lips. Sloane instantly turns her head away from me, pulling in a sharp breath. Yeah. She wants to kiss me.


  “Why shouldn’t I have done that back at your parents’ place?” I growl into her ear. I take the tip of my tongue and I carefully flick her earlobe with it; my cock stirs again, already very nearly fully hard from the little show she just put on with the gun.


  She won’t turn back and look at me, but her body reacts, jumping a little. “Because they’re my fucking parents. I don’t know what kind of household you grew up in, but in mine we don’t go around giving guys hand jobs under the table while we’re trying to have an important discussion.”


  She sounds angry, but her body is such a traitor. She wants me; I can tell by the rapid rise and fall of her chest and the way that she’s rubbing her palms against her bare thighs. She liked me touching her when I shouldn’t have been touching her, and she liked touching me, too. She’s mad at herself because of it, but I’m guessing when I put my hand down the front of those skimpy shorts, she’s already gonna be wet for me.


  “I’m not sorry,” I say under my breath. “And you’re right. You don’t know what kind of household I grew up in.”


  That seems to have gotten her attention. She glances at me out of the corner of her eye, and then…then she fucking sucks on her bottom lip. Sloane is one of the most carnal people I’ve ever met, and I’ve met a whole lot of people. She takes the most regular of bodily idiosyncrasies and performs them in the most sexual of ways. No other woman could do what she does and produce the same throbbing, blood-pounding-in-my-veins reaction from me; when other women do things like that, it’s to draw attention to their mouth, and it’s usually blatantly obvious. It’s mildly entertaining, sure, but it’s all an act. None of that stuff turns my dick into reinforced motherfucking steel like Sloane’s entirely subconscious flirtations.


  She seems to realize what she’s doing and the lip sucking action stops abruptly. “You lied to my parents,” she says, as though she’s just suddenly remembered that point. “You lied about what you do for a living, and you lied about being my fucking road trip partner. I thought you didn’t do that?”


  “I don’t normally. I don’t lie to anyone. I will certainly never lie to you, Sloane, but I will lie for you. Only you.” Maybe the lip thing’s caused me to lower my guard for a minute, because it almost even surprises me when I hear myself say that. Sloane opens her mouth, looking mildly stunned. Now’s probably the perfect time to raise that fucking guard again, before anything else slips out. “Is there anything else, Sloane? We only have thirteen minutes left.”


  She makes a pssshhh sound, placing her hands against my chest, as though she’s about to push me away, but I pre-empt her, leaning in with my body so that I’m pressed up tight against her. I know she can feel me. I know she can feel my cock digging into the gap between her legs, begging to be let in. She swallows, and her fingers curl ever so slightly against my pecs. I totally have her.


  “We can’t do anything with thirteen minutes,” she murmurs.


  This is perhaps one of the greatest challenges that has ever been issued to me. I finally give in and let go of the smile I’ve been holding on to; it’s changed now, though. Before, I was merely entertained by how unbelievable this girl is. Now, I’m going to show her how unbelievable I can be. “Oh, angry girl. I am about to make you eat those words.”


  “What—”


  I completely ignore whatever she is about to say and lower my head so that I’m pressing my lips, teeth, tongue against the skin of her neck. She doesn’t get more than that one word out. She should have been expecting this. She should have known better when she put on those fucking shorts this morning. I grab hold of her hands and I clasp them behind her back, pulling her away from the wall. She makes a gasping sound as I collect her up—she’s not entirely weightless against me, which makes me incredibly fucking happy. She has curves. Nice ones that I constantly think about palming and licking and biting and doing all kinds of messed-up things to. If she were skin and bone and weighed nothing at all, then I wouldn’t want her the way that I do. I drop to my knees on the floor right where I stand, and then I fall on top of her, pinning her under my body. It takes me two seconds to find my way beneath the flimsy shirt she’s wearing. None of this shit is Zeth-proof. Not even close. I can’t get to her properly, so I tear the material, ripping it straight off her body. I lean back and let myself enjoy the view for a moment.


  No. Fucking. Bra.


  Sloane’s arms are out to her sides, her hands clenched into fists, but she’s relaxed. She’s not worried. She’s not trying to fend me off, or fight her way free. She’s telling me everything I need to know with her eyes; with the way her chest is rising and falling like she’s just finished a hundred-meter sprint; by the way her nipples are drawn tight and are dark pink, pleading for some attention; by the way she’s wriggling her pelvis underneath me, pushing upward, letting me know what she wants.


  “How long?” she pants.


  “Eleven minutes.”


  “Oh, god.” She grabs hold of my hand, pulling it toward her mouth. Her pink tongue parts her lips, and she licks the tip of my index finger. As if that’s not enough to set my head roaring, she then gently bites down with her perfect teeth, sending what feels like an electric shock darting around my body.


  “Fuck, no,” I tell her, pulling back my hand. “We don’t have time for that.”


  She looks pained, her breasts heaving as her breathing quickens. “Then what do we have time for?”


  I rock back onto my heels, reaching for my bag. I have something for her. I have something for her that I think she’s going to like. I hear her groan when she sees what I’m doing—she has mixed feelings about this bag, I know. But I also know that her excitement levels just shot through the roof, because she’s grabbed hold of the weft of her bedroom carpet with both hands and she’s squeezing so tight her hands have turned white.


  “Patience, angry girl. Patience.” Yeah, right. Fuck patience. I tear open the zip on the bag, and I find what I’m after almost immediately. It’s a small, oval-shaped device, a new addition to my bag of tricks. I’ve never used anything like it before, but I know what it’s going to do to her. I put it down while I grab hold of her by the ankle, pulling her along the carpet toward me.


  “What the hell is that?” she asks. “I’m not doing—”


  “I’m not interested in that. I’m interested in you closing your eyes. I’m interested in you letting yourself go.”


  She stops talking, staring up at me, while I open her fly and rip her shorts roughly over her thighs. Fuck. Sloane in her panties—motherfucking black lace—and nothing else is a hell of a sight. Her cheeks are flushed, and her lips are swollen and red, and I know she’s been biting them again. I want to bite them, too. I want… I want to… No. I shake that thought out of my head, crushing it down with a colossal force. Not fucking right now. Now I have other things to attend to. “Open your legs for me, Sloane.”


  I run my hands down the insides of her thighs, enjoying the sheer silk-soft feeling of her skin underneath my fingertips. She does as I ask her to, hitching up her knees and then letting them fall to either side, exposing herself to me. No more comments. No more objections. No more talking whatsoever. The only sound is our ragged breathing as I carefully stroke my fingers over her pussy. A violent spike of adrenaline rocks through me when I feel how wet her panties are.


  I’ve never been one to get worked up over girls ruining their underwear, but with Sloane it’s different. It’s been different since the beginning, when I fucked her back at the apartment. I claimed her underwear then, and I’ll be claiming this pair, too. I tease the slinky garment off her hips, and then I descend on her body like an unstoppable force. I am an unstoppable force. Not even I can stop myself now. I climb up, resting on one elbow, and then I trace my tongue across her chest, feeling the heavy weight of her breast in my hand. I work my tongue over her nipple, licking and sucking; my dick throbs painfully when she inhales in a sharp breath and her hands reach up and bury themselves in my hair.


  It feels so fucking good to have her pull me to her, but I can’t allow that right now. If she does that, I’ll be tearing my clothes off and sinking myself balls-deep inside her, and that would blow my remaining seven-minute deadline right out of the water. The last thing we right now is Lacey standing in the doorway, complaining about me taking too long. I sit back, grabbing hold of both of Sloane’s wrists.


  “No touching,” I growl. A look of shock draws her expression a little flat, and I realize that she’s taken my command entirely the wrong way. She thinks I don’t want her hands on me. Fuck. This is the problem, right here. This is the problem with caring what the other person is thinking. Things were a hell of a lot easier when I didn’t give two fucks.


  Six minutes.


  I grab hold of my new little toy, and then I bend myself down, letting my eyes travel up the length of Sloane’s body. Some guys don’t eat pussy. But then again, some guys aren’t really fucking good at it like I am. It’s the best way of getting a girl off—the most enjoyable way I’ve found. And making Sloane come with my tongue is perhaps the most amazing rush I’ve ever felt. Period.


  I start off slow. She’s so wet now, and she tastes fucking incredible. I groan, trailing my tongue over her pussy, around her clit, circling and flicking the tip over her so that she starts to tremble. She’s already good and ready, but I give her a minute to settle in before I press the narrowest end of the vibrator against her pussy. This isn’t your average vibrator, though. It’s a tens vibrator—the kind that not only vibrates but produces an electrical charge. I’ve got it on the lowest setting to start with, but it won’t be staying there for long.


  Sloane rocks her hips against my mouth, moaning under her breath, and I slide the thing inside her, slowly, waiting for her to tense. She does stiffen slightly, but then a low groan emanates from the back of her throat and her body arches toward the ceiling—yeah that’s what I thought.


  I want to fuck this girl so bad. I want to tie her up and tear into her so fucking hard that she can’t walk straight for a week, but it’s just not on the cards. More’s the pity. I can’t carry on without something, though. Something to quench this fire raging inside me. There’s only one thing that can immediately do that.


  I’m quick when I find the knife in the duffel. It’s out and the business end is gripped in my fist before Sloane has chance to check out what I’m doing. Her head kicks back straight away when I start flicking my tongue over her clit again. Her breath starts to come in stuttering gasps now. I want to taste her. I want to taste her as she comes all over my tongue, and I want it now. I put down the knife long enough to crank the setting on the tens vibrator, turning it up to the next level. Sloane’s legs kick out straight, and she lets out a startled cry. “You got this,” I growl. “You can take it.”


  And she can. She does. My balls are drawn up and tight next to my body, furiously demanding that I do something to release the tension I’m almost crushed under right now, but I put that out of my mind. This is her. This is just for her.


  “Come for me, angry girl,” I tell her. “Do it for me. Now. Don’t make me fucking wait.”


  As soon as the words have left my mouth, she’s obliging my request. I get what I want, and at the same time I tighten my fist around the blade of the knife, feeling something as powerful and intense right along side her.


  And then Sloane does something that makes the feeling transform into something else entirely. She screams as she comes, but she doesn’t scream for god, or fuck like most people might. She doesn’t scream that.


  She screams my fucking name.


  I let go of the knife and hiss a little at the release of pressure. The cut in the center of my palm’s pretty deep, but I’m not gonna hang around to investigate it right now. We’re down to our last minute before Lacey starts leaning on the car horn. Plus, I don’t know why but Sloane calling out for me has made me want to completely forget the timeframe I gave Lacey and stay here with Sloane all fucking night. Make her call out for me again.


  I get to my feet and Sloane remains on the floor, naked, in a tangle of arms and legs. She looks like she can barely move. Her eyes seem glazed, as though she can barely see. I feel an immense surge of pride. Yeah. I make that puddle of a human being. I place the vibrator back in the bag, along with Sloane’s panties—I said I was going to keep them—and she raises an eyebrow at me. She doesn’t object, though.


  “You’d better hurry,” she says, her eyes focusing on me. I love that she doesn’t cover herself up from me; I love that we’re past that.


  “Don’t worry. I’m gone,” I growl. I clench my fist into a ball, letting the pain rattle through my nerve endings. Enjoying it. I feel like telling her I’ll see her later, but Sloane doesn’t know she’ll be calling tonight and asking me to get her, so I don’t say that. Instead, I say, “Where’d you learned to clear a building like that?”


  She laughs, closing her eyes. “Where d’you think? Call of Duty.”


  Ha! This girl is one of a kind. I let out a sharp laugh, and then I turn and I go. My hard-on is causing me some serious fucking grief as I walk away from Sloane’s naked, perfect fucking body. It’s killing me, but when you’re out of time, you’re out of time. Besides, being denied the opportunity to sink your dick into a girl like Sloane can only make the waiting sweeter. She’s a girl worth waiting for. I mean, come on. Call of fucking Duty? I don’t know a single girl on the face of the planet who plays CoD. That last little tidbit has me entertained right up until I get outside the house and I see that Lacey is pulling a sour face at me out of her window.


  “You’re nineteen seconds late,” she informs me, as I get in the car. Despite the front seat now being vacant, Lacey’s remained in the back as always. “You’ve never been late.”


  “I’ve been late plenty of times, Lace.” I turn the engine over, pulling in a sharp breath when I forget all about my hand, which is bleeding copiously everywhere, and I try to grip onto the steering wheel. Looks like I’ll be one-handing it back to the warehouse.


  I know Lacey notices that I’m bleeding; she notices everything, but she doesn’t say anything. Not until she comes out with this little gem.


  “You are so in love with that girl.”


  I glance at her in the rearview, intending on sending her the most hateful look ever concocted by a man, but instead I catch sight of Sloane’s house disappearing into the trees behind us. My stomach twists a little as it vanishes from sight.


  “I don’t love her,” I say. “I don’t love anyone.”


  Lacey makes a soft sound of laughter over my shoulder. “Of course you do. You love me. And now you love Sloane, too.” She sighs softly, finishing her outrageous statement with a few distracted words that make my head spin. “You see, once you open up your heart to one person, Zeth…it’s so much easier for others to slip in unnoticed, too.”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  



  There’s a note taped to the warehouse entrance when we get home.


  



  The prodigal son returneth. Come by whenever you’re ready. We’ll kill the fatted calf.


  C.


  



  I have no idea how Charlie knows I’m back already, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to hide it. The bastard never showed an interest in where I was living once I moved out of his place twelve years ago, but if he’s been fucking spying on me then it’s reasonable to assume he’s known about the warehouse for a long time. Years, I’m sure. I rip the note from the door and go inside, fuming.


  Come by whenever you’re ready. Yeah, right. That’s clearly an invitation. Charlie letting me know he’s ready and waiting for me. Well, guess what, asshole? You won’t be ready for what I’m fucking bringing.


  I throw down my duffel and the bag I’ve brought in for Lace, and then I start stalking around the warehouse, calculating. I don’t realize the note is still screwed up in my hand until Lacey takes it from me. She carries it to the sofa, where she wraps herself up in her favorite blanket, and then she reads it.


  “Do you know about the prodigal son?” she asks.


  “Yes.” I keep stomping. Fucking prodigal son. Charlie thinks he’s so fucking smart, quoting bible references at me. He knows it’s a reference I’ll easily understand, too. The Duchess, his partner, always was quietly strong in her faith. Catholic. She read from the bible to me every night when I first went to live with them as a snot-nosed kid. She did it for years, regardless of whether I wanted her to or not.


  “Charlie thinks you’ve taken something from him.” Lacey tells me. “Something that requires forgiveness.”


  “What?”


  She nods her head, golden curls bobbing around her face. “Yep. Sloane’s father explained it to me on the drive back from church camp. The prodigal son—he demanded his inheritance from his father before he was even dead. That was really rude, even back then. He took a third of everything his father had, and his father gave it willingly. The son went away and wasted everything his father had given him, and eventually he found himself starving and alone. He decided to go back home and to beg that his father allow him to be one of his servants. For his father to take pity on him. Instead of his dad being mad at him, he forgave his son and welcomed him home. There was a huge celebration and the prodigal son was given all these fancy clothes to wear. He was reinstated back to his original position as a son of the household.” Lacey carefully folds the piece of paper, blotting out Charlie’s handwritten scrawl. She looks up at me. “Charlie thinks you’ve asked for too much, and now he’s letting you know…if you come home and say you’re sorry, all will be forgotten.”


  I just stare blankly at Lacey. When the hell did she get so goddamn smart? I wouldn’t have expected her to read that much into the note, even though it’s exactly what Charlie intended his brief message to convey. That parable is a metaphor for God’s unceasing forgiveness of the repentant soul. Only Charlie would be vain enough to cast himself as the character of the father in this story. Asshole. And there’s no way I’ll be given any fancy fucking clothes to wear if I go back to Charlie’s place when he’s expecting me. I have my throat cut for me and make no mistake.


  “Are you a member of Pastor Romera’s flock now?” I ask, returning to my pacing.


  Lacey slumps back into the sofa, rolling her eyes. “He’s a nice man.”


  “He didn’t care that we’d found his daughter.” A fact that still strikes me as extremely fucking suspicious. I didn’t say anything to Sloane, but that shit was cold.


  Lacey shrugs, picking up the TV remote. “I think he cared. He just couldn’t show it.”


  



  ******


  



  Eleven fucking thirty. Eleven thirty at night, and Sloane still hasn't text for a pick up. The girl either has stones of steel, or she's prouder than anyone I've ever met on the face of the planet. Knowing her, I'm plumping for the stones of steel option—she was ridiculously, stupidly brave back at Julio's—but that doesn't stop me from pacing the warehouse, picking up random bits of Lacey's crap and putting them back down in pretty much the same place a few minutes later.


  “Are you supposed to be tidying?” Lacey asks. She's still perched in front of the TV, tapping her fingertips against her knees—index finger, middle finger, ring finger, pinkie. Pinkie, ring finger, middle finger, index finger. Wash and repeat. It's one of her things. This is the first time I've seen it in a while, though. The coping mechanism is an absentminded thing she does when she's already relatively calm. The coping mechanisms she had in rotation before I fled to California were the more drastic ones she employs when she isn't relatively calm at all—the ones that involve pills and razor blades.


  "I can't help it if your shit is everywhere," I growl. It really is; Lacey's not the tidiest person I've ever met, but right now the warehouse looks like a bomb's just gone off inside it. That has a lot to do with the fact that she trashed it when she slit her wrists a couple of weeks back and I haven't been here to let a cleaning crew in. Letting strangers into my home is not a wise idea with Charlie on the rampage. I wouldn’t be surprised if that fucker’s already been in here, tossing the place, looking for a hint as to where I vanished for a week. Hard to know for sure with all the junk everywhere.


  “You should wear an apron. Would suit you,” Lacey says, still tap, tap, tapping. She flicks over the channel as I gather up a huge pile of her clothes and dump them right on top of her where she sits on the couch. Right over her head. “Hey!”


  “You have a bedroom, Lacey. And a wardrobe. And a bunch of other furniture used to house clothing. Use it. Use them. Don’t use the fucking floor.”


  I’m in a foul mood. First Charlie’s pointed little dig, and now this. She should have text by now. She should have called me, even, begging for me to go collect her. So I can keep her safe. And yet the stubborn woman hasn’t made a squeak. Lacey burrows out of her clothes, throwing a pair of paint-stained jeans at me.


  “I’ll tidy up my shit, Zeth, when you tidy up yours!”


  I don’t know what the hell she’s talking about now; I lived like a goddamn monk before she showed up. Didn’t even own the TV. I had enough furnishings to make sure I had somewhere to keep my stash of aged whiskey and I had somewhere to sit and drink it, and that was about it. Suited me just fine. I indulge Lacey, though.


  “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means,” she says, wrestling her way off the couch, snatching up her stuff as she goes. “That you should just quit pacing around this place and go and fucking get her! And after that, you should get an early night and not keep me awake with all your freaky sex noise. I have an appointment in the morning and you”—she stabs me in the chest with her index finger— “need to drive me.”


  “What kind of appointment?” I already know what kind of appointment. I know exactly what kind—the only kind Lacey has ever had in the six months she’s been squatting like a vagrant in my living space. The kind that involves that Newan bitch.


  “Don’t play dumb, buster,” Lace growls. She’s hilarious when she tries to act tough, but I approve of the attempt. It’s way better than when she locks herself in her room and stays so quiet that I think she might actually, really be dead. “It’s at ten am. I already got Sloane to make an appointment.”


  “How? When did you speak to her?” I ask the questions way too quickly, like some fucking school kid quizzing his friends about his fucking crush. I need to get a grip. “You didn’t mention anything to her in the car.”


  Lacey reaches into her pocket and pulls out her cell phone. She raps me with it right between the eyes. I think about killing her. “I used this. She’s pretty good at responding. But first you actually need to text her first. You can use mine if yours is broken.” She slaps the phone into my hand and then hustles down the hallway toward her room, kicking along the errant clothes that escape her pile as she goes.


  



  



  ******


  



  “Hey, man, what’s up?”


  “Just calling to let you know I found Rick.”


  I haven’t called Sloane. I’ve pounded the shit out of my heavy bag, swearing with each and every hit, using the extra anger to smash my fist into the worn fabric just that little bit harder. It’s one a.m. when Michael calls.


  “Yeah?” I wipe sweat from my face, stopping it from running into my eyes. “Where was he? What did he have to say for himself?”


  “He was in three pieces in a dumpster a block away from Disneyland. And he wasn’t really in a talkative mood.”


  I take one final, furious swipe at the heavy bag. The impact jars all the way up my arm, ringing bells inside my head. “Fuck. Fuck.”


  “Yeah, boss. It was pretty bad. And when I say bad, I’m talking internal organs.”


  Shit. Yeah, so I didn’t really like Rick, but I put him in Anaheim. I told him to wait there for me. And it was my stupid admission to Julio that sent his boys down there to investigate. I might as well have just shot him in the head back on the docks when he met with those bikers. Would have been a far more pleasant demise by the sounds of things.


  “Where are you now?” I ask Michael.


  “Already back at the other place. I’m just doing some…housekeeping.”


  The other place. My crazy sex pad, as Sloane calls it. She’s the last girl I fucked inside those four walls; no further gatherings will ever be hosted there. It’s just a ridiculous suck on my funds now that it doesn’t serve a purpose. I should sell it.


  “Okay, when you’re done there, do me a favor and slip by the girl’s place. Make sure everything’s quiet over there?”


  “Sure thing.”


  “Let me know as soon as you’ve got eyes on the building.” I end the call, and I quit on the heavy bag. I start on the chin-ups instead. I’m bench-pressing when Michael calls back an hour later.


  “Got eyes, boss.”


  Weirdly it feels like a weight’s been lifted from me as soon as he tells me this. That weightless, light feeling lasts all of five seconds, though. Michael continues. “I’ve got eyes on the place and it’s totally empty. She’s not here. The place is sealed up tight. No lights. No car. No Sloane.”


  No lights. No car. No Sloane.


  Each one of those statements feels like a huge hit to the stomach. “Well, where the fuck is she then?”


  Michael makes a brief, strangled sound on the other end of the phone. For all of the world, it sounds as if the motherfucker just laughed. “There was a note under a rock on the front doorstep, boss. It’s not addressed to anyone, but I’m pretty sure it’s for you.”


  “Tell me,” I grind out.


  Another strangled coughing sound on the other end of the line. “It says, serve you right if I were dead, asshole.”
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  Pippa is the most unbearable person on the face of the planet. I literally want to shoot her in the face. I drove my car to her apartment last night, thought better of leaving it anywhere near her building, drove it eight blocks away in an underground parking lot, and then walked a mile in the pouring rain to turn up on her doorstep at midnight, soaked to the bone.


  “Ridden hard and put up wet, I see,” is what she’d said to me. Those were the first words she chose to speak when seeing me for the first time after I’ve been shot at, threatened¸ faced off with a horde of Mexican gang members, and then confronted with the harsh reality that my sister is now some motorcycle club president’s old lady. I guess I shouldn’t expect much else from her, realistically. I did tell her I was sitting on a beach drinking mai tais in Hawaii. Her grim mood as she let me into her apartment last night indicated that she was more than a little pissed that I hadn’t asked her along. Her mood doesn’t seem to have improved with a good night’s rest, either.


  “I’m assuming Lacey will be accompanied by your good friend Mr. Mayfair this morning?” She stirs at her tea so viciously that it’s a surprise any of the liquid remains inside the cup.


  “Probably. Which is why I’m going to make sure I’m not.”


  “What’s the matter with you? I thought you liked this guy? What happened to the whole, what if I don’t want anyone else crap you were texting me two nights ago?”


  Of course she would bring that up. The truth is…since Zeth drove me away from my sister back in the hospital, away from my parents’ place, and back into my old life, I’ve wanted…I’ve wanted my old life. The whole thing. All of it. The boring, mundane routine of going to work, eating, sleeping, going back to work. I can hardly lie to myself; of course I know that I’m developing ridiculously strong feelings for a man who can surely be nothing but bad news for me, but for a moment, just a couple of days, it would be nice to feel like my largest concern in life is deciphering the other doctors’ handwriting so I can make sure I don’t double dose any of the patients.


  “Just because I don’t want anyone else doesn’t mean that I do want him, Pip. Not in the way you’re thinking, anyway.” I cram toast into my mouth, trying to cut the conversation short. Pippa’s not the sort of person to let a full mouth get in the way of a confrontation, though. And that’s what this is: a confrontation. She’s been itching to have this out with me for a while now, I just know it.


  “Remember that time when you asked me for Valium and I wrote you a script? No questions asked?” she asks quietly. It feels like the blood in my veins has just turned to ice water. Do I remember that? Do I remember clasping hold of that bottle in my fist and staring at it for a full hour before I had to leave my house and travel across Seattle, houses and buildings whipping past me in a blur, as I journeyed to meet Zeth for the first time?


  “Ah, yeah. Of course.” The memory is seared like a brand inside my brain. The moment changed me forever. Pippa doesn’t know this, though. Or she shouldn’t. That she’s even mentioning it now seems to be hitting a little close to home. “Why do you ask?”


  “Because I wasn’t worried about you then, Sloane. You were asking me for under-the-table meds, really strong, addictive ones, and you were acting like a fucking crazy person at the time, too. And yet the whole time I was never worried about you. Not enough to demand to know what was going on in your life. You were stressed out over your sister. We had Boards. Whatever. I knew all of that and I didn’t wanna give you a hard time. So instead I gave you the script, and I never said another word about it. But now, it’s like…I feel like this guy is ten times worse for you than taking a bunch of Valium. Even if you were addicted, I would still think this guy is worse for you than the drugs.”


  I can feel the blood draining from my face. She’s never spoken to me like this before; true, she’s always been a bit of a hardass and more than a little over protective, but seriously, this is the first time she’s spoken to me like I’m an idiot who can’t be trusted to make their own decisions. “What do you mean by that?” I ask.


  Pippa puts her tea down on the kitchen counter, walks around it and takes both of my hands in hers. Her eyes are peaked with worry, her brows banked together in a frown. “I love you, Sloane. You’re like a sister to me. I know that’s no consolation to you—that you’ve been terrified for your actual sister, and that’s been a main priority for you—but you have to know I’m always going to look out for you. This guy…” She shakes her head. “This guy is bad news. The kind of guy you avoid like the ever-loving plague. And you’re not doing that right now. I’ve seen this all before, Sloane. This attraction you’re feeling, it’s like being pulled into the shadows, and I also know that that probably feels really good. It’s almost undeniable, probably. You’ve fought for so long and so hard to keep your head above water that sinking now seems like the best possible option. But trust me, it’s not. Giving in to someone like that, to a controlling guy who refuses to let anyone else hold any power over him, it won’t end well. He’ll break you. He’ll take everything you’ve built and tear it down, and coming back from something like that is so much harder than recovering from any regular addiction.”


  I’ve been so still as she’s said this to me. I’ve blinked maybe twice, but apart from that I’ve sat frozen in dumb silence, trying to understand the words coming out of her mouth. I can’t sit still any longer. “You say you love me like a sister, Pip?”


  “Yeah.” She nods, and her eyes are bright and a little too shiny—she looks like she’s on the verge of tears. “I do, Sloane.”


  I squeeze her hands back, leaning forward and feeling my heart break just a little. “Then how can you not know me at all?”


  Her lips part, her mouth falling open, and I know how this will go. We’re both volatile people. We’re about to have the fight. The fight that changes our friendship, maybe for good. Maybe irreparably. She pulls her hands out of mine.


  “I do know you. I know that you—”


  BRRRRRRRRRNNNNNNNN.


  The robotic buzz of her intercom shuts down whatever she was about to tell me. My jaw is beginning to ache, and I realize I’ve been clenching my teeth. For a second we just remain frozen in silence, looking at one another. When the buzzer goes again, Pippa blinks and looks away, smoothing a hand over her immaculate hair. “That’ll be Lacey,” she says.


  “Yeah,” I reply. “It will.” I get up and grab my coat, which is still slightly damp from last night’s rain. “Tell her to call me later if she wants to grab a coffee or something, yeah?”


  “You’re not staying for the session?”


  I’m already at the door, my palm feeling the press of the cool metal handle beneath it. “Not really standard for a civilian to be present during a patient’s treatment, is it?”


  Pippa gives me a hard look. “She might not talk if you’re not here.”


  “She’ll talk. She set up the appointment.” I hit the access button on the intercom by the door, then I open it and I hurry down the stairwell before Lacey—and probably Zeth—can make it up to her floor in the elevator.


  



  ******


  



  In my book, running down flights of stairs are just as hard as running up them. My thighs and ass are killing me by the time I reach the ground floor. The fresh air hits me like a wall of ice, shocking the oxygen right out of my lungs. It’s cold. Way colder than it usually is in autumn, but for once the wind is absent, leaving the day still and calm. I’m waiting to cross into the park when my cell phone rings. Damn it. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Lacey won’t talk unless I’m there. I don’t see why my presence would be so important, though. I mean, she has Zeth. He’s been her be-all and end-all for months now. I’m about to pick up the call and tell Pippa that Lacey will just have to make do with her brother, when I see the number.


  It’s an out-of-state number. Not one I recognize. I’m not in the habit of answering calls from strange numbers, but the source of the call this time has me breaking rules. Maybe…just maybe…


  “Hello?”


  There’s a pause on the other end of the line, and then an entertained and altogether male voice says, “What’s up, Doc?”


  A jolt passes through me. A deeply violent and unpleasant one. “What the hell do you want?” I demand. I know perfectly well who it is—it’s the man I recently discovered is married to my sister. I’d thought that perhaps it was Alexis calling me to, I don’t know, apologize for everything she’s put me and Mom and Dad through. But no. It’s not her; it’s her motorcycle-riding, tattoo-covered, smug-grinned husband.


  “Well, hello to you, too, precious. Raining up there? Weather got you in a shitty mood?”


  “The sound of your voice has me in a shitty mood,” I retort. I want to head north through the park, but I can’t. I can’t concentrate on anything but gripping hold of this phone and listening intensely to the asshole on the other end of it. I collapse onto the bench at the entrance to the park and commence in burning holes with my eyeballs into the concrete at my feet. “Is it Lexi? Is she okay?”


  “Sure. She’s out now. We’re on our way back to New Mexico.”


  “She’s already out? She needs rest! You can’t have her discharged yet. She should be—”


  “You think I want her up and hustling before she’s ready, Doc? I couldn’t chain the girl to the bed. She’s got legs, y’know? She used them. Got up and walked out of there before anyone knew about it. So yeah. Maybe calm your ass down.”


  I hate his tone. I hate that I’m even having to listen to him right now. “So why are you calling, then, Rebel?”


  “Because you need to come to New Mexico,” he answers. “You need to come make sure she gets better properly.”


  A dead weight settles in my stomach. “You’re crazy. I can’t come to New Mexico.”


  “Why not? Let me guess. You’re headed back to work, right? The people at the hospital need you?”


  I had been about to say that, but now I suck my bottom lip into my mouth. Mostly to stop myself from swearing very loudly.


  “You’re gonna choose work over your sister? When she needs you? Again?” The tone in Rebel’s voice is mocking now. I am a strong person, but it almost takes more strength than I possess to stop myself from screaming into the phone.


  “You know what she told you isn’t true. You know I never made that choice. Alexis never even gave me the opportunity.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I know. But still…you’re getting the opportunity now. She needs you. She’s too proud and too humiliated to tell you that herself, so I’m telling you. You. Need. To. Come.”


  The line goes dead. I lower the thing to make sure my ears aren’t deceiving me, and one look at the screen confirms that he just hung up. He actually just hung up.


  What the—


  “By the look on your face, someone just pissed you off. And it can’t be me for once. I only just got here.”


  My breath catches in my throat. That voice. His voice. How the hell did he find me? I slowly raise my head and there he is, standing in front of me, hands in his pockets, looking…looking completely and utterly blank.


  “I thought you’d call,” he says simply.


  “Yeah. I know you did. Hence me not calling. Hence the note. Hence me not wanting to see you right now.” I may be telling him that I don’t want to see him, but I’m lying. When I’m away from him, I sometimes think it might be for the best. My thoughts up in Pippa’s apartment only five minutes ago are testimony to that. And yet, with him right in front of me, I don’t ever want him anywhere else. Not because I need him. Not because he makes me feel safe or that I need him to protect me. I’m strong and I’m capable, and if I really felt the need I’d just go to the police. I want him in close proximity because every time I look at the bastard now I feel his arms wrapped around me, and his chin resting on top of my head. I feel the slow in and out of his chest expanding as he breathes, holding me tight to him. I’ve done my absolute best not to think about it, but everything changed when Zeth held me back at Julio’s.


  I’ve been drawn to him for the sex. I’ve been drawn to him for the power he exudes. Hell, I’ve been drawn to him for his arrogance and his sheer cockiness, which is infuriatingly attractive. I know in my heart I could easily have walked away from all of those things, though. It would have sucked, but I could have done it. But the weaker side to this man, who seems so indestructible, is the reason why I’ve felt myself tumbling, falling, sliding down some frightening, unnameable slope. And yes, I’m the ultimate coward because that slope does have a name; I’m just too terrified to acknowledge my descent. If it were an easier journey, felt more like I was floating gently, wonderfully, drunkenly through the whole thing like most other people get to, and I thought I might get a cushioned landing at the bottom, then I might be less worried. But this kind of falling involves bumps and scrapes, and wounds too raw to comprehend. And if I’m honest with myself, probably a bruised if not altogether broken heart.


  Fuuuuuuuuck.


  He gives me a stern glare, but I know him now. I know by the slight flicker in his eyes that he’s not one hundred percent sure he should be here. “Yeah. About that,” he growls. “We’re gonna have a conversation, you and I.”


  “Oh, really?” I feel like throwing my damn phone at him. I know he sees the thought forming, because he eyes the cell phone I’m still clasping hold of with interest. Like he expects me to actually do it—he’s just waiting on it flying toward his head—and he’s curious how the whole thing will play out.


  “Mind if I sit down?”


  I pull the collar of my jacket up, shuffling along the bench, pressing my body into the far end of it. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance you’ll go away if I say no, is there?”


  Zeth smirks at this; he sits down beside me, parking himself way closer than I’d intended, given all the room I just made for him. “If you really want me to go away, Sloane, I’ll go away. I’m not a creepy stalker. And I do have some pride. There are plenty of things I could be doing right now instead of trying to make nice with you.”


  Yeah, right. Zeth must have plenty of other women he ‘could be doing right now.’ The thought makes me feel like throwing up. “Then I’d hate to keep you from them.”


  “So you would like me to leave?” He angles himself toward me, his closest shoulder dipping down so that his body presses in against mine. He feels warm through my jacket; having him so close makes my palms tingle with anticipation. I want to reach out for him. I want to feel the pressure of his skin under mine, but after what happened when we were having sex, him telling me not to touch—I don’t want to go through that again. It hurt more than I care to admit. I clench my hands tighter around my phone.


  “Sloane? All you have to do is say the word.” His voice has always been low, but now it dips into some octave I’ve never heard before. It almost melts my bones. He speaks slowly, and I see that he actually means it—his eyes are unblinking, focused solely on me, and there’s a tension in them that sends a shiver through my whole body.


  “I—I don’t—” How do I do this? How can I tell him? Even thinking about making myself so vulnerable has my heart pounding in my chest.


  “They’re just words, Sloane. They’ve never killed anybody. It’s actions that are solely responsible for that. And right now, we’re just talking.”


  God. Can it really be that simple? With him? I take a deep breath. “Okay, fine. I don’t want you to go.” I keep talking before he can even open his mouth to respond. “But can you please not be an unbearably smug asshole about it? I’ve had a really shitty morning already. I don’t need that on top of everything else.”


  To his credit, Zeth doesn’t even bat an eyelid. “I’m giving up on trying to work you out,” he announces. The statement really knocks the wind out of my sails. I’d been expecting something scathing or imperious, not an admission of defeat. And he’s been trying to work me out? I’d have thought it was entirely the other way around.


  “Too complex for you, am I?” I try to keep my eyes steady, but the way he’s looking at me, straight into me, has me breaking out in a nervous sweat. Zeth lifts one shoulder, still leveling me with those deep brown eyes. Eyes made for trapping a person indefinitely within their violence, but also in their brutal truth.


  “Pretty much,” he says. “I keep thinking I have you all figured out, think I can anticipate what’s coming next with you, but then you prove me wrong. And I’m hardly ever wrong about people.”


  “Does that annoy you?”


  “You’re afraid of me getting bored of you.” He just says it. Like he reaches inside my mind and plucks out the most irrational, yet most real fear that’s bouncing around in there. And then he just says it, like him laying it out there in the stark light of day doesn’t make me incredibly vulnerable.


  “No! No, I don’t—”


  “Lies aren’t a part of this conversation, Sloane. They’ll never be a part of any conversation we have again. Do you understand?”


  He doesn’t ask me if I understand in a way that might make me fear for my life. He asks me plainly. He asks me as though it’s a genuine question, and he needs me to agree to it. Any pretence there might have been between us dissolves like smoke.


  “Okay. Fine. So this is it, huh? This is the part where we lay our cards on the table?”


  Zeth shrugs. “Only if you understand. Only if you can stop fucking pretending for five minutes and be honest with me.”


  I let that sink in. This isn’t a challenge like so many of our interactions have been. Nearly all of them, in fact. No, this…this is something entirely different. This is either the beginning or the end. Of what, I’m not completely sure. I guess I’m about to find out. “Okay. I promise. I promise I’ll never lie to you again.”


  Zeth nods, still unsmiling, still not displaying any of his usual arrogance. “Good. So admit it. You’re afraid of me getting bored of you.”


  I hold my breath. I’m teetering on the brink; it seems as though this is a trap of some sort, and I guess in a way it is. Giving him this kind of information feels like giving him the upper hand. But fuck it. I’m so tired of dancing around things with him, not knowing what the hell is going on. This is all past due. “Yes.” My voice doesn’t shake. “I’m afraid of you getting bored of me. Before you brought Lacey to the hospital, you were clearly living a very different life to the one you’ve been living over the past few weeks. How long until screwing one chick isn’t enough for you? It’s basically a surprise every time I see you now. I suppose one day you’ll just stop coming, and that will be when. That will be when you’ve had enough. I’m assuming it’ll be soon.”


  Zeth watches me as I say this. He doesn’t react. Doesn’t move an inch. When I’m finished, he sits up straight and turns away from me, looking out over the park before us. The thick silence that follows makes me feel like throwing up. But then he says, “I’ve never been looking for enough, Sloane. I’ve always been looking for less. And I’m tempted to walk away from this situation about fifty times a day because you’re more than that. You’re too much.”


  My heart feels like it’s exploding in my chest. Too much? I feel absolutely ridiculous when my breath makes an audible choking sound in my throat. I’ve known it all along, but to hear him say it? It feels like I can’t breathe. “I’m not a psycho stalker, either, Zeth. I don’t want anything from you. I’m not gonna sit in my car outside your place in the pouring rain, listening to Depeche Mode, plotting ways of winning you over or something.” I get angry toward the end, feeling stupid, and my voice rises. I hate that he can make me feel like this. So worthless.


  He lowers his head, tucking his chin into the collar of his jacket. He still doesn’t look at me. “That’s not what I meant, Sloane,” he says softly. “You’re not asking too much of me. You’re just too good for me.”


  If I’d have been hit with a sledgehammer, I’d feel less surprised. He thinks…he seriously thinks that? “Zeth—”


  Zeth doesn’t give me chance to question that. He stands abruptly, narrowing his eyes, though still not looking at me. “I’m going to wait for Lacey. I’ll swing by your place tonight. Gather some stuff together and be ready by eight.”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  I don’t go straight back to the shrink’s apartment. I walk through the park and make a point of dragging my feet on the way back, not wanting to step foot in the building. There’s no way I’m risking running into that Newan woman. Not today. I’m in a foul mood after Sloane’s confession; I half wanted her to tell me to go fuck myself and never bother her again. That would have solved this precarious, alien situation I find myself in. But now I realize my situation, and it’s freaking me the fuck out.


  She didn’t send me away. So now I’m with her. There’s no room for any other option. There won’t be any leaving her. There won’t be any going back, or changing my mind or getting bored. It’s kind of hilarious that Sloane thinks I’ll tire of her and kick her to the curb as soon as something more fascinating comes along. For me, there has never been nor ever will be anything more fascinating than her. I knew that back in that hotel room when I slept with her for the first time. That’s why I ran as fast and as far as I could. I wasn’t ready for this back then. I’m not ready for it now, but I’m just gonna have to get fucking ready. And fast. She did want me to go and get her last night, but I fell prey to stupid game playing that I’ve always said I wouldn’t partake in. I hate admitting it, but this whole fucking thing is making me behave in a way I swore I never would. I need to get my fucking shit together.


  “Zeth! Hey!” Lacey jogs down the steps outside Newan’s ritzy building, grinning from ear to ear. She has a red A4 folder clutched to her chest, her hair a shock of golden curls blowing about her face as she runs toward me. My god. Sometimes…sometimes she looks just like—


  “I have homework.” She slaps the folder into my chest, laughing, and the moment of half-remembered pain vanishes. “It’s just like fucking high school,” she tells me, whispering.


  “Sweet. Twenty-six and still doing assignments. Why are you whispering?” I almost immediately regret asking. The reason becomes very clear, as Newan appears in the doorway.


  “I thought you might be a little reticent to join us, Mr. Mayfair. I came down to have a quick chat with you about our last conversation.”


  Yeah, I’ll bet you did, bitch. I really don’t like this woman. I like that she’s helping Lace, but apart from that I could quite happily never set eyes on her again. Ever. “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah.” She raises one eyebrow at me, dragging her gaze over me as though she can’t really stand what’s she’s seeing either. “We had an agreement, didn’t we? And as far as I’m aware, you’re still seeing my friend. So therefore…”


  “Therefore you think I should be coming to you for therapy,” I growl. “I’ve been thinking about that, and I’ve decided to seek help elsewhere. No offense.”


  “Oh?” She sets one hand on her hip, leaning against the doorframe to her building. “And who’s treating you?”


  “Dr. Phil.” Lacey whacks me on the arm with her folder, chuckling at my sarcastic response. Newan doesn’t appear to be quite as amused.


  “Right. Well, I have to admit I fully expected you to flake. Never mind. I was just hoping you’d care enough about Sloane to get things squared away before delving in too deep with her.”


  She’s baiting me. I know it, can see it a mile away, and yet I still rise to it. “And what things do I need squared away?”


  Her bland look of boredom is so at odds with her next words. “Well, there’s the time you spent in prison. That’s undoubtedly left a few residual issues behind. And your abuse as a child. Victims of violence at an early age tend to become violent offenders later in life.”


  My blood is boiling in my veins. For half a second I think Sloane’s told this woman all about me, but then she says something else and I know for a certainty that it wasn’t Sloane. It can’t have been.


  “And then of course there’s the history with your mother.”


  Sloane doesn’t know about my mother. No one knows about her. Not even Lacey. The only people who have any sort of records about her or her past are the cops, which means that Dr. Newan must have pulled my file to get my details, and then in turn gone snooping into my fucking shit.


  Lacey looks like she’s been slapped around the face. “What does that mean? What about your mom?”


  I slowly climb three of the steps toward Sloane’s friend, my hands twitching at my sides. I have to remember to breathe—to not react without thinking. “You’re gonna mind your own fucking business from here on in, Pippa Newan. You’re gonna keep your nose out of my past. You’re not gonna concern yourself with my future, either. If you’re going to take that out on Lacey, then so be it. I can find another doctor who can give her treatment easily enough. And finally, you’re going to give Sloane the respect she deserves. She’s a smart woman. She can figure out what she wants all on her own without you pulling strings and interfering in her business, either. You feel me?”


  She should never have brought up my mother. She should never have gone rifling into things that don’t concern her or anyone else for that matter. I stare her down, clenching my jaw, daring her to say another fucking word.


  To my right, it looks as though Lacey’s post-session high has come crashing down around her ears, and silent tears are streaking down her cheeks. She tucks herself into my side, not turning around to look at Newan. I feel like a massive shit for probably ruining whatever progress Lace made with the doctor, but fuck me if I’m gonna be manipulated or maneuvered in any way, shape or form.


  Newan stares back down at me, hand still on her hip. She doesn’t blink. She’s good—she doesn’t give anything away. I can’t tell if her plan was to get me to react badly in order to make her point, or if the last few minutes haven’t exactly gone the way she’d expected. Either way, she’s maintaining her cool.


  “There are two different kinds of victims in this life, Mr. Mayfair,” she says, her voice the kind of cold that only a true scientist can affect. “The kind who crumble under the weight of the horrific things that have happened to them or those they love, and then there’s the kind who use their experiences to shut themselves off from everything. And those people, the people that shut themselves off? There’s never room for two people in the safe, comfortable world they build for themselves. If you try and fit Sloane into yours, Zeth, you’re going to break her.”


  I wrap my arm around Lacey’s shoulder, turning to guide her away from the other woman. “You’re wrong,” I call over my shoulder. “We’re not all cookie-cutter fuckups. And living in my world? That’s only going to make Sloane stronger.”


  I feel the certainty of those words in my bones.


  



  



  ******


  



  There’s yet another message waiting for me when I head back to the warehouse. It’s only been one fucking day and he’s already getting impatient. This time, his note is a little more concise. A little more demanding.


  



  I wouldn’t leave it too long, Zee. You make me wait much longer and other people will start paying the price.


  



  At the bottom of the paper, there’s a picture of Sloane. It’s not a recent one; her hair is much shorter and she’s posing for the photo, smiling. I doubt very much she’d have smiled for Charlie. It could have been taken from anywhere, but I have a sinking feeling that I recognize this one. I remember seeing it at Sloane’s parents’ house, up on the wall. No way. He fucking wouldn’t.


  Lacey ran straight to the bathroom as soon as we got back, but she left her cell phone behind. I snatch it up, searching—does she have it? Does she have it? Yes!—and finding the number I’m looking for.


  The phone rings four times before someone answers. A woman. Sloane’s mother. “Romera residence.”


  “Hello, Mrs. Romera. My name’s Zeth. I’m one of Sloane’s friends. I came to the house with her the other day?”


  “Oh, yes, the man with the tattoos,” she says. “Yes, of course. You came to pick up Lacey, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s right, I—”


  “My husband wanted to talk to you, actually. He wanted to thank you for getting the car back in one piece. He said it’s running better now than before Sloane took it. Did you have it serviced? If we owe you any money, please just let me know.”


  Whoa. Whoa, hang the fuck on. The car? My brain is working overtime, racing ten steps ahead here. A dawning realization comes over me, sending a blast of adrenaline racing through my veins. “You have the car back, Mrs. Romera?”


  “Yes, your friend dropped it off first thing yesterday morning. Why? Is everything okay?”


  I told Sloane’s dad I was going to get Michael to drive his station wagon back to him, but the truth was that his car was long gone. There was no way to ever get it back from Julio’s. I’d assumed I was going to have to buy another car and try and pass it off as his or something, like a kid who’s goldfish has died. But now she’s telling me my friend already took it back?


  “Was he English, Mrs. Romera? The man who brought the car back?” I clench the fist of my free hand, waiting for her to respond.


  “Yes, he was. Charles, right?”


  God. Damn. It. I exhale, trying to breathe through the inferno of anger that’s trying to take over my whole system. “Did you invite him inside?”


  There’s a pregnant pause on the other end of the line, and then Mrs. Romera says, “Yes. I did invite him inside. He stayed for morning tea; he was very charming. Is there something wrong, Zeth? You sound tense.”


  “No, no, it’s nothing,” I grind out. “I’m just expecting Charles back here in Seattle is all. I didn’t know how delayed he was going to be.”


  “Oh, I see. Well, he said he had to rush off for a flight straight after we finished our tea, so I’d bet he’s already home by now. The flight from here to Seattle’s not long at all.”


  “Yes, you’re right, Mrs. Romera. You’re exactly right. I guess I’ll call him, then. Thanks so much for your time.”


  “Not a problem. Thank you for looking out for Sloane, too, Zeth. Lacey told us you’re quite taken with her.”


  I hang up, squeezing my eyes shut.


  This.


  Is.


  Not.


  Fucking.


  Good.


  He went to their house? Charlie went to Sloane’s fucking parents’ house? And worse than that, worse than the fact that he could have done absolutely anything to them, he went to Julio’s first. He couldn’t have gotten the car otherwise. That means they must be on relatively good terms with one another…and their focus is turned on me.


  Fuck.


  I throw Lacey’s phone without thinking; it explodes against the wall in a shower of black plastic and glass. I can deal with Charlie coming at me. Julio, too. I can deal with both of them coming at me together, but I can not deal with them fucking with Sloane. Sloane’s oblivious middle-class parents. I will not let that happen.


  I’ll tear their fucking worlds apart before I let that happen.


  It’s time to make a move.


  



  ******


  “Are you high?”


  “No.”


  “Yeah, you are, man. You’re fucking high. It’s broad daylight. At least let me come with you.”


  “No. I want someone watching Sloane’s parents’ house. Twenty-four hours a day, Michael. Find someone. And I want you to watch Sloane. Make sure Charlie’s boys don’t go anywhere near her. If they do, don’t skimp on the bullets.”


  Michael sighs on the other end of the phone. He knows better than to argue with me, especially when I’m tasking him with watching over Sloane. This time he wants to argue, though. He knows where I’m headed and he thinks I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I have, but there’s no other way to handle this.


  Michael hangs up, and I continue my drive through Hunt’s Point. I stop at a red light and a woman pulls up next to me in a minivan. She smiles at me, a kid slapping its chocolate-covered hand against the window in the backseat, displaying a toothy grin, and I scowl back. It’s only when the female driver’s expression changes from a polite, neighborly greeting to mild concern that I let myself smirk a little.


  Sam and O’Shannessy are in the guard car parked on the street outside Charlie’s place. Paddy sprays coke out of his nose when he sees me pull up in the Camaro. I park directly in front of the gates, blocking the entrance so no one can get in or out, by which time he and Sam have climbed out of their sedan and are running across the road.


  Paddy reaches me first. “The fuck are you doing here, Zee? You have to be out of your mind. You’re dead, you know that right? You’re fucking dead! Charlie’s gonna—”


  I slam my fist into his windpipe, cutting off whatever Charlie is gonna. Paddy hits the deck, and then it’s just me and Sam. He’s had time to pull his gun now, so the guy thinks he has a fucking pair of balls. Sadly, he’s mistaken. I step into his weapon instead of running away. I move forward until the business end of the gun is pressing firmly into my chest. I glare at the bastard, feeling the itch building inside me. That burning, insatiable itch that says this is not going to go well for him. He sees the look in my eyes and he knows it, too.


  “You think I won’t shoot, don’t you?” he asks.


  I shrug. “Maybe you will. Maybe you won’t. If you are planning on pulling that trigger, you might wanna raise your aim a couple of inches. ’Cause right now, your only gonna puncture a lung and I can work on half a lung, bitch. Long enough to tear your fucking balls off, anyway.”


  The motherfucker actually pales a little at this. “I don’t know what your problem is, Zee. Charlie says we do something, we do it. You were the same until a few weeks ago. You know this isn’t personal.”


  I push my face in his, growling under my breath. “That’s where you’re wrong. This couldn’t be more personal.”


  “Huh?” He actually looks confused. Stupid bastard.


  “You and Paddy were the ones who broke into Sloane Romera’s place, right? You’re the only two assholes in the history of organized crime who’ve had their asses handed to them by a woman.”


  He looks offended at this. “That whore shot me up with enough painkiller to destroy my fucking liver. If I ever see her again, she’ll wish—”


  My fist connects with his temple. He. Should. Not. Have. Called. Her. That. “No, fucker, you’re gonna wish. You’re gonna wish you’d never even heard her name. You’re gonna wish you’d had the sense to keep your fucking mouth shut around me. You’re gonna wish you’d fucking run as soon as you set on eyes on me today.”


  With each word, I’m reaching back and smashing my fist into his head. The gun’s long gone. Sam crumples to the ground, blood pouring down his face. He holds his hands up, trying to protect himself, but I’m not in the mood to be fended off. If anything, it only makes beating the living shit out of him more enjoyable. Because it wasn’t just Sloane they went after that night. They went after Lacey, too. “Charlie thought he would kidnap my friend to get to me, and you went along with it. And you’re stupid enough to think this isn’t personal?” Once, twice, three times I let my fists swing down and strike him where he lies on the concrete. He lashes out, digging his fingernails into my forearm, trying to scratch his way free. Fucking girl.


  “He wasn’t—that’s not why he wanted—”


  Sam keeps struggling, gasping for breath; I ease off enough to let him talk. I’m vaguely interested in what he has to say.


  “He didn’t want the girl to get to you, motherfucker. He wanted—he wanted her to make sure—make sure she was safe!”


  I can’t believe this asshole. The fucking lies are just too far fetched. Paddy is starting to regain consciousness. I drive the toe of my boot into his gut, mildly annoyed by the inconvenience of his reawakening. He promptly passes out again—perhaps the smartest thing Paddy O’Shannessy has ever done in his remarkably stupid life—and then I turn my attention back to Sam. “You're trying to tell me Charlie sent you to kidnap Lacey for her own benefit?”


  Sam’s eyes roll a little, showing way more white than normal. He was in a position of power a moment ago; he could easily have killed me if he’d wanted to, but he hesitated. Maybe it’s the size of me. Maybe it’s all of the things this guy’s heard about me—all of the nasty, evil shit I’ve done, all of the people I’ve dealt with in the past. Maybe it’s the stupid rumor that I just can’t be killed—I’ve been shot and stabbed countless times before, should have died at least five times, and yet I’m still walking around, causing problems for people like Sam and Paddy. Whatever the reason, it’s working in my favor. This fucker is shitting himself.


  “It’s true,” he spits out. “Charlie said she wasn’t safe.”


  “Yeah. How the hell could she be with evil motherfuckers like him going after her?”


  He’s shaking his head, hands trembling, trying to straighten out his shirt, which is marked with crimson splotches of his own blood. “Not in danger from him. He said she was in danger from you.”


  This gives me reason to pause. In my head I’ve been waiting for the right moment to finish what I’ve started; to beat Sam until he loses consciousness. But this statement has me backtracking. He can’t be fucking serious. Can not be fucking serious. Charlie thinks Lacey is in danger from me?


  I don’t even bother laying hands on Sam. He’s too fucking pathetic. I turn and walk away, half wondering if he’s gonna retrieve his gun and shoot me in the back. I can imagine how it would feel with each and every step I take away from him—the searing burn of metal tearing into my body. The initial painless shock, and then the steadily building pressure that leads to the pain. The mind-numbing, all-consuming pain that tries to commandeer your brain, so you can’t think, feel, move past it. The pain never comes, though.


  “Fine! You know what, go ahead! Go in there. Charlie’s gonna skin you alive, you fucking psycho!”


  I keep on walking. The prospect of Charlie even trying is...well, it’s fucking delicious. He’s pushed me too fucking far. I will hunt the bastard to the ends of the earth and I will mount his head on a fucking spike before I rest easy again.


  My mouth twists up into a smirk as I walk, because I’m pretty sure I’m about to set Charlie Holsan’s world on fire.


  



  ******


  



  Charlie isn’t in his study. He’s not in his pretentious-ass library or anywhere else on the ground floor of his place either. I search the well-manicured grounds to the back of the building, and I search the pool house, too. Nothing. The bastard’s either ghosting me, or he’s upstairs. If he’s ghosting me, I will find him. If he’s upstairs, that means he’s probably with the Duchess. That could cause problems. Big ones. The Duchess is perhaps one of the stupidest people I’ve ever met—she still, after all these years, thinks Charlie’s a chartered accountant—but she’s also one of the nicest, too. It would serve no purpose to hurt her.


  “Charlie!” I yell up the stairs, loud enough that my voice will reach every corner of the house. “CHARLIE!” Come and get your fucking ass kicked.


  No answer. Not a sound.


  Fucking perfect.


  I start up the stairs, reaching behind me to take hold of the weapon that sits there: the Desert Eagle. It hasn’t seen much action recently. The last person it shot was Frankie Monterello. Today, it’s gonna shoot Charlie Holsan, and then...then it will never shoot another person again.


  The top of the stairs; the corridor; guest bedrooms one and two; a bathroom; another study: all of these rooms are empty as I make my way across the house. Soon, the only remaining rooms are Charlie’s and the one opposite. The one I slept in for so many years—my old room. I check Charlie’s first.


  The lamp on the bedside table is still on, even though daylight is pouring through the windows. The bed covers are flung back, rumpled in a welter of sheets in the middle of the mattress, and there’s a half glass of water resting on top of a book on the nightstand. A blister pack of medication sits alongside it. I enter the room checking behind the door like a fucking loser to make sure Charlie isn’t lurking there, ready to smash me over the head with some of his insanely over-priced, fucking ugly artwork. He’s not; that’s not Charlie’s style, but right now I’m not taking any risks.


  I reach the bedside and pick up the blister pack—Degarelix. Degarelix? I feel the frown forming on my face. Why the hell is Charlie taking Degarelix? I’ve never heard of the drug before; I have no idea what it’s for. Is he sick? Surely—


  The sound of running water, a toilet flushing, cuts through the heavy silence of Charlie’s usually bustling household. The en suite toilet. Damn, I should have noticed that the door was closed. I have the Desert Eagle in my hand, locked and loaded and aimed at the door in a heartbeat. The faucet sounds, someone washing their hands, and then the handle on the door turns. It seems to take forever for the door to open.


  Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. C’mon, asshole. Get your ass out here so I can shoot you.


  My finger’s halfway through pulling the trigger before I realize the person standing in the doorway isn’t Charlie. It’s the Duchess.


  “Fucking hell, Sophie. I thought you were—” I stop talking. She’s crying. Black mascara is streaked down her face in dark runnels, and her nose is red. She’s beautiful, always has been—I think I got my very first boner over this woman—and the devastating sorrow on her face only seems to make her even more so. “What’s wrong, Sophie?”


  She sniffs, lifting a hand to swat away her tears. That’s when I see the knife. And the blood. And the way that her whole body is shaking. The front of her silk lingerie, a subtle ivory by design, bears a violent red stain over her stomach, and one of the straps has fallen from her shoulder, exposing the curve and swell of one of her breasts.


  “You shouldn’t be here, Zeth,” she whispers, her voice cracking.


  “What’s happened, Sophie? Where’s Charlie?”


  The Duchess just looks at me, face completely blank. Her eyes are welling with tears, a darker blue than usual and filled with a distant pain. I don’t really know what I should do. Something terrible has obviously happened; she has to be in shock. I take a step forward and her face instantly transforms, shattering into a mask of grief and horror. She starts to sob, covering her face with her hands. Her blood-covered hands. The wickedly sharp knife she’s brandishing is dangerously close to her face.


  "Hey, hey, come on. Come on.” I take the three steps toward her just as her legs collapse out from underneath her. I catch her before she hits the floor, holding her underneath the arms like a child. “Tell me, Sophie. Tell me what’s happened.”


  She sobs into my chest, her skin sticking to my shirt with the tacky, almost dry blood that’s mottled all over her fingers and her palms. “I know. I know, I know...” she says, over and over again. “I know!” She rears back then, and her hand flashes out, surprising me. She slaps me so hard that my ear rings. “I know. I know all about him. And I know about you, too!” She tries to slap me again, but I grab hold of her wrist. Maybe I was a little ahead of myself just now. It seems as though Sophie might not think Charlie’s an accountant anymore. And she apparently knows my role in Charlie’s organization, too. For thirty years, she’s been by Charlie’s side. Thirty years and she’s only just learning the truth of him now.


  “Who’s blood is this?” I ask, shaking her by the shoulders.


  She stops struggling, pausing to look up at me, and the mania leaves her eyes. A certain clarity replaces it. “It’s yours,” she says.


  “What?”


  “It’s yours. Yours and mine, Zeth. We…oh, we are the greatest fools on the face of this earth.”


  I look down, confused, trying to see what the hell she’s talking about. A ripple of horror travels through me when I see where the knife is—buried up to the hilt in my side. I can’t feel it. I can’t feel it buried inside me. I can’t feel a thing.


  “Sophie…”


  “I'm sorry, Zeth,” she whispers. She raises her hand to stroke the side of my face. Her wrist is mangled, torn to shreds and pumping her blood out with a determined force that will see her dead very soon. Very, very soon. “But some injustices are too grave to forgive.” That clarity that possessed her eyes a moment ago fades, and the rest of her seems to fade with it. The strength leaves her limbs, her body falling limp in my arms. I tense, catching hold of her again, and a wave of pain rockets through me—the knife. The sight of the knife embedded in my stomach has been nothing more than a visual illusion until now, but the teeth of the pre-warmed steel have started to bite, telling me that the blade is very real and hell bent on killing me. Of all the people...of all the fucking people...


  The Duchess sags to the floor in a boneless heap. She’s not quite dead, but she will be soon. I touch the handle sticking out of my stomach, and a cold, calm voice echoes inside my head. “Don’t touch it. Don’t take it out.”


  So I don’t. I turn and I walk out of the room, out of Charlie’s house. Sam and Paddy have vanished, along with their sedan. Charlie’s neighbor, his sometimes golf buddy, is across the street, mowing his lawn.


  “Hey, there!” he calls, waving. Smiling. Mowing. Fucking Ralph Lauren polo shirt and chinos. “How’s the day go—oh! Oh, god. Are you—is everything—”


  I slam the door on the Camaro, cutting off his surprise at seeing me trailing blood across his neighborhood. The car roars. My head is fucking spinning. The world grows bright and then dims, black spots dancing in my vision. This pain is an old friend. An old friend come to stay this time, it would seem. Perhaps I’ll make it out of this godforsaken fucking neighborhood before I can’t see anything at all. I gun the engine, spin the steering wheel, and I burn out of the place before I bleed out and die in motherfucking suburbia.
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  Zeth’s late.


  He said he would be around by eight and he isn’t here. I’ve been back at my apartment for approximately one hour, long enough to grab some clothes and toiletries, plus my computer and my medical bag, and the rest of the time I’ve been sitting on my couch, waiting. Waiting for Zeth to show up. And so far he hasn’t. It’s eight forty-five. Forty-five minutes late. Where the hell is he? Zeth doesn’t exactly strike me as a guy who would be late for anything. It goes hand in hand with the whole honesty thing. If he says he’s gonna do something, he’s the type of person who does it, no excuses. Which has caused a deep well of doubt within me; maybe I shouldn’ have admitted that I wanted him in my life earlier. Maybe that was the stupidest thing I could ever have said to a man like him. My mother always did say that a guy would lose interest the moment you made things too easy for him. I’m pretty sure she was referring to sex at the time, though, and Zeth has already had that from me. No, sex has never been the real challenge between us. It’s what’s inside us that’s been the hardest thing to crack, and I gave in earlier, after holding off for so long. And now Zeth Mayfair hasn’t come to collect me.


  I feel like throwing up.


  It’s nine fifteen when my cell phone rings. I answer, heart pounding in my chest. “Zeth? Where are you? I—”


  “Lost him already, sweetheart?” the man on the other end of the line asks. Rebel. Fucking Rebel, not Zeth. Again! He makes a soft chuckling noise, breath distorting the line. “You need me to send out the search party?”


  I can’t fucking believe it. This guy just doesn’t seem to know when he’s not welcome, be that in person or on the other end of a phone. “What the hell do you want, Rebel?”


  “Just checking to see what time you’re gonna be arriving. I’m having trouble keeping your sister in bed. Strange, really. I’ve never had that problem before. Usually I have problems getting her out of it.”


  “Oh my god, you did not just say that.” I pinch the bridge of my nose, exhaling sharply. Tonight just keeps getting better. First I’ve totally screwed things up with Zeth, and now my brand-new brother-in-law is spilling about his sex life with my asshole of a sister. Something else is bound to happen, something utterly horrifying—they do say these things happen in threes. I don’t even want to think about what the third thing might be.


  “Rebel, I’m not coming. I already told you—”


  “Check your email,” he says. And then he hangs up.


  “Fucking—fuck you, asshole!” I glare at my phone, grinding my teeth together, wishing just for a moment that the guy was standing in front of me so I could punch him in his face. Unbelievable. And he wants me to check my email? How on earth did he get my freaking email address? I don’t give that to anyone. I only have my work account, and the only people who have that are the hospital and Pippa. Not even my folks have it. But sure enough when I check the mail icon on my cell, there, among the numerous unread notices from St. Peter's, is a message from an address I don't recognize: fastfuck83@realmail.com. Fastfuck83? Seriously? That sounds like a spam account from a sex site. The subject line is the only reason why I even open the damn message. It reads: body temp: 102, 140/90, PaCO2 36 mmHG. Only someone wanting to get a doctor's attention would send numbers like that. They’re patient stats...and they’re bad ones.


  Inside the email, the message reads:


  



  3412 Freemantle


  Ribera, NM


  87560


  



  



  There’s nothing else. I google Ribera, New Mexico, and quickly find that it’s a tiny community not far from Santa Fe. The population is only just over a thousand people. It’s obviously where Rebel’s taken my sister.


  Those stats are terrible. They indicate my sister has a seriously bad infection that’s affecting the rest of her body, on the brink of shutting it down. Her blood pressure is dangerously high, and her temperature is through the roof. Plus those CO2 levels are reduced, too. It all points to sepsis. Either Alexis is in really bad shape, or Rebel’s figured out how to make it look like she is. Regardless, I still just can’t bring myself to hightail it over there. I just can’t. Ever since we left the hospital in San Jacinto, I’ve been trying so hard to let go of the anger that’s been gnawing at me. The anger that Lexi caused when she lied and consciously made a decision to let me, Mom and Dad live through hell the past few years. It was unforgivably selfish. And then to tell this guy that I didn’t care about her, that my work was more important, after everything I did and gave up to try and find her? No. Just no. I hit reply.


  



  Take her to a hospital.


  



  That’s it. That’s all I give him. If he wants to keep things short and sweet, then I am more than happy to return the favor. If he loves her as Lexi claims he does, he won’t risk not getting her the attention she may or may not need. To have even gotten those CO2 readings in the first place, he would have needed access to a doctor and a lab, so I’m clearly not the only person he can turn to.


  Outside, the skyline is lit up in the distance, all oranges, reds and whites. The sight of all those people only serves to make me feel even more alone. I moved out to the sticks to get away from everyone. To hide. And now I desperately don’t want to be hidden away. It’s not safe for starters, but I want to be seen again. I want to feel like I exist. I want to know that someone will actually notice if I go missing. By ten o’clock, Zeth still hasn’t shown up and I’ve had enough. I grab my bag and my jacket and I head out the front door. I lock up behind me, not sure when I’ll ever be going back.


  



  ******


  



  A car engine is a beautiful thing. The way it works is so organized, so accurate—one mechanical part working in harmony with a multitude of others in order to create motion. The human body is the same. A chain of reactions monitored by organs that are so delicately tuned, cooperating, functioning together in a delicate balance. If one of those organs fails, the body fails. If one of the engine parts fails, the car fails.


  However, everything is working well as I steer the Volvo in the direction of the city; it feels as though my body and the car are almost one machine, coordinating in unison. Left. Right, left, right. I pass the other vehicles on the freeway, the wet whooshing sounds of tires on wet blacktop growing louder and fading away as I pass and leave them behind. The squeaky drag of the windshield wipers; my breathing; the low hum of the radio; radio announcers talking in lulling deep voices; the rain lightly drumming on the roof of the car. The drive is almost hypnotic.


  I know where I’m heading and it isn’t back to Pippa’s. I may have been a little socially distant around my work colleagues, but I was never a complete shut-in. I have Oliver, and I have Suresh. And I have an on-call room at the hospital that I can easily spend the night in without anyone bothering me. It won’t be a problem; everyone else seems to live in the hospital already as it is. I’m due back to work later in the week, so no one will be all that surprised to see me, anyway.


  I feel more and more confident about my decision as I travel in the direction of St. Peter’s. I’m even hoping that maybe the night shift will need covering and I can get some hours in the ER. The hustle and bustle, the rush of reviving someone. Yeah, that’s exactly what I need. Outside of the hospital I feel less in control. Inside the walls of my work place, everything changes. Everything solidifies, becomes more real. I’m in control there. I am the one with the power.


  I change lanes, passing more vehicles. The bright headlights of the other cars create white spears of light into the darkness, illuminating individual raindrops for a moment before they vanish in the blink of an eye. An intense light glares at me in the rearview—some asshole with his high beams on. I angle the mirror down, but the lights seem to grow even brighter.


  “Back up, buddy. What, you wanna climb right up into my ass?” It’s not safe that he’s so close. I move back to the right-hand lane, growling a little under my breath as I give the bastard room to move past me. He doesn’t move past me, though. He follows me into the other lane.


  A sinking chord of dread pulls taut inside me as the car behind creeps even closer this time. Far, far, far too close. I’m being followed. Adrenalin pulses into me, and it feels as though my veins are carrying electric currents through them, like there are too-hot wires burning just beneath my skin. This is bad. This is really bad. There’s no way for me to pull off the road, no exit for me to take that will lead me to safety. I’ve forgotten all about getting to St. Peter’s now; the first store, gas or cop station I come across, I’m getting the hell out of this car and in front of some witnesses. Charlie’s guys can’t shoot me in front of witnesses. Can they? My foot hits the accelerator, making the Volvo roar. Screw the speed limit. Screw safe driving in the rain. I am getting the hell away from this guy. It seems he might have other ideas, though.


  Crunch.


  The Volvo lurches as the car behind makes impact. The sound of crumpling metal blocks out all other sound. No more tires on wet blacktop. No more raindrops pattering on the roof. Only the screech of complaining steel.


  “Shit!” The car jolts forward, skidding a little, and I almost lose the back end. “What the fuck!?”


  My foot slams down on the gas again as I steer into the spin. “Go, go, go!” I shout it, as if sheer will power will right the car and make it move faster. But it’s not moving faster. If anything it seems to be moving slower. A string of expletives that would make my father blush rush out of my mouth as I lean forward in my seat. “Come on!”


  The car behind is still right on my tail. Through a brief break in the rain, I can see it a little clearer for a moment—a black, sleek thing, low to the ground. Looks like a sports car. I’m gonna be killed by someone driving a freaking hairdresser’s car. Seriously?


  Car horns blare as I rip past them, trying to shake the guy off, but it’s no good. One mile, and then two, and he’s still right on me, stuck like gum. I have to do something. I have to do something. Ihavetodosomething!


  Fumbling, I reach for my purse on the passenger seat. My cell is in the small pocket at the side where I always keep it, close at hand. Thank god it’s not buried underneath all the crap inside. I hit the number 1 and then the green call button.


  It rings. Nothing. Rings…


  “Hello?”


  Relief breaks out in a cold sweat across my shoulders. “Oh, thank fuck.”


  “Romera, is that you?” Oliver. Dr. Oliver Massey, who jokingly stored his cell number as speed dial number one when I first got my phone, because he knew I didn’t know how the hell to change it. Fuck. I should have changed it to the emergency services. I should hang up and dial 911. I should—


  “Sloane? Hey, are you there?”


  Hearing his voice makes my heartbeat slow a little. Oh, fuck it. “Oliver? Oliver, yes, it’s me. Listen. I need you to do me a favor. I need you to come down to the lobby and come outside. I think—I think I’m being follow—”


  Another almighty crash rocks the car. This time I do lose the back end. Panic means my reaction times are slowed, even though my body is trying to counteract that by pumping me full of adrenalin.


  I’m suddenly spun one hundred and eighty degrees, facing the wrong way down the freeway, and I’ve slammed on the breaks. Cars tear past me, swerving, inches away from the hood.


  “Shit, shit, shit.” My body won’t work. I’m fumbling for the keys, trying to turn the engine over, but I just can’t seem to make it happen. My hands feel like rubber gloves filled with ice water, completely numb and boneless.


  I finally do it, finally get the car started, just in time to look up and see another set of headlights, headed straight for me. I know the face I make—I’ve seen countless people in the movies wearing it, just before their car is involved in a horrific collision that generally smears them across the sidewalk. This car’s too close to swerve. I freeze; I wait. I see the other driver—a middle-aged man with a receding hairline. I see the look of panic in his eyes as he realizes what’s about to happen, too.


  And then he hits me.


  The car twists around, and for a moment it feels like I’m trapped in a bumper car. Except this is a bumper car on crack. My body is rag-dolled sideways; my shoulder hits the driver door. I register an unpleasant crunch come from my arm—please don’t be broken, please don’t be broken—and the world becomes black and white and red as night and headlight and taillight take over. Around and around, it feels as though the car’s never going to stop. I close my eyes, shield my head as broken glass rains down on me. I breathe; I pull in breath after breath, my ribs flaring with pain, my heartbeat slamming in my ears.


  And then I realize that it’s over.


  The Volvo is still the right way up. My vision wavers as I try and focus on my surroundings—the car that hit me is crumpled against the barrier. There are already people out of their vehicles and running toward both my car and the other guy’s. Black shapes flicker in my vision as a hand reaches inside the car and unclips my seatbelt.


  “Are you alright? Miss? Can you hear me? Are you hurt?”


  My ears are ringing. Firm hands help me out of the car. The rain is coming down harder now, slamming into the roadway, rising back up again like flowers blooming right out of the blacktop. A slew of questions are thrown at me, but I don’t hear any of them. I’m looking back up the other end of the freeway, where a streamlined Aston Martin is idling on the shoulder fifty yards ahead. It’s definitely the car that hit me first, I’m sure of it.


  It pauses there, as if the person inside is assessing the damage, and then its engine snarls and it burns off into the night.
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  “If you have a headache, don’t go to sleep. You need to let someone know as soon as—”


  “Seriously? Olly, I’m a freaking doctor.”


  Oliver stops swabbing the multitude of tiny cuts that mark my face, pausing to give me a displeased look. “Oh, you are, are you? Funny, that. I haven’t seen you around here for a while now. I thought maybe you’d ditched all of this and joined the circus or something.”


  I try to smile, but my face hurts. “Wouldn’t you? Better hours, and the food’s actually edible.”


  “Yeah. I bet.” He chucks the swab into the HAZMAT bin and folds his arms across his chest. With me sitting on the gurney in the emergency room, I suddenly get to see how disconcerting it is when a stern-looking doctor is looming over you. I’m never this grim, though. At least I hope I’m not. “Are you going to tell me where you’ve been, Sloane?” Oliver asks.


  I cringe. “Hawaii?”


  “Alright, fine. You’ve been in Hawaii.” He snaps his rubber gloves off and throws them in the bin, too. He turns to leave.


  “Oliver, wait? What the hell’s the matter with you?”


  He spins around, his sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor. I find myself leaning away from him when I see his drawn-together brows and the firm set of his jaw. “Remember that kid we treated for photodermatitis last year?”


  “The kid who was allergic to daylight?”


  “Yeah, that one. You look like her right now. You haven’t been sunning yourself on a beach in Hawaii, Sloane. You look like you haven’t stepped foot out of Seattle in the last ten years.”


  “Well, you’re wrong. I did leave Seattle.”


  “But you didn’t go on vacation, did you?”


  I bite my lip. I hadn’t expected the third degree from Oliver. He’s a friend, a good one if I’m honest with myself, but I’ve never considered that he’d be this bothered about what I’m doing with my time. “So what, Ol? Does it matter?”


  He leans down, placing his hands on his knees, bringing himself lower so that his eyes are level with mine. “Yes, it matters, Sloane. It matters when I receive a panicked phone call from you, and then I find out you’ve been brought into the ER in a fucking ambulance. It matters when I see a circular of a guy, a dangerous fucking guy, tacked to the notice board in the locker room and I recognize him, Sloane. I recognize him as someone I’ve seen you talking to in the hallway. It matters when the Monterello guy who was shot and brought into the ICU, the one the cops were warning us that very same guy you were talking to might want to kill, is then murdered the same night. It matters when you disappear from work unexpectedly without telling anyone where you’re going, when you don’t answer your phone or reply to your email, or let anyone who cares about you know that you’re safe. And it especially matters when you then lie to me.”


  Fuck. Monterello was killed? And Oliver did recognize Zeth. That stupid circular that the cops brought around—Oliver hadn’t seen it properly when they pulled us aside, but I hadn’t even factored in the possibility that Zeth’s mug shot might be pinned to a damn notice board. That Oliver might see it later on after passing me and Zeth in the corridor, and recognize him. I don’t say anything. I’m too busy trying to come up with a way to get out of this without compromising myself or Zeth.


  Oliver straightens up. “You don’t want to deny the fact that you know this guy?” he asks.


  “No. I do know him. And I know he didn’t kill Archie Monterello.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “Because he left town right after seeing me. I watched him drive away.”


  “Oh, right. So you watched him drive away. And there’s absolutely no way he could have parked up somewhere, gone and eaten a delicious steak dinner and then come back and slit one of our patient’s throats later on, then?”


  “Someone slit his throat?”


  Oliver’s body tenses, his arms folded across his chest again. “There was arterial blood on the fucking ceiling, Sloane.”


  My stomach twists. We see a lot of things in the hospital, but I’ve never seen someone who’s had their throat cut. Shot and stabbed, but never that. “He didn’t do it, Oliver. You have to trust me on that.”


  Oliver laughs. “I do trust you. But I don’t trust that you realize what you’ve gotten yourself into here. You can’t know this guy properly, Sloane. The police have an APB out on him. They told us he spent time in prison for killing a guy, and guess what? His throat was cut, too. Doesn’t that ring any alarm bells for you?”


  So that’s why Zeth was in jail. He killed a man? And in the exact same way Monterello was killed. And I already know he killed Frankie. My head suddenly feels very full, packed tight from the inside, like a huge, living pressure is trying to force its way out. “Am I okay to leave?” I ask.


  Oliver huffs out a deep breath. “You should probably stay overnight, but I know you’re not going to.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Then will you at least go back to my place. You can crash in my bed; I’ll take the couch. At least that way I know I can check on you when my shift is up.”


  I get to my feet, trying to usher some strength into them as they threaten to buckle straight out from underneath me. I’m lightheaded and my massively bruised shoulder is throbbing like a bitch. “I’m gonna be fine. I’m not in any danger, Oliver.”


  He shakes his head, rubbing his hand across his jaw in a frustrated fashion. “But you obviously are, Romera. You just can’t accept it yet.”


  My phone begins to ring; it rang at least eight times on the way over here but the EMTs wouldn’t let me answer until they’d finished checking me out. I collect my purse and rifle amidst the tiny square cubes of windshield glass that have found their way inside. My cell seems to have survived the crash in one piece. I was hoping for Zeth, but the single letter on the screen is an M instead of a Z.


  “I have to take this, Ol.”


  Oliver rolls his eyes, sighing. “Just…the moment you realize that you’re in way over your head, come see me, okay? Don’t leave it too late.” He gives me one last unhappy look, and then he turns and walks away.


  I don’t waste any time; I hit answer. “Hello?”


  “Where are you?” It’s Michael. The sound of his voice is a relief, but then I register the clipped tone and panic sets in again.


  “What’s going on, Michael? Someone just tried to run me off the road. I nearly died!”


  The line is silent for a moment, as though the man on the other end of the phone wasn’t expecting this news and it’s complicated matters. “Are you okay?” he eventually asks.


  “Yes, I’m fine. I’m fine. I didn’t hear from Zeth, so I was on my way to the hospital. My car’s a write-off, though. Where the hell is your employer?”


  “He’s been hurt. He needed a doctor. I tried to get ahold of you but no one answered.”


  It feels like my heart stops dead in my chest. “What do you mean, hurt?”


  “I mean stabbed in the abdomen. Where are you?”


  A feeling overcomes me that I’ve never experienced before. I felt something like it the day Lexi went missing, but it was nowhere near as intense as this. A panic, mixed in with a falling, nauseous, paralyzed feeling gripping hold of my senses. Zeth’s hurt. He’s…he’s been stabbed? Oh my god. Was that why he didn’t come for me? How bad is it? Where is he? But I don’t have time to ask these questions. I can’t. I just have to get to him. “I’m at St. Peter’s.”


  “Thank god. We need blood. Can you get it?”


  My mind feels like it’s firing blanks. Can I get blood? Can I get blood? The answer to that is simple, but it raises a hundred more questions. Will I get caught taking the blood? Are there cameras in the corridor outside the blood bank? Will I get to Zeth in time to administer it?


  “Sloane? Sloane!”


  “Uh…yes, sorry. What’s his blood type?”


  “I don’t know.”


  That’s just throwing another variable into the mix. Will I even be able to get type O negative? I suppose I’ll just have to hope for the best. “Okay. Alright, I’ll sort something out. Come and get me.”


  Michael exhales down the phone. “Good. I’m already on my way. And Sloane, there’s one other thing.”


  One more thing? I don’t think I can cope with one more thing. One more thing is probably going to be enough to break me. I can tell by the serious note in Michael’s voice that this is important, though. I hold my breath. “What is it?”


  “Charlie knows where your parents live. He went there, dropped your father’s car off. But don’t worry. I have two guys watching them at all times. They’re okay. They’re safe.”


  



  ******


  



  



  I call my mom while I’m stealing blood. I can’t…I just can’t believe it. Charlie was there, at their house. Drinking my mom’s stupid Lady Grey tea. The thought is so terrifying that I’m contemplating jumping on a plane and heading straight back there, just to see with my own two eyes that they’re fine. It feels like I can’t fucking breathe. I still feel that way, even after I hear my mom’s voice and she starts wittering on about the early Christmas party they’re holding at Dad’s hospital.


  “It’s only halfway through November. What’s wrong with having a Christmas party at Christmas? That’s what I want to know. Sloane? Sloane, are you there?”


  I grab a second bag of O neg from the fridge and stuff it into my purse, trying to think through the crippling headache that’s pounding at my temples. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here, Mom.”


  “Well, your father’s home now, so I’d better get dinner started. Have you heard anything more from Alexis? Has she said when she’ll be coming home?”


  “Can you see Dad?” I ask, my heart beating hard in my chest.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Can you actually see him? Is he standing right in front of you?”


  “No…not right in front of me, he’s just walking through the door. Now he’s in front of me. Al, talk to your daughter. I can’t get any sense out of her.”


  The line goes quiet, and I hang up. Michael was right; they are both safe. But for how long? How long before they’re not?


  I slip out of the blood bank, but not without being spotted by one of the nurses. It’s Grace. She sees me, out of scrubs with my key card gripped in between my teeth and my purse bulging with stolen bodily fluids. She asks me how I am, concerned for me after the smash; she then eyes my bag, gives me a warm smile and heads off on her rounds. I have no idea if I’ve been busted or not, and if I have, whether Grace will rat me out. Theft from the hospital is a very serious offense. You can’t take one analgesic for a simple headache without being held accountable. There’s paperwork documenting every single pill, bandage, bedpan and milligram of blood in this place; at some point, and some point very soon, someone is going to notice the missing blood and a lot of questions will be asked. There’s a real possibility that Grace will recall seeing me leaving the blood bank and will inform the relevant people. There’s nothing I can do about it now, though. It’s a problem I’m going to have to deal with at a later date.


  Michael pulls up outside the hospital and the passenger side door is already opening before he stops the car. “Get in,” he tells me. He flinches when he sees the state I’m in.


  “There are cuts all over your face,” he advises me.


  “Really? Oh, I hadn’t noticed.” I yank the seatbelt across me—wearing one earlier is probably the only reason I’m alive right now—and shove it viciously into the clip, sending a stab of pain through my sore arm. “Being in a car accident will do that to you, I suppose. Where is he? How the hell did he end up stabbed? And tell me one more time that my parents aren’t going to get dragged into this any further.”


  Michael’s a pro driver; he slings the car through the bend, drifting it like someone who’s had to do it before. Many times. “Your parents are one hundred percent safe, Sloane. I swear it personally. And I’m taking you to Zeth right now. He got himself stabbed by Charlie’s woman. Killed herself apparently, but thought it would be wise to try and take Zee with her.”


  “What? Why? Why the hell would she do that?”


  Michael just shrugs, scowling out at the road. I don’t press. I grip hold of the edge of the seat. I do try and get more information out of him about Zeth’s injury—how deep is the wound? What angle? Where exactly in his abdomen? What kind of knife?—but all he will say is that I don’t need to worry. It’s all being taken care of.


  I find out what he means twenty minutes later when he pulls into the dockyard and parks the car in front of an industrial-looking building—single story, with high windows and a single entrance to the side. It looks like a storage facility.


  “Go let yourself in. I can’t leave the car here,” Michael tells me.


  “Let myself in? What—”


  “You have a key, Ms. Romera, remember? Zeth had me hand deliver it myself. Have you lost it?”


  I’m transported back to the hospital, to the day Mikey the intern came to advise me there was someone waiting for me. Michael had given me the note and the key from Zeth…to Zeth’s home. “This…this is where he lives?”


  “Were you expecting a McMansion?”


  Maybe I was expecting something a little more salubrious-looking given the property where Zeth held his party. But this, this actually makes a lot more sense. “No. Just surprised there aren’t any armed guards is all.”


  Michael grunts, lips pulling tight. “I’m about as close as you’re gonna get.”


  I get out of the car and locate my keys inside my bag. The small key still sits there, thus far unused; I select it and open the padlock, which is currently keeping an industrial chain locked through two massive steel handles. I have to throw all of my body weight behind me to get the eight-foot-high door to slide back, and my injured arm sings out in pain. I pull it back and head inside, surprised by what I find. Not a hollow shell of a building, filled with rats and empty packing crates as I’d expected. It’s a fully renovated home. One I don’t have time to explore right now. I follow the sound of voices and end up in a large, open-plan space which is lit by three high-powered lamps, each directed at the prone form of Zeth where he lies on a tall, wooden bench. Lacey stands to one side, chewing on her thumbnail, arm folded tightly across herself. The moment she sees me, she runs, slamming into me, throwing her arms around my middle.


  “Sloane, I don’t…I don’t like him. I don’t trust him. Please. Please.”


  The him she’s referring to is a large, bird-like man with his dirty blond hair tied up in a top-knot, hovering over Zeth. His jacket is rumpled but appears to be a fairly clean white. He looks up at me, peering over the top of his hospital-grade protective glasses, and gives me a curt nod.


  “You’ll be her, then,” he says.


  “Yes. I’m her.”


  “I’ve given him Ceftibuten. It’s all I had. I abraded and closed the wound, just finished stitching him up. You can take a look at him if you like but you’re a little late, lady. Everything’s been done.”


  “Everything’s been…” I can hardly comprehend what he’s saying. This guy laid hands on Zeth? This guy treated him and stitched him up? My heartbeat is pounding in every inch of my body as I shrug out of Lacey’s hold and hurry toward the table. Zeth is unconscious, his lips tinged a pale blue. His shirt is missing—it’s wadded up in a bloody mess on the floor beside the table—and there’s a three-inch-long wound just under his ribcage. It’s long, but it’s clean and straight. That means the knife this woman used was probably very sharp. A good thing in some cases. Not so good in others. Depends what she hit on the inside.


  “What about internal bleeding? How much blood did he lose?”


  The guy purses his lips. “Couldn’t tell you. He was out cold when I got here, so it must have been a lot. And I couldn’t see any bleeding inside. Like I said, I just cleaned him up and closed him.”


  “You idiot!” I shove him out of the way, placing my hands on Zeth’s stomach. No rigidity. No signs of anything serious. No discoloration. No way of knowing what the internal damage is like now that this…this person has sewn him up. The stitches are regular and neat—the handiwork of someone who’s used to such tasks. I spin on the other man. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”


  He raises his hands, smiling. “I’m you,” he says. “I’m a doctor that got caught up in this shit. I got caught up in something I had no business sticking my nose into. Are we done here? I have other patients to see.”


  “Other patients? Where’s your practice? What hospital are you based out of?”


  He only laughs. “My hospital is in the basement of a building somewhere you frankly don’t wanna know about, lady. And I have other people with other injuries that need stitching up, too, so if you’ll excuse me…”


  He goes to leave, but I grab hold of his arm. “Do you even have a license?”


  “No, sweetheart. I do not have a license. I lost that when I lost everything else.”


  “Sloane! Sloane, he’s waking up! Hey! Hey, Zeth!” Lacey rushes toward the table, tears streaming down her face as she reaches her brother. His eyes are indeed cracked open, though bloodshot and unfocused.


  “Lace,” he croaks. He lifts one arm, probably in an attempt to try and touch her, but then it falls limp to his side.


  The sound of the huge metal door being pulled open echoes through the building, and I realize the black-market doctor is gone. In his place, Michael rushes through the door, eyes searching for Zeth. I meet him halfway and slap him so hard his head rocks to the side.


  “What the hell were you thinking, letting some unregistered back-alley freak touch him? He could have killed him, Michael!”


  Michael slowly turns to face me, touching his tongue to his lower lip. His eyes are devoid of any anger, though I can feel it pulsing steadily just beneath his calm exterior. “I was thinking that he was going to die if I waited for you. Would that have been a preferable solution?”


  My anger sticks in my throat. “No. No, of course not. I’m sorry. I…” I was scared. I was terrified. I still am. I keep all of that inside, though. “I shouldn’t have hit you. I’m sorry.”


  He doesn’t say a thing, just maneuvers around me in order to find his boss. I follow after him, swallowing down the hesitation I feel. I don’t want to see Zeth like this—it hurts way more than anything I’ve ever experienced before. And I definitely don’t want Zeth to see me so scared. I just…I just can’t. I drag in a deep breath, drawing all of my strength together before I face him.


  It looks like Lace is doing her level best not to cry. “Don’t you dare die,” she says. Her hands are clamped on the very edge of the table, not touching him. She wants to, I can see it in her eyes, but she doesn’t.


  Zeth smiles. “I’m not dying. I’m fine.” He tries to prove this by shifting his body weight, attempting to sit up. He makes it, too, the stubborn bastard. Michael rushes to his side, offering out an arm to lean on but Zeth shoots him a look I’m sure has withered the balls of many men. Michael backs up, one eyebrow raised.


  “You wanna eat concrete, that’s fine with me.”


  I stand and watch all of this, the fingers of my right hand pressed against my lips, hugging myself with my other arm. I feel stupid. I feel so, so stupid. I mentally planned out everything I would need to do to help once I got here, and now that I’m here and my help isn’t apparently needed I feel…I don’t even know how I feel. Mostly four different kinds of scared. Scared that that doctor might have done more harm than good; that I’m going to get busted for taking that blood from work; that I’ve shown up in Zeth’s place without him personally bringing me here. But most importantly, I’m scared because there was a second there when I contemplated Zeth dying. And the sheer terror that thought inspired won’t be leaving me anytime soon.


  When did this happen? When did I begin to need him so much? I’ve always made a point of never needing anyone. I feel sick to my stomach. Zeth looks up through the fussing he’s receiving from Lacey and Michael, and his eyes meet mine. His expression tightens, forming a deeply furrowed brow. “What happened?”


  Oh, yeah. I’ve completely forgotten that I look like I’ve been street fighting. “Fender bender,” I whisper.


  “One of Charlie’s guys nearly forced her off the freeway,” Michael helpfully supplies.


  “They what?” Not content with the minor miracle of merely sitting, Zeth tries to go the whole hog and slips from the table, trying to stand. It’s a glorious failure. His legs don’t even pretend they’re fit to hold him up; they bow immediately, and he drops like a sack of stones. I rush forward—like I would have a hope in hell of catching him without getting flattened—but Michael’s already on the case. Zeth’s unconscious again, his skin a pallid, deathly white.


  “How about that transfusion, Ms. Romera?” he suggests.


  “Yes. Of course.” I go and grab the blood from my bag, feeling the weight of the fluid heavy in my palm. Before blood transfusions, people would die from wounds like Zeth’s. Hell, people still died from them today, with the blood transfusions. As I put a line into Zeth’s arm and watch the dark, almost black blood slowly make its way into his body, I can only hope I brought enough. And I can only hope Zeth wakes up again.
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  Four Days Later


  



  



  Something tells me I’ve lost time. You tend to know these things when they happen to you—you can feel it in your bones. There’s that feeling of wakefulness when you rise from sleeping—a pleasant, mostly lethargic experience. Then there’s the sudden wakefulness of your consciousness resetting and switching back on, like you’ve been powered down while your body carries out maintenance work, and then having the reset button hit when things are tolerable enough for you to wake up again.


  Waking right now feels like the reset button being hit. And it fucking hurts like a motherfucker. I’m working up to opening my eyes when I hear voices. The buzzing of a cell phone.


  “Who is it?” Lacey’s voice, soft and hushed, speaking to someone else. Another buzz of a cell phone. A deep sigh.


  “It’s Pippa. She wants to talk to me. We fought before your last session.” Sloane now. Sloane’s voice. I feel positively fucking tingly when I hear her speak. It’s like a huge weight being lifted from my chest. She was hurt. I remember that. Someone hurt her.


  “Are you going to call her?” Lacey asks.


  There’s a pause for a moment, and then Sloane says, “I just don’t have the energy right now. She’s not one to let something drop.”


  “You should just be honest with her. That’s what she told me.”


  Another pause, longer this time.


  “And are you going to take her advice? Are you—you don’t think you should tell him yet?” Sloane’s tripping over her words like she’s skirting a very sensitive subject.


  “I—I don’t think—No, not yet. It’ll be better—if I wait a little longer.” Lacey seems to be having problems getting her words out, too. I’m hit with the sudden memory of Sam saying that Charlie sent them to take her in order to protect her.


  “I can totally understand that you’re nervous about this, Lace,” Sloane says softly. “But you don’t think he has a right to know? I mean, you can’t keep it from him forever, right?”


  My hands begin to clench into fists. I get this absurd image into my head—Lacey with a huge, round belly, and some schmuck who’s knocked her up standing right next to her. If someone’s gotten her into trouble, I’m gonna go on the fucking warpath. As far as I know, Lace has been steering clear of every single guy on the face of the planet bar me, though. Maybe she met someone at Sloane’s dad’s church camp. Some hippy dippy asshole who plays guitar and likes toasting marshmallows. The very idea…yeah it’s fucking laughable. Thinking about laughing makes me realize just how damn dry my throat is. I start to cough.


  “He’s awake. He’s…oh my god, he’s awake! What should I do?” Lacey panicking.


  Something cool and firm touches my forehead, and then my eyelids are being prised open and a bright light is being shone directly into them. I fight to get them closed again. “Mother. Fucker,” I groan.


  “And there he is. So eloquent,” Sloane says. There’s a hint of amusement in her voice.


  “You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” I growl.


  “Not kill you. Merely encourage you to drag your lazy ass back into the land of the living.” I open my eyes of my own volition, and she’s there sitting on the edge of the bed, a small flashlight resting on her lap. “Headache?” she asks.


  I could tell her that it feels like someone’s been stomping on my skull for the past god knows how long, but instead I just give a sharp nod. Even that sends a wave of nausea rolling through me.


  “You’re dehydrated. I have you on a drip, but it’s probably not enough. Here.” She holds out a glass of water and my stomach fucking balks at the thought of drinking it. She’s right, though; I have to drink. I reach for it and my hand snags—there’s a cannula in the back of my fucking hand. No fucking thank you. I yank it out, and Sloane makes a half-hearted protest. I toss it onto the bed, saline leaking out onto the covers, and I take the glass of water from her.


  It takes considerable effort to try and keep my hand from shaking as I drink. Fuck, it takes considerable effort not to drop the damn glass altogether. I may not have wanted it a moment ago, but as soon as the water touches my lips I can’t stop myself. The liquid tastes better than any beer or spirit I’ve ever drunk.


  “Steady. Slow down. You drink too quickly, you’ll make yourself sick,” Sloane says.


  I stop gulping down the water and place it on the small side table beside my bed. I have about thirty different questions slamming around inside my head and I’m determined to ask all of them, but as soon as I take a proper look at Sloane all of that changes. The sun’s shining down through the skylight above my bed, lighting up the haze of individual hairs that stick up around her head, escaped from the pencil that’s doing a half-assed job of holding her hair back. I just sit there and stare at her for a moment. I’ve nearly died a couple of times now, but I’ve never experienced this kind of fucked-up emotion before now. I’ve only been interested in getting up and moving so I can find the asshole that tried to end me so I could get revenge. This situation isn’t like that. Right now, I’m simply filled with relief. Relief that I get to see the woman sitting on the edge of my bed again. What the hell is wrong with me?


  Lace is leaning against the wall, the cuffs of the sweater she’s wearing—mine—dangling way past her hands. She’s swamped in the thing. And she looks pale, too; way paler than she should be. This whole thing, me getting stabbed, it’s the stupidest fucking thing, and it looks like these women have been suffering for it. That makes me feel pretty fucking shitty.


  “Your parents,” I say, glancing at Sloane.


  She shakes her head, smiling softly. “They’re fine. I couldn’t handle leaving them at home, not with Charlie knowing where to get to them, so I paid for them to go on vacation. They’re soaking up the sun for two weeks in the Caribbean as we speak.”


  Hmmm. Smart. That means I have two weeks to deal with Charlie before they’re in any sort of danger again. “How long? How long have I been out?” I ask.


  “Four days.” Sloane bends and picks up a small plate with some dry biscuits on it. She offers it out to me, but I shake my head.


  “I was in a coma for four days?”


  She laughs at this, offering the plate to Lacey, who takes one of the biscuits and dutifully bites into the brittle thing. Maybe they’re trying to lead by example but there’s no way I’m putting that dusty looking shit in my mouth.


  “Not in a coma,” Sloane says. “You were running a high fever. Makes you incoherent. Sleep for long stretches at a time.” She smirks. “But you were in and out for a while there.”


  I don’t even wanna know why she’s finding that so entertaining. I was probably clucking like a chicken or some shit. Hopefully Michael’s been busy or he’ll have recorded the whole fucking thing on his cell phone. Asshole.


  As if on cue, the door to my room opens and the man himself walks in. His suit jacket’s missing and his shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows. “Finally,” is all he says.


  “Yeah. Finally.”


  “Sloane said you’d wake up properly today,” Lacey whispers, inching closer. She hovers for a second before obviously giving in and deciding the hell with it. She perches carefully on the edge of the bed on the opposite side to Sloane. “She hasn’t left your side,” she says, nodding to Sloane. “It’s all been very Florence Nightingale.”


  Sloane shoots her an uncomfortable look, her cheeks turning red. “Yeah, well, you don’t leave sick patients when they need monitoring.”


  A strange look passes over Lacey’s face. She regards us both, her gaze turning from me to Sloane, back and forth for a minute, and then she sighs. She sounds oddly content. “You two are really weird, y’know. You”—she pokes me in the leg—“care about her. And you”—she pokes Sloane—“care about him. Why the hell are you tiptoeing around it like high school freshman at your first dance?”


  I could fucking throttle her. Michael clears his throat, scratches his jaw, says, “Right. Okay, then,” and walks straight out of the room again. We have a tacit agreement that we don’t talk about emotions and girly shit—it makes him as uncomfortable as it makes me. Which is pretty fucking uncomfortable. At least when it’s coming from Lacey’s mouth, anyway.


  “You feel like giving us the room, Lace?” I ask. Usually that would be enough to set her off, but she seems content enough with the fact that I’m alive. She does as I ask and leaves, my sweatshirt so long on her that it’s almost down to her knees.


  “She’s been sleeping in here,” Sloane says quietly.


  Oh, god. Being in the same room as me while I sleep? That’s fucking dangerous. I could have hurt her. If I was delirious as well as half-asleep, I could have killed her. “Did I—” I don’t even know how to ask. Maybe Lacey’s wearing that giant sweater of mine because I laid my hands on her and she’s covered in fucking bruises.


  “No, no. Don’t worry.” Sloane shakes her head. “You were too weak to even lift your head let alone throw anybody across the room.”


  I fix my eyes on her, and I see that she looks tired. Completely worn out. “You been sleeping in here too?” I ask, though I know the answer. She hasn’t been sleeping anywhere. She barely looks like she’s slept at all. She shrugs.


  “Like I said, a doctor doesn’t leave a patient that requires monitoring.”


  I grunt at that. “So it wasn’t because you were terrified I was going to die and you were panicking like crazy?”


  Her eyes widen a little. She should know by now that I don’t like guessing at people’s emotions. Particularly when I can see them plainly enough. I’ve never understood why people fucking hide what they’re thinking or feeling. It’s pointless. It doesn’t get them anywhere, and it doesn’t ever help me, either.


  “Yes,” she says, lifting her chin. This whole being honest thing is so new to her that she still thinks it’s the hard way to do things instead of the easiest. “Okay, yes, I was worried. More than worried. I didn’t want you to die.”


  “Good.”


  “Good?” She laughs, shaking her head. “You have no idea the shit we’ve gone through the past few days, waiting to see if you were gonna be okay. I had to steal supplies from work. I could get fired if they figure out it was me. I had—”


  I cut her off. “Was it worth it?”


  Opened-mouthed, she just looks at me for a moment. “Was stealing from work worth you getting better?” she asks.


  I nod—fucking headache—and ease myself up a little higher in the bed. “Yeah. Was risking your job and your reputation worth saving me?”


  She doesn’t even think about her answer this time. “Yes.”


  “Then good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.”


  A delicate red blush starts to rise from her neck, staining her cheeks, and turning the tip of her nose pink. Coupled with the tight line of her lips, I think I just made her mad. “So you basically don’t give a shit about my job, is that what you’re saying?” she demands. She thinks I’m being a jerk, telling her that I value my life over anything that could possibly ever matter to her.


  “No.” I lean forward as best I can, trying not to show how badly my stomach fucking hurts. “I know exactly how important your job is to you. I’m saying that if you’re willing to risk your work, the thing you care most about, for me, then you and I…we’re in the same place.” I suppose this is my way of thanking her; trying, albeit really fucking badly, to let her know that I’m grateful for what she’s done. That I would do the same. That I would risk everything, too… I know I haven’t worded it right. I could start over and just fucking say it, but the angry look on her face softens and falls away and I think she’s got the picture.


  “You were going to come and get me, weren’t you?” she asks.


  “I said I was. I don’t say something and then not do it, Sloane.”


  She nods her head, eyes falling to the bedcovers. “So you don’t want me to go?”


  This girl. This crazy fucking girl. She’s asking me the same thing I asked her in the park outside Newan’s office. Once we’d established that she could actually acknowledge her feelings and own them, I’d thought we were pretty much set. That even though she might have had a few issues accepting her attraction to me, she was entirely aware of my need for her. But then again, I know I’m a stone-cold asshole the majority of the time.


  “I stopped you from losing your virginity to a guy I thought would treat you badly,” I tell her, attempting to make my voice soft. “I trusted you with the life of someone I’m responsible for when I could do nothing to help her; I went against the man who raised me to find your sister; I put myself directly in danger when I went to get her back for you; the only life I’ve ever known has not only been turned upside down but burned to the ground since I met you. And I keep coming back, Sloane. You don’t need to ask me if I want you to leave. You don’t ever need to ask me that. At this stage in the proceedings, I don’t think there’s any leaving for either of us.”


  I watch every last scrap of color drain from her face. I’m not one for speeches or expertly explaining myself, but I can’t lay it out for her any clearer than that. Her hands are trembling as she laces her fingers together and then changes her mind, quickly shifting to slip them beneath her thighs so that she’s sitting on them.


  “Oh,” she says.


  I can’t tell if she looks happy or really fucking freaked out. She’s a smart girl, so I know what’s going on in her head. How trapped she might feel right now. Because I’m the bad guy. The dark shadow you run from. The nightmare you’re relieved to wake up from.


  And she’s stuck with me now, whether she likes it or not.
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  Zeth’s warehouse is neatly compartmentalized into areas where I feel safe, and areas I don’t. The kitchen, bathroom and his bedroom are all fairly safe, but the open-plan living space just kills me. The black leather couches; the bookcase with so many books stacked and wedged into it that you have to use brute force to even extract one; the magazines and the running shoes by the door, and the heavy bag, taped over and over with duct tape where it’s been split from all the abuse it’s taken. All of it. It’s just too him, and raises far too many questions. I want to know whether he’s actually read Dostoevsky, or whether he just bought Crime and Punishment to look smart, or to impress a girl he brought here once. I want to know whether he’s aware that he rolls out when he runs; that the heels of his running shoes tell me he strikes too hard and if he only landed a little flatter, it would hurt less. I want to know if he works out in here, beating on that heavy bag, because he’s frustrated or angry, or simply because it feels good to smash his fists into something.


  I am way, way, way too close.


  And I have no idea how, or if I want to get away.


  Coming here to Zeth’s place was a necessity, but now that I’m here, I find myself wondering strange and disconcerting things. Like where do I fit into this world of his? What would it look like to have my medical journals crammed up there beside his Dostoevsky, or my running shoes sitting right there next to his?


  After Zeth’s admission earlier, I have no doubt in my mind that he wants that. I never would have thought it possible, but apparently it’s true. He does want me. He wants me to be with him. In what capacity, I have no idea. Perhaps he just expects to keep me here as his plaything; to screw me when he feels like it and then ignore me when he’s bored of me. Whatever he wants, though, I’m now faced with the question of what I want. A place to stay safe until all of this blows over, or something more.


  I’m staring at the vast bookcase, thinking this over, when Michael finds me. I feel like crap for slapping him. He’s been so good. He even drove back to my house and collected more clothes for me, since my bag got carted away with my wrecked car after the crash. He’s been practically glowing since Zeth woke up; his smile is a mellow one as he sits down carefully next to me.


  “He still sleeping?” he asks.


  I nod absently. “Yeah. He’ll be tired for a few days more, I think. Then he can start rehabilitating. Maybe we can have him walking around in a week or so.”


  Michael almost chokes. The coughing, spluttering sound doesn’t look like it’s being caused by some obstruction in his throat, but more like poorly contained laughter. “You’re kidding, right?” he wheezes.


  “What? It’s gonna take a while for him to get back on his feet.”


  Michael looks at me like he almost feels sorry for me. “Zeth is gonna be back up and running by the morning, trust me.”


  “No way.” I shake my head. “I’m going back to work tomorrow. You have to make sure he doesn’t get out of that bed. Not even to go to the bathroom.”


  Ever since I’ve met him, Michael has been the epitome of dignified grace, yet he doesn’t look very dignified right now, howling on the couch. I might as well be the funniest stand-up comedian in the world because Michael is finding everything I’m saying side-splittingly hilarious. He gets to his feet, holding out his hand. From there he starts to unbutton his shirt.


  “Whoa! Whoa, what the hell are you doing?”


  “I need to show you something, Ms. Romera,” he says, finally regaining his composure. He finishes unbuttoning and shrugs his right shoulder out of his shirt, pivoting to show me a four-inch-long, jagged scar that runs across the back of his shoulder blade. It’s faded, but would have been fairly nasty once upon a time. “I received that for my troubles the last time I tried to make Zeth Mayfair recuperate in bed. I won’t be trying it again. I learn my lessons the first time around.”


  “He did that to you?”


  Michael lifts both shoulders, unfazed. “He told me to leave him the hell alone. I didn’t. He told me again. I still wouldn’t listen, so he proved he was well enough to get out of bed by kicking my ass.”


  I feel like groaning. That definitely does sound like something Zeth would do. “Neanderthal,” I mutter.


  “He’d argue that he’s actually very highly evolved, I’m sure,” Michael says, grinning. “Anyway, I’m taking Lacey to see the shrink. You wanna come with? Zee’ll be fine on his own for a couple of hours.”


  Lacey’s appointment with Pippa. Oh, god, it seriously feels like I was there just yesterday. I so can not face that right now. And Pippa seeing my face? The cuts and scratches are healing really well, but they’re still visible. She’s immediately going to jump to conclusions—that Zeth is somehow responsible. Even if I told her the truth that it was one of Charlie’s men who did it, she will still see that as Zeth’s fault. My involvement with him putting me in harm’s way. I just can’t bear the thought of arguing with her right now, and I certainly can’t bear the thought of her chewing me out for not telling her sooner that I was in a serious car crash.


  “No, you know what, that’s fine, Michael. I’m just gonna wait here in case he even thinks about climbing out of that bed.”


  “I’d just let it go if I were you, Ms. Romera. It’s not worth the headache. Can I bring you anything back?”


  “No, I’m fine. Thanks, Michael.”


  His fingers work quickly, doing up his shirt again. “Okay. I have my cell if you change your mind.”


  “Thanks. Oh, and Michael?”


  He pauses mid-stride, turning back to face me. “Yes, Ms. Romera?”


  “Please…call me Sloane.”


  



  ******


  



  



  It’s getting dark by the time I decide it’s probably time Zeth tried to eat something. I fix him some food and a glass of water and creep into his room, ready to wake him up carefully in case he freaks out, but I immediately see that he’s already awake and sitting on top of the covers. He must have gotten out of bed to do that.


  “You have got to be kidding me,” I growl.


  “I am not pissing in this,” he advises me, waving one of the bedpans I ‘borrowed’ from work in my general direction.


  “You didn’t need to piss in that! You had a freaking catheter!”


  Zeth looks murderous. “About that. Whose idea was it to shove something into my dick?”


  “Uh, that would have been mine, considering you would have urinated all over your bed otherwise.” This seems to stump him. The indignity of a catheter is far less than the indignity of throwing out what looks to be a fairly expensive mattress ruined by pee. God knows how the hell he took the thing out, too; he would have had to deflate the balloon and catch the fluid. Second year med students struggle to do that without screwing it up.


  “Never again,” he says firmly.


  “How about you try harder at not getting stabbed? That will negate the need for anything remotely catheter-like going anywhere near your dick in the future.”


  More grumbling ensues. I shove the plate of food at him—ham and cheese sandwich and sliced fruit—and I sit there and glare at him until he begins to eat. It’s the most basic food you can make, and yet I feel a weird sense of warmth inside me. This is the first time I’ve ever made anything for him. He manages to get halfway through and then refuses to eat any more. I decide against pushing him, primarily because it’s more than I would have thought he’d get through anyway, but also because I don’t have the energy to argue over something so small. I need to pick my battles. And Zeth giving himself enough time to recover properly is definitely the battle I need to win.


  As though he can tell exactly what I’m thinking and he’s ready to test some boundaries, he winces as he tries to sit up straighter in the bed, the bandages pulling tight across his abdomen. If he keeps on like this, he’s going to open all of his stitches.


  “Freeze, mister.” I place my palm against the flat, toned skin of his stomach. The heat pouring off him makes my hand burn. He looks down at himself, studying the point where our bodies touch.


  “I’m okay, Sloane.”


  “You’re not okay.” And neither am I. I want to tell him that, but my pride won’t let me. Even when I was a kid, I’d never admit to physical pain. It seemed like a weakness to me then, and it sure as hell feels like a weakness now. Zeth’s not stupid, though. He’s seen me blanch every time I try to move my left arm.


  “Is it broken?” he asks, running his fingertips across my bare shoulder.


  “No, not broken. Just sore.”


  “So you’re gonna be fine?” There’s an old stillness to him as he asks me this. It’s entirely new, and makes me think he’s holding his breath. He’s such a huge hulk of a man—a fighter’s physique, a wall of intimidating muscle. It seems as though he was made to destroy things, to grind them to dust, and yet he can be gentle. He is so gentle when he touches me right now. His hand rises to my face, fingers skimming over my forehead, exploring an area that still throbs painfully. One of the deepest cuts from where the glass shattered all over me.


  “You aren’t freaking out about this scarring,” he says. It’s not a question; it’s an observation.


  I hadn’t even thought about that. My injuries really aren’t that bad. Yes, a couple of the cuts were deep enough to possibly leave a scar, but I’ve kept them clean and let the scabs form properly. I’ve just left it up to fate. If I’m meant to be left with a couple of marks, then I will be. If I’m not meant to, then I won’t. “I know a good plastic surgeon,” I tell him, smiling, though I would never consider that. Not for something so cosmetic. Zeth looks strained as he traces his fingertips down one side of my face, stroking gently over the slight cuts.


  “I don’t like this, angry girl,” he informs me. I freeze, completely motionless, in a mild state of shock. The way that he’s touching me…his hands have never been like this on me before. Almost reverent. Coupled with the low, soft tone in his voice, and I’m suddenly feeling a little vulnerable.


  I’m not sure I’m ready, after everything that’s happened in the past few days, to feel that way. My strength has been the only thing keeping me going; I need to cling to that a little while longer.


  “Mmmm. Well I can’t say I’m entirely happy about the situation, either.” I begin to pack away the medical supplies I’ve been using during the day, replacing them carefully back into my bag. It’s good to have something to do with my hands. Much better to keep busy than to collapse under the weight of everything that’s just happened.


  “We’re gonna finish our conversation from the park now,” Zeth tells me.


  “What?” My head snaps up. Of all the things to talk about, I really don’t feel like rehashing that. This really isn’t the time or the place. Plus our talk in the park, well, it was awkward to say the least. I doubt I’ll ever stop feeling like I betrayed myself when I told him what I did.


  “You were honest with me, Sloane. Which means you were honest with yourself. I’ve been waiting for that.”


  I feel like laughing. Honest with myself? He’s completely right. You’d think it impossible to deceive yourself, to hide something and pretend you don’t know it or see it or feel it, but I’ve been doing that for years. I’m good at hiding everything. I’ve been hiding from myself, from him, from my parents. From absolutely anyone who gets remotely too close. It’s been safer that way. My parents have been happy enough to pretend I was okay, even if they could probably see for themselves that I wasn’t, and I managed to somehow trick myself into believing that if I kept busy and didn’t give up searching for Lexi then I could hide myself away and simply survive. Zeth, on the other hand…Zeth knows. He’s known all along. He knows I’m not okay, that I haven’t been okay for the longest time. He sees straight through all of my shit, and he’s known how I feel about him for a while now, too. The most infuriating thing about this whole messed-up situation is that I can’t see anything about him as clearly as he sees me. I can count on my hands how many real things I know about his past, but the fact is that I’m too scared to ask. I’m scared because he will tell me the truth, and then I’ll know everything, and I won’t be able to run and hide anymore. I’ll have to face it all. Him. That darkness inside him that both terrifies and excites me at the same time.


  “Sloane.”


  I stop winding the loose bandage around my hand.


  “Are you going to ask me?”


  My skin breaks out into goose flesh. Somehow I find enough courage to look up at him. He stares back at me, unblinking, dark eyes burning with intensity. “Am I going to ask you what?” I reply.


  “What you’ve always wanted to ask me,” he says, a small smirk teasing at the corner of his mouth. His eyes are still serious, though. Focused and fixed on mine. “The question you’ve been thinking about since the day we met in that hotel room. You don’t care about how much blood I have on my hands.” I open my mouth—I sure as hell want to disagree with that—but he cuts me off. “You don’t care about prison, or Charlie, or Lacey. You don’t care about where I get my money, or how many women I fucked before you. You might tell yourself you do. It might even bother you a little bit, but none of that burns at you like this one question.” He sits forward, growling at the back of his throat as he moves. I don’t tell him to keep still anymore. I’m too mad at him for seeing inside me so easily. It makes me feel simple, like an open book that anyone can just come along and read any time they like.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I think I do, though, and that’s the worrying part.


  He tips his head to one side, expression flat. A little angry. “Sloane.”


  “Zeth. I’m sorry if—”


  He lunges forward, grabbing hold of my face with both of his hands, pulling me to him. For an insane heartbeat I think it’s going to happen. Goddamn if I am not the stupidest woman on the face of this planet. I thought he was going to kiss me. It feels like my heart is burning in my chest when he doesn’t. He stops just an inch shy of my lips. “Ask me, Sloane. Fucking ask me.”


  I’m about to tear my way free from his hold, but as soon as I touch his wrists I change my mind. I place my hands over his instead, holding them to my cheeks so that I no longer feel trapped, but rather safe. It’s the look in his eyes that’s done it. Flipped everything around on me and left me reeling. He looks…with that look in his eyes, it’s almost as if he’s begging me to do it. So I do.


  “Okay, fine. Why? Why are you the way that you are?” A light goes on behind Zeth’s eyes. He blows out the breath he’s been holding, his eyelids fluttering. It’s like a tension inside of him has been cut or extinguished somehow. I know instantly that I’ve asked the right question. “Why do you have that black duffel bag? What happened to you? Who made you the way that you are?” I pause. Take a deep breath. “Who hurt you?”


  The pressure of his hands increases as he tightens his hold on my face. He leans in even farther, so that our lips are a hair’s breadth apart. The close proximity is torturous; I’m trembling by the time he speaks. Even the movement of his lips faintly brushing mine as he talks is enough to make my heart slam against my ribcage.


  “There we go, angry girl. The million-dollar question. Are you ready for the answer?”


  I don’t know if I am or not, but the time has come. I nod my head just once, dizzy from the sensation of his breath skating over my mouth.


  “Nobody hurt me, Sloane. No one made me who I am. I wasn’t molested or abused, or made to perform disturbing sexual acts. You have to know that there isn’t always a sinister shadow standing over the shoulder of someone like me. We’re a rare and dark breed. I carry that bag because I like it. I cut myself while I’m fucking sometimes because I like it. I play with a knife occasionally because I like it. I do all of the things that I do to you because I like it. And you know what, angry girl? The thing that disturbs you the most…”


  My breath catches in my throat. I can hardly fucking breathe. Zeth’s tongue carefully flicks out, teasing my upper lip just once. I close my eyes as his words hit home, words that are whispered yet more powerful than a shout.


  “…is that you like it, too. You’re just like me, Sloane. You’re just like me.”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  



  Ever since I met Zeth Mayfair, my sleep patterns have been screwed. I’m slowly becoming used to the fact that I have enough problems to keep me awake at night these days, but right now not sleeping sucks. It’s three a.m.—I have to work in three hours, and I could really use the rest, but I’ve already been lying here for what feels like forever and I know there’s no way I’m going back to sleep.


  Being in a different bed doesn’t help. I crashed out in Zeth’s spare room last night—he refused to let me or Lacey ‘babysit’ him any further—although I didn’t really pass out until after midnight. I was just too worried about everything floating around in my head. Pippa, and now Oliver, being mad at me. Lexi. Charlie. Julio. My poor mom and dad. Everything. Everything just spinning around and around, a blur of problems with seemingly no end to any of it.


  Screw it. I figure I might as well just get up and start the day ridiculously early. Better that than lying here on the verge of a panic attack, anyway. A hot shower wakes me up a little and goes a ways to clearing my head some, but I’m still trying to untangle myself from the mess I’ve found myself in when I slip back into the room I’ve slept in…and see a dark silhouette sitting on the end of the bed. I suppress the scream of surprise that threatens to rip from my vocal chords, my body slumping back against the door. “Zeth! What the hell are you doing?”


  He cuts an imposing outline even in the dark—bunched muscles, impressive traps. The lines of his body are barely visible, but they’re remarkable. He leans forward, leaning his elbows on his thighs. “Waiting for you,” he says, his voice rumbling in that beautiful tenor of his.


  I’m still bundled in a towel from the shower, water beading over my shoulders. I’m shivering, desperate to dry off and get into some clothes, but I get the feeling Zeth has other ideas. “Are you serious? There’s no way you can be serious.”


  “Deadly,” he informs me. My eyes grow accustomed to the dark, and I can make out the shape of him, see the faint glow of moonlight on his bare skin. He’s completely naked. I don’t see any bandages anywhere either, which I’m about to give him hell for, but he speaks in a tone of voice that dares me to even try. “Lose the towel, Sloane.”


  Maybe a week ago I would have argued. Maybe less. But after our conversations yesterday, I’m done trying to resist him. At least for now. I drop the towel.


  He inhales sharply through his nose. “Turn around,” he growls. I do as I’m told, holding my breath. Rustling sounds reach me; it sounds like he’s standing up. The doctor in me objects—he really is going to do more damage than good if he goes down this path—but I know it’s pointless arguing with him. And after the crash and him being stabbed and watching him wrestle to pull out of his fever, I need this. I need it badly.


  “Put your hands against the wall, Sloane.” He’s standing right behind me. The feel of his warm breath against my chilled skin makes me come alive. I jump when a searing heat touches my shoulder and then trails up my neck—his tongue, licking the beads of water from my skin. “I need something from you, angry girl,” he whispers.


  “Oh, yeah?” My breath hitches in my throat. The deep resonance of his voice as he whispers his command sends a tidal wave of anticipation through me, even though I get the feeling he’s about to ask something of me that I may be uncomfortable giving.


  “I can’t do what I’d like to right now. I can’t tie you up and fuck you ’til you explode, so I have a little game in mind instead. You wanna play?”


  There’s no screwing around now. No will I, won’t I in my head. Even before Zeth accused me of being the same as him, of liking this as much as he does, I’ve known it was true. I just wasn’t ready to accept it fully. But now…now fuck it. I have no idea how pliable he wants to make me, but I’m all in. There’s no other way to move forward. “Yes. Yes, I wanna play.”


  He traces his finger up my spine, sending a shockwave of nerves through me. “Good. You’ll figure it out as we go along. Close your eyes, Sloane.”


  Huh. So he’s not going to help me figure this one out. And he wants me to close my eyes? The room’s already dark, and he wants me to make it even darker. I guess that’s how it is with us, though. We met in the dark—something that Zeth arranged on purpose. It adds a certain electrifying element to the sex. And I know Zeth well enough to know that he didn’t switch the light off in that hotel room because he was embarrassed or he didn’t want me to see his face. He did it because it robs you of a defense mechanism.


  As children, the majority of us are innately afraid of the dark. It’s an unknown entity, and can hide innumerable frights and scares. The bogeyman; the monsters under the bed; the ghosts hiding in the closet. It takes strength to overcome those fears as we grow older. Strength to analyze our dread and learn to accept it. To learn from it. To embrace it. In his own warped way, I think Zeth hides us away in the dark because he wants to make me fearless. It’s taking time, but I’m slowly becoming less and less gripped by panic whenever I find myself in this position.


  “Now put your hands behind your back,” he tells me.


  My nipples brush the cold wall in front of me as I lock my wrists together behind my back. I gasp silently, shocked by the chill. What is he doing? What is he going to do? I can sense him prowling around behind me. I get that sensation—a tingly, hyperaware expectation in the skin that comes when someone is mere inches away from making contact with you. My neck, my shoulder, my back. My buttocks. His hand is taunting me with its closeness. I know it; I can sense it. And I’m desperate for it. I realize I’m swaying a little, rocking ever so slightly on my heels as my body answers the pull it feels toward his.


  The hairs on the back of my neck stand up when I feel his lips gently brush my ear. “Stay still, Sloane. Otherwise I won’t be happy. You want to make me happy?”


  A part of me kicks against this. The feminist in me who thinks a woman should never allow herself to be subjugated by a man. But then there’s the part of me that’s being breathed on by Zeth Mayfair, and it appears that part of me is getting final say. “Yes. Yes, I want to make you happy.”


  Zeth makes a pleased rumbling sound at the base of his throat. There’s more movement from behind me and then something is being lifted over my head. Half a second of panic ensues where I wonder what the hell he’s doing, and I almost risk opening my eyes. I know he’s watching me, though. I keep them shut.


  “Good girl. That’s my good girl,” he says, repeating it over and over again, like he’s soothing a wild animal. That’s how I feel right now—unsure and nervous. Alongside that is the thrill, though. The thrill of stepping into the unknown. Of handing the reins over to someone else and trusting them implicitly. I suck in a sharp breath as something insanely cold touches my neck—metal. It feels like metal. Zeth gathers my wet hair in one hand and lifts it out of the way as he finishes placing something hard and solid around my neck.


  A collar. It’s some sort of collar.


  My blood feels like it’s boiling with adrenalin as I hear a firm and definitive click from behind me. Whatever this thing is, it’s now well and truly clasped around my neck.


  “You can breathe, Sloane. It’s not tight.” Zeth brushes a hand down my front, skimming his fingers across my breasts. “Not until you want it to be.”


  I inhale, realizing that he’s right—I’m holding my breath, and the collar isn’t actually tight. It fits snugly at the base of my neck, giving my windpipe plenty of room. Zeth surprises me then. He runs his hands down my front again, trailing demanding fingers over my breasts, down my stomach, slowly over my hipbones. He skims them across my buttocks, heading upward, and then travels up my spine. When he reaches my hands, which are still obediently where he told me to put them, held behind me, he laces his fingers through mine, holding one of my hands. The action is so intimate and reassuring that any lingering doubt over our little game vanishes in a puff of smoke. Even when he raises my arm a little higher up my back and I feel another press of cold metal and hear another series of clicks—a handcuff. The other wrist gets cuffed, too. I try to drop my arms so that they rest over my butt, but I get halfway and I can’t. My shoulder injury sings with pain, but it’s not enough to make me object. My hands remain lifted halfway up my back even as Zeth lets me go, held there by a tautness, connected from the handcuffs to the collar. There has to be a chain or something, connected between the two.


  Zeth trails his fingers down the groove of my spine, making a hungry, humming noise. “Your skin is fucking amazing,” he says. “You’re like a statue of some fucking Greek goddess, made out of the most perfect marble.” His hands go to my hips, and then he’s firmly guiding me forward, pressing the whole length of my body against the wall. I have to turn my head, my cheek resting flat against the plasterwork, which brings my ear close to Zeth’s mouth. He moves forward, crushing himself up against me so that my pinned hands behind my back are filled with muscle and burning hot skin—his temperature’s still not quite right, but I think his elevated heat has more to do with the massive erection he’s jabbing into my ass cheeks than anything else. He slips a leg in between mine and pushes them open a little farther so that he has better access to what’s between them.


  I’m already wet enough that he could thrust inside me right now and I wouldn’t complain. He doesn’t do that, though. Instead he slides a hand between my thighs, groaning a little when he feels how ready I am.


  “You’re killing me, angry girl,” he groans into my ear. “I wanna fuck you so hard. I wanna feel you coming all over my dick.” He slips his fingers forward, purposefully skating around my clit, just deviating close enough to make my body vibrate with expectation. He stops all too soon, but then replaces his hand with his cock, rubbing back and forth between my legs.


  I’m desperate, desperate to push back and let him thrust himself into my pussy, but I know he’ll disapprove. Plus there’s his stomach injury; it’s surprising he can even do this right now.


  I shouldn’t be condoning it. I should not be—


  My mind goes utterly blank as Zeth rocks back and then pushes forward again, finally teasing his fingers over my clit with such precision that I almost jump a foot in the air at the momentary intense burst of feeling that rockets around my body.


  A sharp sting of pain cuts through the pleasure and I trace the source back to my sore shoulder—Zeth’s biting me there, not holding back. The pain of it is dizzying, but it’s also awakening. I can feel every square inch of him, feel the energy snapping between our bodies. He hooks a hand around my waist from behind and I suddenly realize I’m very vulnerable. He’s so much bigger than I am; he lifts me with one arm and makes light work of carrying me back to the bed I slept in. The sheets are at the bottom of the bed, still exactly where I kicked them off before I got into the shower. Zeth sets me down, and he rips the sheets off the mattress, throwing them to the floor.


  He sits on the edge of the bed, then, facing me. With the faint, silver moonlight shining in through the skylight above us, I can just about see the devious smile on his face. “Where do you think we go from here?” he asks.


  “I don’t know. I have a pretty good idea.”


  “Why don’t you show me your pretty good idea, Sloane?”


  Much like telling me to select something from his bag back at Julio’s place, I’m sure this is an experiment on his part. Of course, this is the game. He wants to see if I’ve figured him out yet. He wants to know if I can guess at his dark little fantasies. I don’t know for certain, but I can probably make an educated guess. With my hands tied behind my back, I’m kind of limited, but I still have a few options left open to me.


  Zeth’s eyes follow me, shining brightly in the dark as I drop to my knees. He doesn’t tell me if I’m right or wrong. He simply reaches out and carefully strokes my hair. His cock is rigid, the tip of it brushing his belly as he sits there, breathing softly. I shuffle close to him, and I carefully lick from the base of his erection all the way up, shivering a little as his hand stops stroking my hair and he gathers a handful in his fist. Hair pulling’s not something I thought I would be into, but this isn’t just hair pulling. This is Zeth commanding more of me. This is him asserting himself over me, setting out the ground rules. I am his, and I am to behave. If I don’t, there will be consequences. Despite the part of me that just said no woman should ever allow a man complete power over her, Zeth’s authority over me doesn’t feel like he’s conquering me. He’s not dominating me. It feels as though he’s throwing down an ultimatum—this is who I am and what I need from you for this to work—that I can either accept or walk away from, and my decision is one hundred percent my choice. That doesn’t mean that he holds a violent power over me. Neither does me accepting his ultimatum mean that he’s won anything, or if it does then it simply means he has won my trust.


  I look up at him, and our eyes lock. He’s waiting on me, and the pressure—a pressure that would have terrified me before meeting him—only makes me want to make him wait a little longer. I don’t, though. I take him into my mouth, moving slowly. I don’t close my eyes; I keep them fixed on him as I slide up and down, tracing my tongue over his cock, sucking gently. Zeth’s hand tightens in my hair, pulling a little harder. He angles his hips upward slightly, though I can tell the shift hurts his stomach. I push down, taking him deeper, and my throat spasms as the tip hits the back of it. It’s not a pleasant sensation, but Zeth’s reaction makes it pleasurable.


  “Fuck. God, Sloane. Your mouth...” Your mouth is fucking perfect. Those are the words he said to me back at the hotel when we first met. Words that turned me on even before I knew the man who had given them to me. Words that have stuck with me ever since. I speed up, fired on by the tension I can feel building in his leg muscles, which are pressed against either side of me.


  I love doing this. I love feeling his cock growing harder in my mouth. Pippa once told me that going down on a guy is something she only ever does if she feels she has to, but holy fuck if I don’t absolutely love going down on Zeth. The taste of him alone is enough to drive me crazy.


  His legs have begun to shake by the time I decide I want more. I push upward, and Zeth lets go of my hair immediately, lifting his hands. His chest is rising and falling much quicker now, though it seems as though he’s trying to hide it. I get to my feet, and he tips his head to one side.


  “What now, angry girl? What do you think I want?”


  I walk toward him in between his legs, so that my body is almost flush with his, my breasts at the same height as his face. Carefully I climb up so that I’m kneeling over him, my knees on either side of his hips. “I think you want to move up the bed. I think you want to rest your back against the headboard,” I tell him.


  I sound so sure of myself. I don’t recognize the voice I’m using to essentially tell him what to do, but I like it. There’s no question in that voice. No room for argument. Zeth sucks his bottom lip into his mouth as he thinks, probably considering whether he actually wants to do what I’m telling him to, and then he narrows his eyes, shifting himself carefully back up the bed so that his back is exactly where I said it should be, resting against the headboard.


  “And now?”


  I don’t answer this time. I just follow him up the bed, crawling forward on my knees so that I’m straddling him again. I want to be able to use my hands. I want more than anything to be able to touch him. Dig my nails into his chest. Cause him some sort of pain. Instead I grind into his lap, groaning a little as his cock rubs against my pussy. His hands move to my hips, pulling me down a little harder, and I arch my back, thrusting my breasts into his face.


  I know what he would do now, even though I’m not sure I want him to. My hesitancy isn’t a part of this game, though. I push it aside, telling him what I suspect he would want next. “You want to use your teeth, Zeth.”


  He looks up at me, smiling a very small, imperceptible smile. “I do want to use my teeth,” he agrees. His hands move from my hips, and then he’s squeezing my breasts, biting down on my left nipple. He doesn’t just graze me; he bites down so hard that I cry out in pain.


  “Let it in,” he says. “Your fear of pain restricts you. If you let it just be, it liberates you, Sloane.” He bites me again, and this time I push into him, doing as he says. The sharp sting he causes travels around my body, setting my nerve endings on fire. Miraculously, his advice seems to work. Now, instead of startling me, the force of the sensation makes my body burn.


  “Shit, Zeth. Oh, fuck!”


  Zeth groans his approval. “What do I want now?” he pants.


  “You want—” This one is a little harder for me to get out. “You want to tighten the collar,” I pant. I remember the last time he cut off my windpipe, and I remember how it made me feel: panicked. Terrified even, but also extraordinarily turned on at the same time. Just the thought of it makes me dizzy. My pussy is aching, I want him inside me so bad, but I know he wouldn’t fuck me yet. He would make me wait. I’m still rocking my hips into him, his cock throbbing and swollen between us, and our bodies are starting to sweat. Zeth makes a growling sound at the back of his throat. He leans forward and bites at my jawline, grazing his teeth there, nipping at me.


  “You’re not fooling anyone, Sloane. I know you want that, too.”


  I don’t deny it. I can’t. As soon as his hands begin to cinch the fastener of the collar tighter, a violent judder runs through my entire body. My face prickles; it feels as though a pressure is building in my head as I labor to breathe. There’s still enough room for me to do that, but only just.


  Zeth grunts, and then he leans down and licks the skin above my breast. “Your sweat’s addictive. It’s like a drug. I want to lick it all from your body.” Hands on my hips again, he pushes himself forward, pressing his hard-on right up against my clit. “That feel good, angry girl? What else do I want, that you want, too?”


  This is a slight change in the game. Now he wants me to admit to the things he does to me that I enjoy. With my head swimming from the reduced oxygen it’s receiving I feel like I’m suddenly incredibly light. Like I’m floating. I still feel myself blush a little when I find myself admitting something I thought I would never admit. Zeth did something to me back at Julio’s villa, and I liked it very much. It just seems too dirty to even own up to, but somehow I manage it.


  “You—you want to play with my ass.”


  Zeth’s hands grip onto me so hard that I’m sure his fingers are going to bruise. He inhales in a swift, fast pull of oxygen that tells me I’ve surprised him. “Oh, Sloane…” he says, sitting forward a little. “You want me to touch you?”


  I nod, and the collar pulls that little bit tighter. Fuck. Fuck, I really want him. I feel like I’m going to explode if he doesn’t push into me soon. “Yes,” I gasp. “Yes, I want you to touch me. I want you to touch me there.”


  With what could almost be mistaken to be an amused laugh, Zeth slides both of his hands between our bodies. In his left, he takes hold of his cock, and starts sliding his hand up and down it very slowly, squeezing tightly. With his other hand, he reaches beneath me, lighting stroking his fingers through my pussy. He doesn’t linger there long, though. He reaches back even farther, and then he’s gently rubbing me in a place I never thought I would specifically ask to be shown some attention.


  It feels…it feels amazing. I find myself moving again, tilting my pelvis so that Zeth has better access, but also so I can push back against him. I want more. I want him to go farther. It doesn’t seem like I’m being too subtle about this, because Zeth carefully increases the pressure, until the finger he’s using is partially inside me. It’s a shocking sensation, but after the initial sting of pain wears off, it sends a rush of burning heat around my body.


  “Oh—oh my fucking—” I can’t speak. I can’t get my words out. Zeth hisses, as though my reaction is more than he was expecting. And he likes it. He slowly begins to press the tip of his cock against my pussy again, but this time he moves past my clit and he angles himself all the way back so that he almost slides inside me. Back and forth, he repeats this, all he while working his finger a little deeper into my ass. It’s all…I can’t…my brain can’t seem to cope with the multitude of sensations. My head starts to spin so badly that I think I might pass out.


  “What do I want now, Sloane?” he asks, his voice so low and hoarse and full of need that I feel like screaming. This is turning him on as much as it is me; I can read it in every line of him. In the fierce glint in his eye, as he watches me intensely, falling apart in his hands.


  “You want to be inside me,” I tell him. “You want to be inside me so bad. You’re gonna come all over my pussy if you don’t sink yourself in deep right now.”


  “Motherfucker,” Zeth hisses. “I wasn’t until you said that.” He guides himself back, so that the very tip of his cock is entering me again. “Are you ready, Sloane? Do you need me?”


  “Yes! God, yes!”


  He doesn’t hold back after that. He immediately starts to push up into me, but I lift myself off him, stopping him in his tracks. “No.” I shake my head. “Not there, Zeth. You don’t want to be there. You want to be where your finger is.”


  Even in the dark, I can see the fire intensify in his eyes. His whole body is suddenly vibrating underneath me, but he still says, “You’re sure that’s what I want?” He doesn’t mean that, though. He’s asking me if it’s what I want. He’s never done that before. Not ever.


  “Yes, Zeth. It’s what you want. It’s what you really, really want.”


  He doesn’t need telling twice. He inserts his hands under my thighs and lifts me, sliding himself forward so that he’s lying a little flatter on the mattress and is slowly, carefully pushing upward. Pain like no other grabs hold of me, but then he’s working his fingers over my clit, teasing me, forcing the pleasure back into my body. The war between the sensations seems to be waged for no more than thirty seconds before the pain and pleasure seem to combine. I begin to push back against him. I can barely breathe; my body feels like the end of a live wire, ready to spark and burst into flames as soon it’s touched.


  Zeth slides a little flatter onto his back, bridging his legs. Strong hands press against the flat of my stomach, and he guides me back so that I’m leaning against his thighs. My bound hands are in the perfect place to stroke over those thighs; tensed and powerful, they feel amazing to my touch. In this position, Zeth has better leverage to thrust into me, but he doesn’t. He lies completely still, watching me, letting me move as fast as I like, which means I’m in total control. Even knowing that makes me braver; I use my hamstrings to lift myself, and then I set in a rhythm, working up and down. It hurts, but it’s the most intensely enjoyable pain I’ve ever experienced.


  Zeth rumbles deep in his chest, his fingers digging into my skin everywhere—my breasts, my hips, my back, my thighs. He doesn’t seem to know where he wants to touch me more. It feels like he wants to pull me in every single direction and crush me to him all at the same time. I really begin to lose it when he pinches my clit. I buck against him, gasping, and it sets of a chain reaction of sensation—a rapidly rising burst of pleasure, emanating from deep within the very core of me.


  “Oh, fuck. Fuck, Zeth. I’m gonna—I can’t—”


  “Ride it, angry girl. Do your worst,” he rasps out, and then I’m coming. I can’t stop myself. This orgasm is different to any he’s ever given me before. It’s so intense my eyes are literally watering. It doesn’t feel as though it’s overcoming me, but rather breaking me apart instead. Shattering me. I can feel the slickness of my come all over Zeth’s fingers, all over his pelvis, and I’m not ashamed. I’m so, so turned on, I can barely see straight.


  “Oh, shit, Sloane, you’re so fucking tight. I’m gonna fucking come inside you.” Zeth’s muscles tense so hard, it feels like I’m being held in a vice. He roars, his body locked tight underneath me, his back curved up. It’s as though he’s lost complete control over himself; he rocks up and forward, wrapping his arms around my body, his forehead pressed against my shoulder.


  My heart is still slamming in my chest. Zeth remains there, panting, and I have such an unbearable urge to reach forward and wrap my arms around him. To hold him to me. I can’t, though; my wrists are still cuffed behind my back. My post-orgasmic haze doesn’t last very long, either. It suddenly becomes very, very painful to have Zeth positioned where he’s still positioned. Still hard and still throbbing.


  I wriggle, and Zeth instantly lifts me off him. Without saying a word, he uncuffs me and removes the collar from my neck. I collapse in a boneless heap on the bed, wincing at the strange and moderately unpleasant stinging that I now have to contend with.


  Zeth just stares at me, his eyes a little distant. “Worth it?” he asks.


  I feel laughter building in my chest, but I quickly stifle it; laughter seems like a very bad idea right now. God knows how much of a mess I’m in, and I sure as hell don’t want to make it worse. “Worth it,” I tell him.


  I carefully get up, tensing my muscles against the unique discomfort I now find myself in, and I turn to look him over. I can’t see any blood pouring from his injury, but that doesn’t mean he’s not in a lot pain after that. “How about you?” I ask him. “Worth it?”


  A faint grin spreads across his face. I doubt it’s a conscious thing—he probably has no idea how breathtakingly beautiful he is when he smiles like that. That might seem like a strange way to think of him, but it’s true. He’s beautiful in the same savage way that most of Mother Nature’s truly dangerous creations are. “Yes,” he tells me. “Worth a lot more.”


  That makes me grin, too, but I manage to hide mine as I collect the towel that I abandoned on the floor an hour ago. It’s extremely gratifying to know that he enjoys being with me as much as I enjoy being with him. I never thought it would be so important to me, but it is. Zeth doesn’t ask me where I’m going when I head for the door. Suffice it to say I feel the need for another shower. I’m halfway out of the door when he says, “Hey, angry girl?”


  “Yeah?” Oh, boy. I’m even answering to the name now. Zeth gives me one of his patented I’m-such-an-asshole smirks.


  “Just so you know,” he says. “You’re very good at that game.”
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  First day back.


  6:14 a.m.


  Absolutely freaking perfect.


  Since my car was towed to the wrecker’s yard after the crash, Zeth volunteered Michael to get me to work. The poor guy drove like a madman, but still…even early morning traffic heading into Seattle is a bitch, and now I’m late.


  Pre-Zeth Sloane would be losing her cool right now, but as I walk through the doors of St. Peter’s, the me that takes risks and does things that could possibly land a person in jail isn’t all that bothered. Fourteen minutes in the history of my career as a doctor. Fourteen minutes won’t kill anyone. The niggly Pippa voice tuts at the back of my head, airing out its disapproval—fourteen minutes could kill someone. If there was an accident and you were late to work, and there was no one available to treat—


  I cut off the pointless narrative as I rifle through my locker and pluck out clean scrubs. Hair tie to pull back my hair, hand sanitizer in the pocket, flats changed over to sneakers, and this doctor is ready for work. I’m stuffing my clothes into my locker when I notice the orange envelope that’s half slipped in between my hairbrush and an emergency unopened can of Red Bull on the top shelf. Working at the hospital is a lot like high school in some respects—there’s plenty of drama and people sleeping with other people they shouldn’t be, and when we want to pass notes to each other, we shove them through the vents in each other’s lockers. Or rather other people shove notes into other people’s lockers. I have neither shoved nor been the shove-ee before. I collect up the envelope and stick it into the pocket of my pants. Maybe I’ll catch a moment to read it later, after I try to slip onto the emergency room floor without my tardiness being noted.


  As it goes, no one makes any comments because the place is in uproar when I arrive. There’s a rapidly spreading pool of blood on the floor, and three nurses are trying to pin a patient—a young woman, vomiting said blood, who appears to be convulsing at the same time.


  “Dr. Romera, if you’ve got a minute!” the male nurse calls, wrestling to keep the woman’s arms from flailing so wildly. If the woman is having a seizure, standard procedure is to the support the head and leave the limbs well alone, but this woman’s in a gurney. She could break her arm if she hits the rails.


  I rush to the patient, reaching for my flashlight. When I shine the light into the woman’s eyes, the pinpricks of her irises tighten even farther.


  “Has anyone taken bloodwork?” I ask.


  “Doubt she’s got any left!” the nurse—it’s Paul, one of the longest serving members of staff at St. Peter’s—grunts out. “We’d have tried but we can’t get her still enough.”


  “How long has she been seizing?”


  An EMT appears in the scuffle, blood sprayed up her face. She looks like she’s in shock; a narrow yellow band across her right top pocket might look like a regular part of her uniform to a member of the public, but it tells me that she’s probationary. “Four minutes in the rig. She—she was complaining of stomach pains and then—I didn’t—there was so much blood!”


  I look around for the girl’s partner, but there’s no one to be seen. “Where’s your senior paramedic?”


  “I don’t—I don’t know. She ran to the bathroom as soon as we got the patient inside.”


  A series of possibilities are forming inside my mind. “Okay, either way she’s been seizing too long. Push ten ccs Fosphenytoin. We need to move her to radiology. We need to see what’s going on inside her. Ma’am? Ma’am?” I get no response. Not that I really expected one. Still, I have to try. “Ma’am? Have you taken any medication?”


  Nothing.


  “What you got?” Oliver appears out of nowhere, relieving one of the nurses who was trying to get hold of the woman’s legs. An instant sense of relief floods me. It’s one thing being thrown into the deep end after being away from work, but it’s another thing entirely having someone die on you within the first three minutes of your shift.


  “Vomiting blood. Grand mal seizures. Could be Wilson’s,” I tell him.


  Another nurse returns with the Fosphenytoin and lifts the woman’s sleeve to find a vein. Shock races around the team working on her as we all see the liquid-filled blisters marking the woman’s skin.


  “This isn’t Wilson’s,” I say, almost to myself. I lift her shirt from her stomach and the blisters are all over her belly, too. They’re everywhere. Practically forming right before my eyes. No, this isn’t Wilson’s disease. This is something much, much worse. “Everyone, get into hazmat. Right now,” I clip out. “She has chemical poisoning.”


  



  ******


  



  The thing about chemical poisoning is that, ever since 9/11, whenever a case presents itself, a small part of your brain instantly starts screaming TERRORIST ATTACK! TERRORIST ATTACK! in giant capital letters. News reporters often tend to do the same.


  There are four news vans outside St Peter’s by the time our patient dies. Nannette Richards was only twenty-six, just finished a masters in marine biology, and apparently on her way to the airport to go and visit her boyfriend in Florida when she dropped down on the ground and started seizing in a gas station three miles from the airport.


  There would probably be less panic revolving around Nannette’s death if the EMT who brought her in and provided mouth to mouth resuscitation hadn’t immediately fallen sick and also started vomiting blood, too. Now it seems as though the whole hospital is falling apart. A lockdown order went out thirty minutes ago, at which point four nurses came around and confiscated our cell phones, to avoid ‘unnecessary panic to the public’ should we decide to tell our family members or loved ones something that might be taken out of context.


  “My mom called me eight times earlier. She’s probably losing her shit right now. She’s totally going to think my face has melted off like that guy in The Rock,” Oliver informs me, as we stand on the peripheries of the ER floor. We’ve been observing the breakdown in civilization as patients try to leave and are subsequently told by security to return to their seats until the good doctors—my colleagues and I—can ascertain if they’ve all been infected with some violent and deadly strain of biological warfare. The guards don’t use those words, of course. The term, ‘for your own safety’ is bandied around a lot, as is ‘thank you for your patience.’


  Oliver shifts, scrubbing his hands up and down his face. “Do you think we’ll be out of here by dinner? I have somewhere I need to be.”


  “Hot date?” I ask. His frown grows significantly deeper.


  “My sister’s in town. She’s supposed to be crashing at my apartment, but if she can’t get in…”


  He looks pissed. Everyone is pissed. The patients, security, the nurses, the other doctors. Me. I’m pissed that something so absolutely and categorically unheard of would happen on my very first day back at work. Like I haven’t had enough drama over the past few weeks. “Sorry, Ol. Maybe she can book into a hotel for the night?”


  Oliver scoffs at that. “You’ve clearly never met my sister. Hey.” He shoves an elbow into my ribs. “There’s Bochowitz.”


  Sure enough, Bochowitz’s half-bald head, complete with wispy tufts of white hair rimming his skull, is visible across the emergency room. His lumbering, slightly off-kilter gait is bringing him straight for us. Bochowitz and I have a bit of a soft spot for one another; he taught me so much when I used to go and visit him down in the very bowels of the hospital, where the morgue is situated. And in return I used to keep him permanently stocked in nicotine replacement patches. If I didn’t bring him the patches, he’d be smoking a pack a day at least. The man’s usually obscenely happy, but today he gives me a grim smile as he reaches us.


  He gets right to it. “It’s not a contagion. There was a laceration to the dermis at the back of her neck. That looks like the point of entry. There’s no evidence of any poison in her system whatsoever, but her symptoms before death indicate she was poisoned.”


  “So what, it’s vanished from her body?” Oliver asks. He sounds a little disbelieving, like he’s been waiting for it to be Sarin or something really nasty. Something we can all get good and worried about. Dr. Bochowitz exhales impatiently.


  “No. I’m saying I haven’t found it yet. It’s something highly sophisticated. Something that’s going to take longer than three hours to detect, Dr. Massey.”


  “So we can open up the hospital again, then?”


  “We can, but Chief Allison won’t. Not until I can figure out exactly what this is. Apparently it would be bad for relations if we were seen to be releasing patients without ascertaining the exact cause of Nanette’s death.” Most pathologists would refer to a patient as Ms. Richards, or something a little more formal, anyway, but not Bochowitz. She’s been Nannette to him ever since she was wheeled into his morgue. The way he talks to deceased patients used to freak me out just like it freaks everyone else in the hospital out, but I quickly realized that he doesn’t do it because he’s crazy. He does it as a kindness, so that when the bodies of the dead undergo their final, most invasive medical examination, they aren’t left alone with a stranger. They’re left to go through it with a friend. That was the first thing that made me love the man.


  “The EMT is recovering,” Bochowitz continues, “so she obviously only came into contact with a negligible amount of the toxin, and that was through direct contact. Those of you who did touch the patient should have a blood test just to be sure, but I’m assuming you would have fallen sick and died by now if you were going to.”


  Oliver shoves his hands into his pockets, raising his eyebrows at the mortician. “You’re a ray of sunshine, Bochowitz. Thank you for brightening my day.” He hurries off down the hallway toward the canteen, trying not to look like a man who is terrified of needles and is running from the prospect. Which is exactly what he is.


  “I’ll take your blood for you if you like?” Dr. Bochowitz offers.


  “Sure.” I follow him into an examination room, my body relaxing now that the threat of imminent death is off the table. Though I tense up pretty quickly when I see the look of concern on Bochwitz’s face. His expression, usually serene and unaffected by much, is drawn into a contemplative frown. He folds his arms across his chest as soon as I’ve sat down.


  “What? What is it?”


  “Did you get a good look at the girl’s abdomen?”


  “What do you mean? I saw the blisters on her ribcage and I raised the alarm.”


  “Nannette had something written on her side. I found it when I carried out the autopsy.”


  A sinking feeling of dread twists through me. This something that he’s found written on her can’t possibly be good if he’s this stern about it. Dr. Bochowitz retrieves his cell phone from his pocket and tampers with the buttons until he finds what he’s looking for. He holds out the device for me to see and suddenly it feels like my whole stomach is trying to escape my body via my mouth.


  Property of Dr. Sloane Romera.


  The letters are drawn in a slanting, messy scrawl across pale skin in what looks like sharpie. How the fuck did I miss this? And why? Why would anyone have done that? My name? On my patient? In my hospital? Oh my god.


  “It’s relatively fresh,” Bochowitz tells me. “Usually sweat or natural sloughing of the dermis means that things like this fade fairly quickly, but the ink on Nannette is still prominent, which means it happened very recently.”


  “Was there…” I swallow, feeling bile rise at the back of my throat. “Was there anything else?”


  Bochowitz’s mouth pulls to the side; he scratches at a tuft of hair on the side of his head. “Aside from the remarkably personal tag marking the victim as your personal property? No. No, so far I haven’t located any other clue as to why Nannette was targeted for this attack. Or anything to really confirm that it was an attack. I just saw the ink and thought I’d better tell you first, before I showed anyone else.”


  I close my eyes, trying to get my head around this. A woman. A random woman off the street, dying. My head pounds as I consider the life of this woman. Her fiancé in Florida who still doesn’t know she’s dead; the children they might have had together; the career Nannette worked so hard for; whether she has parents who will be grief stricken by her death. I’m hit with each new thought like a succession of bombs going off inside my head. I know it with a sickening surety: her death is linked to my relationship with Zeth. It has to be. I never had any bodies addressed to me before I started spending time with him, that’s for sure. I draw as much air into my lungs as possible. “Have you passed this onto the cops yet?” I ask.


  “Our systems are linked. I’ll have to go down and submit my findings now. There’s a lot of people waiting on this information, Sloane. I doubt it will be long before they come looking for you.”


  I nod, eyes still closed.


  “They’re going to want to question you, you realize?”


  “I know.” I take in another deep breath. Open my eyes. Bochowitz’s face has softened with worry now. He reaches out and places his hand on my shoulder.


  “It’s amazing what goings-on can be gleaned from my lowly basement vantage point,” he says softly. “I may be out of sight, Sloane, but I tend to see a lot of things. And I tend to hear a lot of things, too. You’ve been absent, but you’ve also been troubled. I have no idea what complications may be affecting your life, dear girl, but there are further complications on the horizon. I hope…” He sighs, sounding faintly regretful. As though everything is already lost. “I hope that you’re ready. And I hope that you are safe.”


  Poor Bochowitz. I want to tell him I am, that everything is okay, but honestly, at this point, the last thing I’m feeling is safe.
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  “I don’t think I want to see Dr. Newan anymore.”


  Lacey is sitting on the sofa, teasing a piece of thread between her fingers in a cat’s cradle. She’s insisted on having the television on all morning, even though she’s not watching it, while I’ve been pacing the warehouse, trying and failing to prevent myself from feeling like an increasingly stressed animal trapped in a motherfucking cage. A cage that’s my own admittedly very comfortable home, but still. I want out.


  “I thought you liked Newan?” I scratch at the stubble on my jaw, carefully stretching out my body. I’m sore—not only my fucking stomach where I was stabbed, but everywhere else, too. Moping around in bed sounds mighty appealing right now, but I know my body and I know what it needs: it needs to be challenged in order to heal. I’ve been still for too long. I’m used to working out every day. To pushing my body to the limits. Being wracked with a fever and on my back for four days has royally fucked me over.


  Lacey holds up her cat’s cradle to me, the thread manipulated around her fingers and thumbs, and looks at me expectantly. I pull my eyebrows together, glaring down at the thing. “Seriously?”


  “Seriously,” she replies. She has that look on her face; the stubborn one that lets me know I can either acquiesce to her demand, or I can deal with the consequences. And I can’t be fucked dealing with a Lacey that’s been pushed over the edge this morning. I huff, pinching the taut lines and folding them around and under, pushing up so that the thread transfers to my hands in a new pattern.


  A childlike surprise takes over her features. “How do you know how to do that?” she asks, laughing.


  I consider telling her to mind her own damn business, but then I figure what’s the point. “My mother liked to do it with me,” I tell her. Her smile fades.


  “You remember her?”


  “I remember her,” I confirm. “Imperfectly. I remember small bits and pieces of her. Like this.” I offer out the cat’s cradle to her so she can take her turn at manipulating the pattern. “But those bits and pieces don’t make up a whole person.”


  Lacey takes her turn. She stares down at the game we’re playing, now looped and twisted around her fingers once more, and looks…impossibly sad. “Was she beautiful?” she asks. “Your mom. Was she really beautiful?”


  I clear my throat, reining in the desire to clam up and avoid the question altogether. “Yes. Yeah, she was.”


  “Do you…” She hesitates, as though she’s unsure whether she should continue on her train of thought. “Do you have any pictures of her? I’d like to see her.”


  Her interest is understandable given that I’ve never mentioned my mother before and here I am suddenly talking about her. Lacey’s probably intrigued about the sly remark Newan made about her, too—And then of course there’s the history with your mother. A history I have no intention of ever openly talking about. I’d show Lace a picture, but I only have one photo of the woman who sometimes visits me when I sleep. I’ve kept it secreted away for years, and even though I haven’t looked at it, the knowledge of its presence here within this warehouse is fucking torture enough. I haven’t been able to look upon her face without experiencing a dark rage that consumes me for days, so I think of my fucking self instead of Lacey’s curiosity. “I don’t. I wish I did.”


  Lacey just nods. She curls her hands into fists, loosening the threads and signalling that my duties are now over. I go back to pacing.


  I need to get my head back in the fucking game. There’s so much I have to do, and being injured is just not part of the plan. I need to figure out where Charlie is right now. I’ve been fuming ever since I learned about him setting me up and sending me to Chino, and I’ve wanted him to pay. And in order to keep Sloane safe, I thought the best way to make him pay was to kill the motherfucker. Then there’s no chance he can ever put her in danger again, but while that solution appeals to my more pragmatic side, the vicious side of me wants Charlie to suffer.


  Chino was not a walk in the park for me. Neither was Charlie killing one of my closest friends—the same murder that put me in prison. The lies, the deceit, the surveillance, the colossal sense of complete betrayal. None of these offenses are going to be resolved by Charlie’s quick and bloody demise. No, he deserves something a little more…appropriate.


  He deserves to find out what Chino’s like first hand. He deserves to lose all he holds dear. He’s already lost the Duchess, and in all honesty there’s only one other thing I know of that Charlie genuinely cares about in this life: his money.


  It’s a serious fucking shame that Rick’s dead. It would have been great to know more about what those bikers were doing, scamming information about Charlie’s businesses and their locations out of Rick. There is one other way of finding out, I guess. I could just ask the Wreckers. They might tell me, considering how much they clearly seem to dislike Charlie, but then again they might bury me up to my neck in sand, pour honey over my head and leave me to be eaten alive by fucking fire ants. The Wreckers don’t usually deal in drugs or guns—Charlie’s preferred method of paying his bills. They’re fences and thieves. They’ll steal and sell anything that’s not nailed down, and if they didn’t steal it, whoever did steal it can take it to them, knowing the gang will have no qualms about selling items in one of their many seedy pawn shops. For a healthy fee, of course. Their base is up on Aurora Lane, north of the city.


  If I can just get them to—


  “Zee?”


  —tell me straight what they want with Charlie’s operation, then maybe I—


  “Zeth!”


  I stop pacing, snapping my head up. Lacey’s holding out the television remote, pointing it at the screen. “Are you listening to this?” she asks. She’s frozen still, a bowl of dry Lucky Charms balanced on top of her knees.


  “…say that there is no risk of a contagion affecting any of the hospital’s patients at this stage, although no less than three nurses inside St. Peter’s have confirmed a worrying detail. One of the paramedics who answered the emergency nine-one-one request for urgent medical care at the gas station in Burien where the unknown woman mysteriously fell ill, is also displaying the same symptoms. Doctors have no idea what caused the woman’s death, or whether the staff and other patients inside are now at any sort of risk, but hospital administration have placed the building on lockdown, refusing to let anyone in or out. Our sources claim that—”


  My heart is a jackhammer in my chest. “What the hell?” My voice is steady, but with every passing second the news reporter asks or answers more questions, I can feel a very unpleasant, sick feeling forming in the pit of my stomach. “That’s St. Peter’s?”


  “Yeah,” Lacey answers. “There are so many cop cars out there. They think this is some sort of attack. And Sloane’s in there, right?”


  “Yeah. Yeah she fucking is.” Lacey’s right about the cop cars; there are four cruisers parked up outside the hospital, visible over the shoulder of the female news reporter. But it’s not the cruisers that have me on edge. It’s the Aston Martin one-77 parked by the emergency entrance.


  Charlie Fucking Holsan.


  This is another message. Except this one isn’t written on paper. I know him. I know him all too fucking well. This message is going to be written in blood.


  It’s perfect, really. The perfect way to get my attention. Sloane’s parents are no longer around for him to threaten, so he’s upped the ante, knowing I won’t be able to resist. Something ugly and very disagreeable sets my nerves on edge. I grab out my phone and dial quickly. I have to speak to Sloane. I have to let her know that motherfucker is inside the building with her.


  The line clicks as it connects, then begins to ring. Four rings. Five. Six. How many fucking rings does it take for someone to answer their phone? “Shit.”


  “She’s not supposed to have her phone with her while she’s working, Zeth,” Lacey says quietly. She’s chewing on her thumbnail, her legs now tucked up underneath her, eyes intent on the television screen. “Don’t freak out,” she tells me.


  She’s telling me not to freak out. Oh, holy fuck I must look like a complete psycho right now if Lacey is trying to talk me down off a ledge. “I’m fine,” I say. The phone rings out for the ninth time and I hang up, cursing under my breath. Well. There’s nothing else for it. I snatch up my leather jacket and start heading for the door.


  “Where are you going?” Lacey leaps off the couch and practically sprints to beat me to the warehouse exit.


  “Where d’you think?”


  “You know they’re looking for you. Every worker at that hospital’s seen your face because of Frankie’s brother; Sloane said so. The cops’ll arrest you the moment you pull up out front.”


  Inconveniently, Lacey has a valid point. Fucking Frankie Monterello and his pain-in-the-ass family still causing me headaches from beyond the grave. “I’m not hanging out here while Charlie’s inside that hospital.”


  “Are you worried about her? You think he’s going to kill her?”


  My ribcage constricts just hearing her say that. It’s like there’s a block inside my vocal chords that cuts me off whenever I think about saying something that’s not a threat or a curse word strong enough to turn the air blue, though. I can’t admit to being this terrified. I clench my jaw and look away.


  “Because that’s what I’m worried about,” Lacey says. “I’m really worried about that right now. I love Sloane.” She loves Sloane? Well, this is news. I jerk my head back, narrowing my eyes at her. Lacey actually returns my scowl. “Not like that, you jerk. I love Sloane like a sister. That’s the way she treats me—like family. And you love her, too. I am so sick of you guys—”


  “Do you want to come with me or not?” I say. I can’t listen to her complain about how useless I am telling people—Sloane in particular—how I feel about them. I have to do something to get her out of that hospital. Lacey blinks at me, shock marking her face.


  “Yes, I want to come with you,” she says.


  “Then shut up and get your jacket.”


  



  ******


  



  “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’ll bring Cade, too.”


  “Cade’s with you?”


  Michael makes an affirmative sound. “He and Carnie showed up earlier. Came to ask me something on behalf of my cousin. Cade wanted to see you, but I told him you were recovering. Which I’m guessing you’ve decided against, now?”


  “I’m already recovered,” I growl into the handset. “Make sure he leaves his cut behind. And leave Carnie, too. Three of us is enough. We don’t wanna draw any unwanted attention.”


  “Got it.” Michael hangs up, and I slam through my gear changes like the gearstick has done something personally to offend me. I barely lift my foot off the gas to take the corners.


  “She’s fine. You know that, right?” Lacey tells me, leaning through the gap between the driver and passenger seats.


  “She’s not answering her phone.”


  “She’s probably just busy. It has to be mayhem in there.”


  “She should have answered her fucking phone.”


  “You’re gonna go in there and you’re gonna overreact, aren’t you?”


  I wrench the steering wheel round, swinging the Camaro into the hospital parking lot. The place is buzzing. The news vans haven’t moved—they’re parked as close as they can possibly get to the glass frontage of St. Peter’s, and two different reporters are standing in front of the building, each talking into microphones as cameramen shoot them. Charlie’s Aston Martin is still parked by the emergency entrance, too. The sky’s darkened significantly since we left the warehouse, and it’s just starting to rain. I may not have stuck around in high school for long, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t read. I read everything from Plato to Sun Tzu, all the way through to Vonnegut. Right now the weather smacks of a pathetic fallacy that perfectly matches my black mood. Lacey grabs hold of my wrist from the backseat before I can get out of the car. “You haven’t answered me,” she says. “Are you planning on overreacting?”


  With a steely expression directed into the rearview mirror, I fix her in my glare. “Lacey, I never overreact. If I can’t get in there, I will react accordingly. I. Will. Fuck. Shit. Up.” She starts to object, but it’s too late; I’ve already climbed out of the Camaro.


  I assess the situation as quickly as possible. The entrance to St. Peter’s is closed, and two cops are standing outside; besides them and the news crews, there are few people waiting in the parking lot. A handful of concerned bystanders wait in the cold, presumably for their loved ones inside. It looks as though the rest of Seattle has taken the threat of chemical poisoning on board and have stayed the hell away. Smart fuckers.


  Lacey gets out of the car, grimacing as a gust of frigid wind buffets us, hair flying around her face. “You won’t leave me, will you?” she asks.


  “No, I won’t leave you, Lace.” I wish I could. I wish she would stay in the fucking car if I told her to, but I know even saying the words is a complete waste of breath. The last time I told her to wait in the car, she walked in on me shooting Frankie, her ex-fuck buddy, in the face. “You don’t need to worry. We’re gonna do this nice and quiet. I don’t feel like reacquainting myself with the penal system. There, does that make you feel any better?”


  She shakes her head, shrugging her shoulders up around her ears against the cold. “Not really.”


  “Great. Then let’s go.”
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  It takes all of two hours for the police to come looking for me. Two hours, where I numbly treat patients and go through the motions, just waiting and holding my breath. My first instinct was to contact Zeth, to let him know what’s happened, but without my cell that’s physically impossible. I really should have memorized his number. That way I could have snuck into one of the quieter areas of the hospital and used one of the landlines at a nurses’ station, but it never occurred to me that I might need to do something like that. And now all of that is irrelevant, because my name is being called over the PA system and I’m being summoned to the Chief’s office on level three.


  “Here, Dr. Romera, I can finish this for you,” Grace offers, holding out her hand to take the suture needle from me. I’ve been stitching a nasty gash on an elderly woman’s arm; Grace takes my seat and continues with the job, giving me a warm smile. Despite the unique turn of events today has taken, she’s been totally normal with me; I’m beginning to think she wasn’t instantly suspicious when she discovered me coming out of the blood bank with those units for Zeth.


  “Thanks, Gracie.” I take my time finding the way to the elevators. I’m in no rush to be questioned by the cops, especially because I haven’t been able to figure out what the hell I’m going to tell them. Basically, I can’t tell them anything. Or certainly not the truth, anyway.


  When I reach her office, the Chief is sitting on the edge of her desk, talking to a woman in her early thirties. The woman’s clearly law enforcement; she’s wearing a dark navy pantsuit and a crisp white shirt instead of a uniform, but she holds herself in that same way all authority figures do.


  “Ah, Dr. Romera.” Chief Allison smiles when she sees me. She’s been the Chief since I started at the hospital, but she worked alongside my dad for years before that. Highly respected, an authority in her field—pediatrics—Dr. Allison is an excellent doctor, but also a hard woman. She never smiles. Never. Something is quite wrong here. “This is Agent Lowell from the Drug Enforcement Agency. She’s requested a moment of your time.”


  DEA? Really? I would have thought they’d send the FBI instead, but then again, maybe this toxin is something the DEA have seen before. Maybe this has more to do with the drug than the actual risk of contagion. The agent looks like a bit of a blank slate—the generic pantsuit; the generic ponytail haircut; the generic flat shoes, made for running. Since she’s not a member of the Bureau, she doesn’t necessarily need to wear such formal clothing—I’ve seen DEA agents wearing Hawaiian shirts walking around this hospital—which means that she’s chosen to wear the suit. That tells me a lot about her already. I give the woman a curt smile, offering out my hand. “Of course. Anything I can do to be of help.” Except tell you the truth. Or generally disclose anything that might actually assist you in your investigation.


  It’s like this Agent Lowell woman can literally hear me thinking this as she reaches out and shakes my hand. Her business-like expression falters and I quickly see what lies beneath—out-and-out disapproval. She doesn’t know me. She’s never met me before, and yet I can tell she already suspects something. Perhaps I’m just being incredibly paranoid. It’s comforting to believe this, until…


  “If you would give us a moment please, Chief Allison. Ms. Romera and I need to have a little talk.”


  The Chief, despite her passive attitude since I walked in, still has balls of steel. “Oh, I’d say that’s entirely up to Dr. Romera, wouldn’t you, Ms. Lowell? It seems to me that your request to talk with one of my employees comes without any official mandate that might force the matter.” Dr. Allison didn’t like the cop’s flagrant put-down when she chose not to use my title, so now Allison’s deigned not to give Agent Lowell her title, either. Agent Lowell’s facial features go blank.


  “Oh, I assure you, there will be an official mandate if I think that justice is being obstructed here. I can get a warrant for this woman’s arrest at any moment of my choosing.”


  “Then perhaps you should—” Chief Allison starts to say, but I quickly jump in; I don’t like where this conversation is heading. I really don’t want this Lowell woman heading right out to get a warrant for my arrest.


  “No! No, it’s fine, Chief. I can talk to her. It’s not a problem. I have nothing to hide.” No greater a lie has ever been told, but much better that I spend half an hour being grilled by this woman here than be grilled for much longer at a police station. The truth of the matter is that I don’t know anything about Nannette Richards, or why she ended up with my name scrawled across her skin before being poisoned and sent to this hospital for me to treat. I won’t have to lie about that.


  Chief Allison gives me a slight nod before turning cold eyes on Lowell and leaving the room. A moment of awkward silence follows where Agent Lowell slowly paces around the Chief’s desk and shoves her paperwork out of the way, making room so she can perch on the edge, directly across from me.


  And then she starts talking, and everything spins on its head. “Where is your sister, Dr. Romera?”


  The speech about not knowing my dead patient dies on my lips. My sister? What the hell? What can this possibly have to do with my sister? “Uh…Alexis?” I ask, stalling for a moment. A moment to think. To get my head around this change in direction.


  “Do you have any other sisters?” Agent Lowell asks, her voice clipped.


  “I’m assuming you already know that I don’t.”


  The woman nods, her neat and tidy ponytail bobbing up and down. She’s only six or seven years older than me, but her pulled-back hair and severe expression make her seem an awful lot older. “In the interests of saving time, it’s probably safe to assume that I already know an awful lot more than you think I might, Sloane. I know that your sister was taken by a biker gang, and I know she’s resurfaced. Now you need to tell me where she is. Right now.”


  The burning intensity in the agent’s eyes flashes like tempered steel—on a regular day she’s not the kind of person I’d be screwing with, but today I don’t have any other choice. “I don’t know anything about my sister, Agent, but if you do, I would be glad to hear about it. She’s alive? Lexi’s disappearance happened so long ago; my parents and I, we’ve believed for a while now that she’s dead.” It’s not an Academy Award-winning performance by any stretch of the imagination, but my voice doesn’t shake. Agent Lowell clenches her jaw, eyes narrowing a little at the corners.


  “Okay. I’ll tell you what I know. Your sister was shot in the back eight days ago. She was admitted into a private hospital in San Jacinto, where she was treated and discharged two days later. A nurse at the hospital claims a woman matching your description was fighting with a member of a biker gang in the hallways, and she nearly had the woman removed from the premises. We’re waiting on their surveillance footage to arrive at our office, but I’m ninety-nine percent positive that when that surveillance footage does arrive, it’s going to clearly show you and your friends waiting for news on your sister’s well being. Now why don’t you cut the crap and tell me what I want to know?”


  My cheeks are burning; it surely must be halfway to an admission of guilt when the person you’re interviewing starts blushing furiously. Except my temperature isn’t rising because I’m feeling trapped or caught out. It’s rising because she thinks I’m stupid. There were no cameras at San Jacinto. Of course there were no cameras. It’s a private hospital, where clients appreciate their privacy and don’t want any evidence of them being wheeled into their third face-lift. Both Zeth and Michael made sure that they weren’t being recorded, and I’m betting Rebel did, too. If they had discovered that they were being filmed, that video footage would have been ‘accidentally’ wiped before the day was out. So, this bitch is lying to me and hoping I’m stupid enough to fall for it, which makes me exceptionally mad.


  “I’m afraid you’re just going to have to wait on your evidence, Agent Lowell,” I say as sweetly as I can. “This nurse seems to have described someone that sounds like me, but surely there are lots of women out there who are my height and build with brown hair, right?”


  I’ve called her bluff, and by the looks of her Agent Lowell couldn’t be less impressed. I don’t think very many people decline giving her what she wants, when she wants it. “This is a dangerous game you’re playing,” she says. “Your involvement with Zeth Mayfair has been of particular interest to us. Would you care to tell us where he is right now?”


  So she knows about Zeth. But I’m getting the feeling she’s trying to play me again right now. If she did know anything, she wouldn’t need me to tell her where he was; she would know that. She would know his exact location at all times. More importantly, they suspect Zeth had something to do with Archie Monterello’s murder, so they would have arrested his ass.


  “I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name,” I say politely. Lowell looks away, clenching her hands together in her lap. The polished leather toe of her right shoe starts tapping quickly against the carpet.


  “What do you think you’re gaining from keeping this information from me, Dr. Romera? Do you think you’re protecting your sister? That you’re protecting this Mayfair character? Let me ask you this: have you considered that the DEA are trying to protect you and the rest of this country? Zeth isn’t what he may seem to be. He may have tricked you into believing he’s harmless; you may be drawn to that rough exterior, but let me assure you, he is a killer, Sloane. A killer. Are you aware that he did time in Chino for murder?”


  I don’t let my thoughts manifest themselves on my face, but I feel like launching across the Chief’s desk and wrapping my hands around this woman’s throat. It’s laughable that she believes Zeth has been tricking me into being with him. It’s also laughable that she thinks Zeth’s fooled me into believing he’s harmless. If she’d have spent any time with him whatsoever, if she’d even ever met the man face to face, then she’d know it would be impossible for him to convince anyone of that. Zeth is just about as far from harmless as a man can get. “Like I said…I don’t know anyone by that name. I’m sorry I can’t be of any help to you where he’s concerned. And as for my sister, you say you think she was shot in the back? How do you know that? Is she badly hurt?”


  Lowell cocks her head to one side, her lips pursed together into a tight line. “I don’t think she was shot in the back; I know she was. I shot her. As for her being badly hurt?” She shrugs. “I doubt very much that she’s dead. San Jacinto said—”


  I shot her.


  “—their patient had received professional medical assistance out in the field”—she raises her eyebrows at me, clearly indicating that she knows it was me who provided that care—“so I would assume—”


  I shot her.


  “—she’s still receiving appropriate care.”


  I shot her.


  The words are ringing inside my head. This woman, the woman standing so casually in front of me, is the agent who shot Alexis? Again, she gives me a knowing look, as though I’m sneaking off every five minutes to change my sister’s dressings. She fucking shot Alexis, and she’s looking at me like I’m a felon for attending to my own sister’s life-threatening injuries.


  If she knew anything at all, she would know that’s not the case. In my head, I’m reaching for this woman’s gun and smashing it over her head with as much force as I can manage; she can’t tell me something like that and then expect me not to have a major problem with it.


  “Why the hell would you need to attack my sister? Lexi was kidnapped and taken against her will. As far as I’m aware, that’s not a criminal offense that requires shooting on sight.”


  A warped smile twists across Agent Lowell’s face. “Kidnapping doesn’t, no. But your sister is no saint. She’s up to her neck in hot water, and the temperature is only gonna rise from here on in. Maybe you should tell her that when you speak with her next.”


  I’m growing tired of telling her I’m not seeing or speaking to my sister, and I’m growing tired of playing games. I get to my feet, straightening up the chair I was sitting in. “Are you going to ask me about Nannette Richards, Agent Lowell, or are you going to harass me for information that I do not have?”


  “We don’t need to ask you anything about Nannette Richards,” Agent Lowell says, giving me a cold smile. “We already know everything we need to know about her. She is a victim; an innocent who was killed to make a point. Zeth’s ex-employer is a violent man, with an interesting way of making a point. You fuck with him, and you can bet your ass he’s gonna fuck with you right back. You should get used to having other people’s blood on your hands. Charlie Holsan will keep piling the bodies up on St. Peter’s doorstep so long as you’re connected with Zeth Mayfair. And from this conversation, Dr. Romera, I can see you’re not going to give up that connection easily.”


  I fold my arms across my chest, giving her a dark look. She’s telling me I’m responsible for Nannette’s death, and I will basically be responsible for many more if I don’t tell her everything I know. I know that to some degree she’s right; I do have Nannette’s blood on my hands, figuratively as well as literally, but I will not succumb to bullying tactics just so this viper can get what she wants. I want Charlie Holsan put away for life, but something tells me Charlie isn’t this woman’s primary focus right now. Cooperating with her won’t get me anywhere. “I have patients to attend to, Agent,” I say. “Are we done here?”


  Agent Lowell’s grin has a rather wolfish quality to it when she flashes her teeth at me. “Oh, no, I’m afraid not. I’ve re-evaluated the situation. Seems to me, we should take you down to the station after all. You may not wish to assist us in our investigation, Dr. Romera, but I’m thinking perhaps a forty-eight-hour stint in a public jail might persuade you otherwise. So please”—she smiles sweetly, gesturing to the chair—“why don’t you take a seat?”
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  The rain’s grown pretty heavy while we’ve been waiting for Michael and Cade. The fuckers take forever to show, and when they do make an appearance they’re soaked to the skin and dressed head to toe in black. They basically turn up looking like fucking criminals.


  I give Michael a firm thump on the arm as soon as he’s within reach. “What the hell is wrong with you? Didn’t I say we don’t wanna draw any unwanted attention?”


  “You told me to make sure Cade didn’t wear his cut,” Michael says, rubbing at his arm with an aloof but wounded look of pride. “And is he wearing his cut? No. He is not.”


  Cade points to his back to demonstrate that Michael’s right. “This is all we had, man. Now come on, I thought you wanted to break into this place?”


  “I did. But now that my sidekicks are a motherfucking huge ex-con covered in prison tats and a black guy in a fucking hoody, I’m not so sure. Doesn’t exactly scream respectable.”


  Michael thumps me in the arm now. “Fuck you, Zee. And anyway, a black guy wearing an Armani suit hands down will always draw more attention.”


  “And what about me? Am I not a sidekick?” Lacey’s hands are on her hips, her hair plastered to her scalp and hanging into her face in wet ringlets. She looks like a half-drowned cat.


  “Fuck! Yes, you’re a fucking sidekick. For the love of god!” I’m beginning to think it would be better to do this alone, but there’s no way to shake Lace now. And Michael’s hardly one to heed my commands if he thinks he’s going to be needed. “Alright, fine, let’s do this,” I growl. It’s not ideal, but then whatever is?


  Cade holds out his knuckles for me to fist-bump. “Strange turn of events, huh, bro? Both sent down for something that had nothing to do with us, and now, when we’re on the outside, is when we’re doing the illegal shit. Are we gonna kill this English fucker or what?”


  “No. We’re going to avoid him like the plague. It’s too public to be brawling here. And we’re not doing anything illegal, either. We’re just breaking a quarantine. And maybe a few health codes.”


  Michael gives me a dubious look. “You say that every time.”


  I don’t even justify that with a response. Cade takes a quick look around, searching for the cops, who are still standing outside the hospital. They’re too busy chatting to a news reporter, who’s wearing one of the shortest skirts I’ve ever seen, to notice us. “So what’s the plan?”


  “The plan’s simple. You two, get me under each arm. Lace, once we get around the side of the building, you run on ahead and tell the cops your friend is hurt and needs urgent medical attention.”


  Cade lifts one eyebrow, shaking his head. “And what are we gonna do when the cops guarding the side entrance see that we don’t actually have a wounded guy to wheel inside?”


  With a level of self-righteousness that even I can’t manage, Michael gives me an I-told-you-so look. He reaches forward and grabs hold of the bottom of my T-shirt, lifting it quickly before I can stop him. “Oh, I somehow don’t think a real injury is gonna be a problem, huh, boss?”


  Cade sees the blood pouring down my stomach, the broken stitches sticking out of my now re-opened wound, and he blanches a little. I had forgotten all about that—Cade Preston never was comfortable around the sight of blood. Doesn’t look like much has changed. “Aw, for fuck’s sake!” he says, scrubbing his hand over his mouth. “Doesn’t that fucking hurt, man?”


  I fix all three of them in the nastiest glare I can muster. Yes, it fucking hurts. Yes, I feel like shit. If I’m honest, I’m not entirely sure how long I’m going to be conscious if I keep losing blood at this rate. “No, asshole. I’m fine. Now come on, let’s go.”


  



  ******


  



  The other entrance to St. Peter’s is a staff entrance, not used for emergencies. There are less people here, but there is still a pair of cops guarding the door, blocking anyone from going in or coming out. Just like I told her to, Lacey runs ahead and does a fine job of turning on the waterworks.


  “My friend, he’s—he’s been stabbed! He’s losing a lot of blood. You have to let us inside!”


  The cops aren’t buying it until Cade and Michael practically drag me around the corner, my legs trailing out behind me, and they see the blood. It’s all over my hands and face now, courtesy of a liberal application from my stomach wound, just to make things look a little more dramatic.


  “Whoa, whoa, what the fuck man? You need to take him around front!” the younger of the cops tells Cade, holding up his hands.


  “Does he look like he’s got time for me to take him around the front, asshole? He’s fucking bleeding out!”


  I cough for effect, making a pained groaning sound and doubling over. I must look like shit. I’ve never been particularly tanned, but right now I’m guessing that if my coloring were manufactured as a paint, it would be called Early-Onset Death.


  The cops look at each other, unsure what to do. “There’s a lockdown in progress at this hospital right now, sir. You might want to head over to one of the other hospitals instead,” the older, more experienced guy says.


  “He’ll be dead before we get there,” Michael hisses,


  “Yeah. And if he dies, that will be on you,” Lacey adds, tears still running down her cheeks. Maybe they’re raindrops actually; either way, it’s working in our favor. The cops look like they’re about to back down. They give each other another hesitant look and I think we’re through…but then the older one says, “I’m sorry, guys. A quarantine’s a quarantine for a reason. We can’t risk it. Here, I can have an ambulance sent over to—”


  Cade nearly skids in the mud as I straighten up, shrugging off the two men who are supposedly supporting me. In two short strides I’ve covered the ground between me and the guy who was speaking and grabbed hold of his face in my palm, shoving him backward. He staggers back a step; I let go, pull my arm back and I swing as hard as I can, smashing my fist into his cheek bone. It all happens so fast that the younger guy barely has time to react. I kick out his legs from underneath him, and then Cade rushes forward and drives his fist into the kid’s face, hard enough that his body goes limp on impact.


  Both of the cops lie unconscious on the ground.


  Blowing, Cade straightens up, looking from the bodies to me, and back again. “Not illegal, huh? I’m sure Washington State considers assault on a police officer illegal,” he says.


  Michael steps around him, stooping and collecting up one of the unconscious cops by the ankles. He begins to drag him away, smiling grimly as he does so. “What did I say? Every fucking time.”


  In my defense, fuck those bastards. They weren’t gonna let us in, and with this pain in my gut, eating away at me, I’m not exactly in the most patient of fucking moods. We move both cops out of sight, propping them up into sitting positions against the low-lying wall of a small building, that, from the whirring sound emanating from inside it, houses one of the hospital’s power generators. We cuff the cops together, smash their radios, and leave them there in the rain, but not before I lift a key card off them that will allow us entrance into the hospital.


  The key card works. Inside the hospital, the four of us peer at the ward signs, trying to figure out the best way to find Sloane. Splitting up is generally a bad idea, but St. Peter’s is fucking huge. We need to cover a lot of ground and quickly. That’s the whole reason I called Michael in the first place; the more eyes, the better. After arranging to meet back at the side exit in thirty minutes and being expressly told to stay the hell away from Charlie, Cade and Michael head off to search the emergency room—this is the most likely place we’ll find Sloane, but it’s also the place where there are the most people who might recognize me and Lace. Those fucking mug shots the cops posted of me are a major pain in the ass, and so is the fact that Lacey absconded from a treatment room not twelve hours after waking up from a pretty intense suicide attempt. That means the two of us need to stick to the quieter areas—the canteen, the locker rooms, the admin levels upstairs, and the recovery wards.


  The canteen is full of people. Mostly patients and their family members, obviously wanting to stay away from any area where they think they might get infected with some nasty super bug. I send Lacey out onto the canteen floor to scan the area a little more thoroughly than I can from the entranceway; she comes up with nothing. Thankfully no Charlie. No Sloane, either. No doctors at all, apart from one guy, an Indian guy, who enters the room as we’re leaving. I recognize him straight away—he’s the doctor that helped Sloane with Lacey when I brought her in and collapsed with her in a heap, bleeding all over the lobby floor of the emergency room. It’s not Lacey who’s bleeding all over the hospital floor this time, though. It’s me. Thankfully the guy doesn’t notice the bright crimson droplets pat, pat, patting onto the ground as we hurry away.


  We search the recovery wards, slipping from room to room as silently as we can. Lacey takes the right-hand side of the corridor; I take the left. No Sloane, but I do come across something that makes my head fucking spin. Or rather, I find someone.


  “Nothing over here, Zeth. Maybe we have to go up a floor. Come on,” Lacey says, but her voice is muffled by the roaring inside my head. I feel her small hand on my shoulder, and sense her peering around me to see what’s holding me up. She won’t know the woman lying in the bed, hooked up to a thousand machines, but I sure as hell do. “Who is it?” Lacey asks, her voice suddenly crystal clear and razor sharp as the roaring abruptly stops.


  “It’s Charlie’s girlfriend,” I tell her, although girlfriend is a poor word to describe the Duchess. In a very old-school way, she is the epitome of a gangster’s mistress. Bella Mafia. Except Charlie’s English, not Italian. She looks like she might be dying, but then that’s not what’s surprising. What’s surprising is the fact that she’s even still alive. And also that my ex-employer isn’t here.


  “She stabbed you,” Lacey says simply. Her little hand tightens on the doorframe, her knuckles going white.


  “Yeah. She did.” I walk into the room, holding my breath. If the person in this bed were anyone else, a different person who had decided to take a knife to my stomach, my reaction right now would be decidedly more violent. But Sophie has been lied to for a very long time. I’m not angry with her. I’m angry that I got stabbed, sure, but I can hardly blame her. I don’t know how, but she found out everything that Charlie’s been up to the last thirty or so years, and she found out about me. She said so herself. Her voice, choked with rage, plays out in my head—And I know about you, too! I guess I betrayed her in the same way Charlie did. I practically grew up with her playing the part of a half-hearted and extremely unreliable surrogate mother, and I hid who I really was from her. She’s maybe the only person on earth I ever bothered to shield from that. She was always just so…oblivious to the world.


  I watch as her chest rises and falls, accompanied by the low hiss of the machine that’s filling her lungs with oxygen. She’s in a seriously bad way. Lacey creeps closer to the Duchess’s bedside, peering cautiously at the empty shell of a body lying in the bed. She looks fascinated, morbidly intrigued by what she sees. She looks her slowly up and down, and then ever so carefully reaches out and takes the Duchess’s hand.


  On the bedside table, a battered bible has been left out. It’s one I’ve seen a thousand times before—not a Gideon’s bible that most hospital bedside tables come equipped with, but the Duchess’s own bible; the same one she’s had for years. The leather cover is peeling and curled under at the corners, and the gold print on the front has all but worn away. Lacey sees it too and absently lifts the cover. A small rectangle of paper flutters out and drifts to the floor, slipping beneath the bed. I duck down to retrieve it, and as soon as my eyes catch on the image on its front, my hand fights to form a fist. It’s not paper, but a photograph. A fucking photograph of the Duchess and another woman I would recognize absolutely anywhere.


  It’s a picture of her and my mother.


  They’re grinning, arms thrown around each other’s shoulders, staring straight into the camera. They look so young and so carefree, like they haven’t got a fucking problem in the world. This is an early picture of my mother, back before she died her hair to the dark color I always remember. She can’t be much more than nineteen. I had no idea she knew the Duchess. I had no idea she was even faintly connected to any of these people. Fucking hell. My mind is suddenly racing a million miles an hour.


  “What is it?” Lacey asks, holding out her hand. I swallow, my tongue feeling far too thick in my mouth. I stare at the image hard, committing it to memory, and then I pass it over to Lacey.


  “It’s nothing; just a picture. Put it back. Come on, we have to find Sloane.” I walk out of the room feeling sick to the bottom of my stomach. How well did the Duchess know my mother? And how the fuck did she manage to lie to me all those years?


  



  ******


  



  My phone rings as we’re waiting for the elevator up to the third floor. On the other end of the line, Michael’s hushed voice sounds far too loud in the quiet of the abandoned hallway. “No sign of Charlie. And Sloane’s not down here,” he tells me. “Some nurse said she was paged to the Chief of Medicine’s office about twenty minutes ago. You should go up there.”


  “Already headed in that direction.”


  “Perfect. We’ll head there, too?”


  “Yeah. Hurry.”


  I hang up just as the elevator arrives. Lacey and I ride it up two floors and exit just as a woman in a dark pantsuit storms passed, talking on her phone. She doesn’t notice me and Lace, but I sure as hell notice her. The woman has FBI written all over her. Even Lacey can smell it on her.


  “She’s probably someone we need to avoid?” she asks, shrinking back into the elevator.


  “Someone you need to avoid,” I tell her. “Go and find Sloane. I’ll be right there, I promise.” Lace bounces on the balls of her feet, shaking her head.


  “No, come on. Let’s just get Sloane and go, Zeth. Please!”


  I place my hands on her shoulders, hunkering down to look her in the eyes. “I won’t be long. And I’m not gonna hurt her. It’s okay. Go. And. Find. Sloane.” I feel like I’m giving a command to Lassie, unsure whether she entirely understands what I’m telling her to do, but Lace gives me a slight nod of her head and shuttles out of the elevator just as the doors are about to close. She turns right…and I turn left, following after that FBI agent.


  She hasn’t gotten far. I halt at the first bend in the corridor, peering around the corner to scout her location. She’s a mere three feet away, smashing her index finger into the buttons of a coffee vending machine, still on her phone. Her voice rises as she talks to someone, who clearly isn’t as smart as she would like them to be.


  “I don’t care how long it takes, Jarvis, just do it! We can only legitimately keep her for twenty-four hours, and I want everything tapped. Her cell phone; her house; her car. Everything. That means you have an hour to find Judge Thomas and get him to sign off on it. This woman’s got no record. No priors. She’s a fucking doctor, for crying out loud. He won’t want to green-light a full observation, but it’s your job to convince him, okay?” She slaps her palm against the coffee machine, hissing under her breath. I’m pretty sure in those few sentences I’ve heard enough. She’s talking about Sloane; she has to be. If they’re planning on tapping her place, then there’s no two ways about it. Charlie or no Charlie, I have to get Sloane the hell out of here.


  The woman hangs up her phone, and I get the briefest of glances at her name badge as she slips her cell into her pocket. I’m nowhere near close enough to read the name printed on the front, but I’m sure as hell close enough to catch the big DEA badge. What the fuck? What the hell are the DEA doing here? I was not expecting that. I don’t know if it’s better or worse that this chick’s not with the feds, but I’m not hanging around to find out. I’m turning, about to go locate Sloane, when I hear something that stops me in my tracks.


  “Denise, there you are. I’ve got the—man, what the hell are you doing? Here, get out of the way.” I chance another quick glimpse around the corner and a second agent has appeared—dark suit; shiny Italian leather shoes; greased-back hair. He looks like the government version of a motherfucking Ken doll. He fiddles with the vending machine, and then it chunks and starts vending the coffee. This Denise woman scratches her head, blowing out a deep breath.


  Denise. Denise was the name of Rick’s DEA handler. Agent Denise Lowell. A coincidence? A mind-blowingly huge, no-fucking-way, off-the-charts level of a coincidence? Yeah, I don’t believe in those. This has to be the same woman. It feels like a pretty big fucking jigsaw puzzle piece has just fallen into place, but I still can’t figure out what the whole picture is. I shake my head, growling under my breath.


  “Thanks,” the woman says.


  “No problem.” The guy hands her the little plastic cup and then leans against the wall, folding his arms over his chest. “You’re letting this get to you, y’know?” he says.


  “So would you if you’d been working on the case for this long. I’m so fucking close I can taste it, and this woman is the key to shutting this thing down for good.”


  The male agent shakes his head, smiling softly. “Babe, it’s all good. You’ve done as much as you can. This is a done deal.” He shoves away from the wall and plants a kiss on the top of her head.


  So Agent Denise Lowell is fucking her workmate. And she’s been working on this case for a long time? That pretty much confirms my suspicions—she has to be the same woman that bribed Rick into feeding information to the Wreckers. But what the hell does she want with Sloane?


  I’m not gonna stick around to ask personally. I make my way as silently as I can back down the corridor. Three turns later and I figure it’s safe to run. I’m about to get moving when I turn another corner and walk straight into the man I’ve been trying to avoid since I broke into St. Peter’s.


  The grey-haired devil breaks into a glorious smile. “Ah! Zeth Mayfair! As I live and fuckin’ breathe.”
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  Ten seconds after Agent Lowell leaves, the door to Chief Allison’s office cracks open, and a small, blonde woman inches her way inside.


  “Lacey! What the—”


  She holds up a hand, placing her index finger over her mouth. “Shhh. Come on, we’re leaving.”


  “Leaving? Lacey, I’m pretty sure I’m being arrested.”


  She frowns at this. “Have they read you your Miranda Rights?”


  I have to think for a second. Did I get read my rights? Lowell just told me to sit my ass down and then left. “No. No, I wasn’t read my rights.”


  “Then we’re leaving,” Lacey repeats, as though the whole thing is obvious and totally above board. “Charlie’s here, and we need to be gone before he sees any of us. Zeth’s coming in a second. We have to get downstairs without heading back through the west wing of this floor; that’s where the cops are. Is there a way?”


  There is a way. An elevator down the eastern corridor, out past accounting. I nod, getting to my feet. If Charlie’s here, then I definitely want to hightail it. A small part of me resists, though. I was told to wait here by a member of the police force. And not just the police force—by a member of the DEA. If I go against what I’ve been told, I’m crossing a line. A line I’ve never crossed before. I won’t be able to come back to work, that’s for sure.


  “I’m not so sure about this,” I say. “How did you even get in here?”


  “It’s probably better if you don’t ask,” Lacey says, her mouth pulling up to one side in some semblance of a rueful smile. “It wasn’t the easy way, that’s for sure.” She spins around, suddenly startled by a noise out in the corridor. Her shoulders visibly relax, and then I see Michael and Cade arrive behind her.


  “Hey, precious,” Cade says, smiling at me. Whereas Michael’s always been a little too formal with his greetings, it appears Cade is going to be exactly the opposite. Michael huffs and hurries into the room.


  “No time for details. Let’s move.” He doesn’t give me an option. It’s kind of a relief. Taking the choice out of my hands makes running out on Agent Lowell seem a little more acceptable. I’m ushered out into the corridor, and there’s only one question on my lips:


  “Where the hell is Zeth?”


  



  *******
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  “I always thought it would be Sam who fucked things up so badly that I’d ’ave to put a bullet in ’im. I ’ave to say…I never thought it would be you.”


  Sam. Yeah, Sam. The guy gets caught doing something nefarious every single time he leaves his front door. He didn’t even know where to aim his gun to hit me in the heart. Sadly, the same can’t be said for Charlie Holsan. Charlie knows exactly where my heart is. His FN Herstal Five-Seven—one of the hardest handguns to procure, but the most efficient at its job—is butted right up against my ribcage. And whereas Sammy would never have had the stones to pull the trigger, I know Charlie most certainly does. He has that wild light in his eyes again—the crazed mania that makes me think he’s been hitting the blow especially hard.


  “I knew if I put the hurt on that little cunt of yours, you’d come runnin’,” he says, his mouth pulling into a broad smile. It would have been ill-advised for him to call Sloane anything, but to call her that… Every other word that comes out of my mouth is a curse word, but I never say that word. It’s an ugly word, used by ugly people. I curl my hands into fists, getting ready.


  “You always were vicious, Charlie, but I never thought you were the kind of man to sell women. I sure as hell never thought you’d turn on me, either.”


  Charlie sniffs, narrowing his eyes at me. “I’m the kind of man who likes to make money. That’s the only kind of man I’ve ever been.” He squints at me a little harder. “You think me selling those bitches is any worse than you putting bullets in the backs of people’s skulls? At least the girls are alive by the time I sell ’em on. Mostly. How many people have you killed for me, Zeth? How many people have you wiped clean from the face of this earth?”


  I nod my head, staring him down. “More than I can count. But they were all evil, murdering bastards like you. And I may have been executioner, but you were the one handing out the orders. Their blood’s on your hands, too. I’ve never harmed an innocent person.”


  Charlie’s head kicks back, his mouth open wide as he laughs. “If that helps you sleep at night, son, then who am I to fucking argue?”


  “I sleep just fine, Charlie.” I press myself into the barrel of his gun. I am so fucking over this. I am done with his crazy paranoia, the threats, wondering which of his asshole henchmen is loitering around the next corner, waiting to put my girl in danger. “You tried to run Sloane off the road, didn’t you?” I snarl.


  Charlie shrugs, pulling his mouth down at the corners. “This is Seattle. It’s been known to rain a lot. It ain’t my problem if your woman can’t handle a car when it’s wet.”


  “Fuck you, Charlie. While you were out fucking with Sloane, your woman was at home slashing her wrists. She’s one floor down in a fucking coma; have you even been to see her?”


  Charlie reacts quickly, pulling back and swinging, punching me hard in the stomach. I double over—I can’t help it—and the air leaves my lungs in an agonizing gasp. I can feel the wound in my stomach tearing even further. It was bad before, but now it’s really fucking bad. A wave of nausea washes over me, making me retch. “You’d be wise not to mention that,” Charlie bends over so our eyes are level. “I know you were there. I know you had something to fucking do with that.”


  I spit onto the floor, unsurprised when I see the pink tinge to my saliva. “She was already well on her way when I arrived, asshole. You’re just gonna have to accept it; the years of lies and drugs and cheating—you made her so fucking unhappy that she wanted to die.” I’m pushing an unhinged man’s buttons, but it’s what’s going to get me out of this situation. I’m just waiting. Waiting for the right moment to snatch his gun and shoot him with it. In the meantime, Charlie brings the weapon crashing down so that the butt impacts with the back of my head. My vision shatters into a kaleidoscope of color and shapes.


  “Oh! Oh my god!” I hear the squeak of tennis shoes on linoleum and the clatter of something crashing to the ground. Someone’s come across Charlie and me in our compromising position, and they’re freaking the fuck out.


  “Stop where you are, love,” Charlie says. I look up and a nurse is frozen, stock-still, with an upturned tray at her feet, and small drug vials rolling on their sides down the corridor toward us. She looks like she’s just shit her scrubs. Probably because Charlie’s pointing the gun at her. I can’t go for Charlie’s weapon now; it’s too risky. He might shoot the nurse. But now that he’s distracted, I can pull my own gun. I grab it from my waistband, hissing through my teeth at the jaw-dropping pain that rips through my stomach. “Drop it, Charlie.”


  Charlie angles his head toward me, grinning. He looks even madder now, the whites of his eyes showing. He starts to laugh. “Oh, this is just fucking perfect, isn’t it? You’re gonna ’ave to shoot me in a hospital. You’re gonna get caught and sent back to fucking Chino, ’cept this time they’ll fling your ass on death row. No early release for good behavior with that one, son. And what if you don’t kill me? Imagine all the nasty, depraved shit I can be doing to your little doctor while you rot away.”


  He’s still pointing his gun at the nurse, but I’ve had enough. Years. Years I fucking spent in that hellhole for him, for a crime I didn’t commit. That injustice pales against the threat he’s making toward Sloane, though. He can’t be allowed to hurt her; I won’t fucking let him. Not ever. I roar, launching myself at him; I hit hard, sending him crashing into the wall, and the nurse screams. A screen of red drops down over my vision, and I’m pounding my fists into Charlie’s face, his side, his stomach. I’ve dropped my gun, but I don’t care. I don’t care about the pain. I don’t care if I lose every last drop of blood from my body. I will kill this motherfucker if it’s the last thing I do.


  Charlie swings the gun back round, smashing it into the side of my face. Pain explodes inside my head, but I keep going. I keep swinging. I only stop when Charlie manages to regain a footing and he spins, pointing the gun at me again. I grab up the Desert Eagle, and then I’m pointing that right back at him.


  “FREEZE! DROP YOUR WEAPONS!”


  My heart is slamming in my chest, and my head is spinning. I can barely see straight, but it doesn’t take much to spot the two DEA agents over Charlie’s shoulder. They both have their weapons drawn, and Lowell is staring, wide-eyed, at us as though she’s just hit the mother load. “DEA! PUT DOWN YOUR WEAPONS!” she yells.


  Charlie looks at me and starts laughing again. “I’m afraid I don’t quite feel like it,” he shouts. “You see, we’re in the middle of a conversation here.” He pivots and fires in one swift motion, way too quick for the cops to react in time. The nurse at the other end of the hall starts screaming again, and the guy behind Lowell falls back, arms and legs out straight as he sails through the air. A cloud of pink mist blooms behind him, and that’s it for Denise Lowell’s lover.


  They call the FN Herstal Five-Seven the cop-killer for a reason. This is why. Its rounds will pierce anything, even police-issue body armor. I doubt Lowell’s partner was even wearing any, though—wouldn’t want to ruin the line of his suit—and now the fucker is dead. This shit is now officially way out of control.


  I do the only thing I can; I turn and I run.


  

  ******
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  We’ve almost traveled the length of the hospital before we come across Zeth; we hear shots, shouting, and then there he is, his forehead covered in a sickly sheen of sweat.


  “Oh my god! What the hell is wrong with you?” I head for his shirt, to lift it up, to see what damage he’s done—running! He was running!—but he slaps my hand away.


  “Later, Sloane. Later, okay?”


  “Hey! Hey, stop!” A shout echoes down the corridor, and the next thing I know Zeth has grabbed hold of my hand and I’m being dragged in the opposite direction, away from Agent Lowell. “STOP RIGHT THERE!” she hollers.


  We have a good thirty feet on her, though. We skid around the corner, all five of us, and I push ahead, tugging Zeth down the left-hand turning that will take us to the service stairwell; we’re never going to make the elevator in time. I slam through the emergency exit and begin to race down the concrete steps, my heart thundering in my ears. This is stupid, this is stupid, this is SO fucking stupid. The chant is like a metronome, keeping my legs moving. I am running from the law. Never, ever, ever in my life did I think this was who I was, or would be for that matter.


  Down we go, staircase after staircase. My head is spinning by the time we hit the ground floor, and my ears are ringing with the sound of footfall and incoherent shouting.


  “Keep moving, keep moving!” Zeth roars. I turn and Lacey is right behind me, her eyes wide, a mask of panic frozen on her face. Zeth is behind her, followed by the other men. And three turns of the staircase above us, Agent Lowell leans out into the gap, pointing her….pointing her gun.


  “Don’t fucking move!” she yells. Zeth keeps on pushing, though; he obviously has every intention of moving. And fast. We burst out of the emergency exit into the rear car lot, straight into a downpour of rain that’s so heavy it instantly soaks me to the skin.


  “Get to the front lot,” Zeth says, pulling both me and Lacey to the right. I’m already moving, but Michael grabs Zeth by the shoulder.


  “Give me your keys,” he says. Zeth shrugs him off, but he doesn’t give up. “Zeth give me your fucking keys. Now!”


  “Just shut up and move.”


  Michael punches Zeth in the back, so hard he slumps to his knees. A shriek rips out of my mouth—what the hell is he doing? Michael reaches into Zeth’s jacket and pulls the set of keys out, and then he helps Zeth to his feet. Zeth’s pale white and swaying on his feet, but he still looks like he wants to kill his friend.


  Michael turns to me then. “Wait around the corner. Go! She’ll follow us to the cars. I’ll send someone for you. Just wait there! You’re gonna have to help him. He’s lost a lot of blood.” As if to prove his point, Zeth’s head rocks back and he almost slumps to the ground. Lacey and I grab him under each arm and do as we’re told. This isn’t going to work. This is not going to work. But I still power forward, stumbling under the vast weight that I’m desperately trying not to let fall on top of me. Thankfully Zeth’s able to stagger forward, otherwise we’d be screwed. Michael and Cade tear off, whooping and calling as they go. The building to our left cuts away and we turn, coming into a small courtyard where the generator blocks are kept. Lacey seems to know where she’s going. She urges us forward, leading me right behind one of the brick genny houses.


  I have to blink three times before I’ll believe my eyes. “Cops!” I turn to Lacey, who looks mildly embarrassed. “Lacey, why are there two fucking cops fucking handcuffed to the doors of this fucking building?” I don’t think I’ve ever said fuck so much, but the situation seems to warrant it.


  “They’re just unconscious. They’re not dead,” Lacey says, as if this makes it all better.


  “Oh my god,” I breathe, and I mean it. Devine intervention is the only way I can see a positive outcome in all of this. I feel like dropping to my knees and praying that we get through this. Lacey and I lower Zeth to the floor. His eyes are open, but it doesn’t seem like he’s seeing us. I check his pulse and it’s slow and thready. He’s gonna die, and all because he wouldn’t just stay in his bed. All of this because he wouldn’t fucking listen. I slap him around the face, hard, and it’s only partially to stop him from falling into a coma. The other half is because he fucking deserves it.


  Michael told us to wait here—that he would send somebody for us. Police sirens wail out in the front car lot, and there’s nothing else that we can do. Lacey and I sit there, and we wait.


  



  ******


  



  A Widow Maker shows up twelve minutes later. It’s Carnie, one of the men I met at Julio’s; I have no idea how he managed to get here so fast, and I don’t ask questions. It’s a miracle that we haven’t already been discovered. Lucky that the unconscious cops haven’t woken up, either, although that’s more of a worrying point. They’ve been out for so long, I begin to worry they actually are dead, but a quick check of their pulses reveal they are very much still alive.


  Just like us, Carnie’s absolutely drenched; he looks faintly amused at our situation, although his smile vanishes when he realizes it’s on him to lift Zeth. In the end, even he’s not strong enough to do it on his own. He takes Zeth’s arms, and Lace and I get a leg each. It’s so undignified that I’m almost glad the bastard’s finally passed out on us; he would never consciously tolerate such manhandling.


  Carnie has an industrial van waiting at the rear of the hospital, the engine still running. Down one side, the paintwork reads Encore Dry Cleaning. He’s parked it right up against the bay doors, as though he’s waiting for a delivery of the hospital’s soiled linen. The hospital cleans its own sheets and scrubs, but it’s a reasonable disguise. We manage to haul Zeth into the back—the van is actually piled high with sacks of clean laundry—and then Lacey and I climb in right behind him. “Where the hell did you get this?” I ask Carnie, already suspecting the answer.


  “I borrowed it,” he replies, and then he slams the doors closed. Everything falls into darkness. A moment later, the van lurches and we’re moving. In the dark, the engine and our breathing seem very loud. I suddenly realize how cold and wet and tired I am. Lacey fumbles around and finds my hand, squeezing it tight.


  “Is he going to be okay?” she whispers.


  I squeeze her hand back, and I tell her the truth. “I don’t know. I hope so.”
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  The man I called a back-alley doctor back at Zeth’s warehouse told me his practice was in a basement, but he lied; it’s actually above a tattoo shop in Greenwood. He looks less than happy to see us when we walk through his door, although his tight-lipped grimace isn’t one of surprise. He knew all too well that we were coming.


  The unit he operates out of is clearly where he lives, too, although the room he guides us to is immaculately clean and equipped with nearly every piece of hospital gadgetry he could possibly need, including a life support machine pushed back into one corner.


  “Put him on the table,” he orders, rolling up his shirtsleeves. Carnie, Lacey and I heave Zeth up onto the table, and I try not to succumb to the overwhelming urge to throw up. Everything hits me all at once. I just screwed up any chance of continuing my career. I should never have run, but it was hard to refuse when everyone seemed so frantic and desperate to move. When it appeared that everyone had come to get me, to prevent Charlie from doing anything to harm me. I didn’t really have another choice.


  None of that matters now, though. Not in comparison to the still form lying on his back on this stranger’s makeshift operating table. My heart feels like…it feels like it’s wrapped in barbed wire, and every time I breathe in and my chest expands, my heart swells and presses against that wire, and is pierced a little deeper. The caregiver in me wants to check Zeth’s vitals, to establish what’s happening with him, but I’m too damn scared. I’m worried about what I’ll find, and I’m worried about how it will affect me. It already feels like I’m on the verge of losing control; if I see for myself that he’s dying, I know exactly what will happen. It will be the end of everything for me. I’ve railed against it, and I’ve fought and denied it, but there was little point in even trying. I’ve fallen for this reckless, dangerous, terrifying soul, and now that I’ve realized it, I’m not ready to give it up.


  I walk back out of the room, and head straight to where Lacey is sitting on a thoroughly worn leather sofa, staring into space. She looks traumatized enough already, but I’m going to ask one more thing of her. “Lace, what’s your blood type?”


  Her eyelids flutter, and then she refocuses, looking up at me. “I don’t know.”


  I exhale, closing my eyes and taking a moment. I’m type A; I already know that. I can only donate to people with the same blood type, or type AB. If Zeth’s type O, like half the freaking population of the world, then transfusing him with my blood could easily kill him. And now Lacey doesn’t know her blood type. If she’s AB, the holy grail of blood transfusions, it won’t matter what Zeth is; she will be able to help him anyway. The likelihood of that is almost nil, though. But giving Zeth Lacey’s blood is still our best bet at this stage. She’s his sister. Although that doesn’t necessarily mean they have the same blood type, it does mean they’re more likely to be compatible.


  “Can I help him?” Lacey whispers, jarring me out of my panicking thoughts.


  “We can only try,” I say. There’s no way I can steal more blood from the hospital, and it’s unlikely we’re going to find a better candidate.


  I let the other doctor hook them up, and I don’t sit around to watch. I pace back and forth in the other room, fighting against the prickle of fear that I’m now more than well acquainted with. Lacey is whiter than a sheet once the blood transfusion is done. She comes and sits in the room with me, turning on the television, although she doesn’t watch it. The sound of The Simpsons playing in the background is just there to fill the silence, and I’m glad of it. It stops me from screaming.


  Three hours later, Cade shows up. He’s wearing his cut and a dangerously irritated look on his face. “That bitch sure can drive,” is all he’ll say. After some prompting, he confirms that Michael took the brunt of the heat but that he got away and will come as soon as he can. He also confirms that as far as he or Michael can tell, Charlie wasn’t arrested. God knows what the psycho did to avoid that.


  Cade sits down next to Lacey on the couch, and his eyes grow wide with surprise when she turns and curls herself up into a ball, nestling into his side. They only met briefly this afternoon, but he doesn’t know that Lacey’s simple need to be held sometimes overrides all forms of social etiquette. He takes it well, though; he shrugs at me and then puts his arm around her, and I feel like kissing him on the cheek.


  It’s the middle of the night by the time Zeth wakes up. The doctor—his name is West, Cade tells me—comes to let me know. “He’s bandaged up tight and I’ve given him a sedative so he doesn’t try to move. You think you could try and not get him too excited?”


  Cheeky bastard. I give West a dour smile and push past him into the room. Zeth’s bleary eyes are staring straight up at the ceiling while he frowns, slowly blinking against the light.


  “You should know I’m pretty mad at you,” I whisper softly. Zeth’s head slowly rolls to the side like it’s heavier than a bowling ball. His lips pull into a lazy smile.


  “I’m pretty mad at me, too,” he says. For someone who’s clearly been shot up with enough tranquilizer to sedate a small elephant, his speech is surprisingly unaffected. My heart pulls a little, aching in my chest.


  “Why are you mad at yourself, Zeth?”


  “Because…you’re leaving,” he says, his words taking some effort to get out. A bolt of something painful and too hot races through my veins, lighting me up. He thinks I’m leaving? I have to take a moment to consider that. If he already thinks it, then maybe I should. Maybe I should walk out of the door and never look back. As quickly as I consider this option, I know it’s just never going to happen.


  “Why do you say that?” I walk farther into the room and sit carefully on the edge of the table where he’s pinned under the weight of the drugs coursing through his body.


  “Because of this…because of…me.”


  I have no doubt in my mind that he wouldn’t be talking like this if he were fighting fit. He’d be growling something about me doing whatever the hell I wanted and how everything was my choice. But I think the drugs might be loosening that tongue of his a little bit.


  “Yeah, well. I’m not gonna say that you probably handled the hospital situation a little rashly, but I’m not blind, Zeth. I see the underlying motive.”


  Zeth grunts, shaking his head slowly, as though he’s suddenly caught himself thinking something he doesn’t want to be thinking. Such a huge man, covered in ink, with a fierce hardness to him that often fools others—but I’ve seen this side of Zeth hiding underneath the cold exterior. I’ve just been waiting to meet him properly.


  I reach for his hand, not caring anymore. Not caring about my pride, or his arrogance, or both of our stupidity. I’ve questioned myself, and I’ve questioned him countless times, and I’ve doubted the both of us as many times, too, but that’s not the way things are going to be anymore. This is the turning point. This is where I stop holding back. This is where I become his. Nearly losing him twice has made me realize that I really want him. Want this. Want us. And I’m going to have it. “I’m not going anywhere,” I say.


  Zeth’s pupils are like the lens of a camera enlarging and contracting, desperately trying to focus properly. This might be a bad time to do this, but it’s happening all the same. I lace my fingers through his, the rough callouses on his palms and fingers reminding me that he works with his fists. I accept that. Right now, I’m accepting him. He blinks at me again, and then a faint attempt at a cocky smile works across his face.


  “Knew you couldn’t resist me,” he says softly.


  I can only laugh. “Against all the odds, no,” I admit. “I can’t.”


  “Then I’m a happy man, Dr. Romera,” he says, letting his eyelids sink closed for a moment. “Because from the moment I saw you…I haven’t stood a chance.” He wiggles his fingers, and I realize he’s trying to free his hand. Disappointment rushes through me—he still can’t hold hands with me?—but then he heaves his arm up high over his head and leaves it there, waiting. “Are you coming up here or what?” he asks.


  He wants me to lie on the table with him. He’s covered in sweat and blood, and he looks like hell, but quite frankly there’s nowhere else in the world I’d rather be. In that small, concentrated action, the last fragile piece of my heart that I’ve been trying to keep back, to keep for myself, is suddenly lost. It’s all his. It’s wrapped itself entirely around him, and I have no hope of ever getting it back again. I climb as carefully as I can up onto the table and I let my head gently rest on his shoulder; his arm encircles me, and I feel like doing something utterly ridiculous—I feel like crying. We haven’t been here before, but this, me and him together, our bodies pressed close—and not only pressed close, but with him pulling me even closer—it feels like we were made to fit together like this all along, and if we’d only just given in and tried it, we would have seen that right at the beginning.


  “What’s this?” Zeth asks, quietly murmuring the words into my hair. His hand is resting on my side, over the pocket of my now totally disgusting scrub pants. I reach inside, and I pull out the orange envelope that I found this morning, at the beginning of the worst shift in the history of all time.


  “Oh, yeah. I meant to read this earlier.” I open it carefully, feeling a pinch of regret. I already suspect I know what this is; when I slide the thick, engraved card out from inside the envelope, my suspicions are confirmed. “You are cordially invited to attend the wedding of Ms. Rebecca Gibbs to Mr. Suresh Patel, on November thirtieth of this year. Festivities will be hosted at The Grand Alms Hotel, commencing at eleven a.m. for the service and vows,” I read. Yeah, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t immensely sad right now. After listening to Suresh talk about it for so long, I’ve actually been looking forward to his wedding. I run my fingers over the paper once more, and then I slide the card back inside the envelope.


  “Are you going to invite me to be your plus-one?” Zeth asks, his voice rumbling in my ear.


  “Oh, come on. I’m hardly going to go. It wouldn’t be safe.”


  “Would I get the invite if you were going?”


  I want more than anything in this world to kiss Zeth right now, but I know it’s not a good idea. Instead, I throw caution to the wind and I press my lips against his ribcage, closing my eyes. “Yes,” I say. “You’d get the invitation.”


  Zeth inhales deeply, in that way that patients do when they’ve had too much pain relief and it feels good to stretch their lungs to maximum capacity. He is immensely high right now, but he’s doing a solid job of keeping his shit together. He exhales slowly, and then he speaks. He’s so quiet, I have to strain to hear him. “I told you once this could be a fairy tale if you let it. And I told you the part I’d play in that fairy tale. But if you want to go to this thing…” He stops talking for so long that I assume he’s fallen asleep. But then he turns his head, his lips moving as he brushes them against my hair. “If you want to go, Sloane…I’ll make it happen. For you, I can switch characters. I will be Prince Charming for a night.”


  [image: Image]


  Things You Should Know…


  



  



  Hi, lovely readers! There was some confusion at the end of Burn. Some of you thought that because of the announcement regarding Rebel’s standalone alone story, Zeth and Sloane’s story was at an end. This, of course, is not the case, or you wouldn’t have just finished Fallen!


  



  There will be a fifth and sixth book, following Fallen. They are as yet untitled and release dates are unconfirmed, although I always endeavor to publish approximately every 6 weeks; if you want to know more information regarding the series as and when it is released, you can sign up to my newsletter on the next page.


  



  Rebel is going to be released once Zeth and Sloane’s story is completed. I had hoped to publish it sooner, however I’ve since realized that to do so would ruin a lot of the secrets still to be revealed in the Blood & Roses series, and that just wouldn’t do!


  



  I hope you’re all enjoying the adventure so far. This is a complex and unfolding storyline, so if you’re still asking questions, wondering why something happened, why certain aspects of the story exist, or what events happened to affect our characters, I solemnly swear all will be explained in time. You have my word!


  



  If you’d like to discuss any of the points in the series, you’re always more than welcome to chat with me and other readers on Facebook or via my website!


  About The Author


  



  



  Callie Hart is a bagel eating, coffee drinking, romance addict. She can recite lines from the Notebook by heart. She lives on a ridiculously high floor in a way-too expensive building with her fiancé and their pet goldfish, Neptune. Fallen is the fourth instalment in her Blood and Roses series. The next instalment, as yet untitled will be release in August 2014.


  



  If you want to know the second the fifth instalment goes live, all you need to do is sign up here.


  



  In the meantime, Callie wants to hear from you!


  



  To visit Callie’s website, click here


  



  Find Callie on her Facebook Page


  



  or her Facebook Profile


  



  Blog


  



  Twitter


  



  Goodreads


  



  To sign up for her newsletter, click here.


  Tell Me Your Favorite Bits!


  



  



  Don’t forget! If you purchased Fallen and loved it, then please do stop over to your online retailer of choice and let me know which were your favorite parts! Reading reviews is the highlight of any author’s day.

OEBPS/Images/final-image-15.jpeg





cover.jpeg
HE'LL TEAR THE WORLD DOWN TO GET WHATHE WANTS

i
BLO0D FROSES SERIES

@ [ | IEHART





OEBPS/Images/final-image-4.jpeg
Ter

MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-19.jpeg
e





OEBPS/Images/final-image-10.jpeg
Hoterr
Ao





OEBPS/Images/final-image-16.jpeg
Chre





OEBPS/Images/final-image-13.jpeg
MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-21.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/final-image-3.jpeg
2%





OEBPS/Images/final-image-6.jpeg
Tt

MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-9.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/final-image-20.jpeg
Ny

MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-18.jpeg
Thiee





OEBPS/Images/final-image-1.jpeg
St

Yy itk S





OEBPS/Images/final-image-7.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/final-image-12.jpeg
R

Ceorsth gﬁmﬁ %J/é/w





OEBPS/Images/final-image-5.jpeg
horerr
Ao





OEBPS/Images/final-image-2.jpeg
g
e





OEBPS/Images/final-image-8.jpeg
T it

MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-14.jpeg
Lrenteer

MQM&





OEBPS/Images/final-image-11.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/final-image-22.jpeg
cherer
Ao





OEBPS/Images/final-image-17.jpeg
MQM&





