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  “Open your mouth.”


  “No!”


  “Fucking open it.”


  Andreas Medina, sweating, hands cuffed behind his back, blinks up at me—the wild terror he should be displaying right now is like a drug. One I have a love/hate addiction to. And yet Andreas is probably only exhibiting a five on the fear scale, a fact that is making me downright pissed. He’s basically ruining my high. I bring the butt of my Desert Eagle (previous owner recently deceased) down on his forehead, and a jet stream of crimson blood pours down his face. The Mexican is a defiant motherfucker; he winces through the pain, setting his jaw. There’s no begging here, no groveling or bargaining. Andreas is old school. He knows there’s a very strong probability that he’s about to die, and he’s doing his best not to go out shitting his pants. I guess I can respect that.


  I crouch down so that our eyes are level. Above us the naked light bulb swings to and fro, casting shadows first over him and then me. We have the same bleak void lurking behind our irises—I recognize myself in him, and I wonder whether he likes hurting people, too. Of course he fucking does. “Where is he?”


  “I’m not telling you shit, hijo.” He spits blood at me. It sprays down the front of my jacket, over my T-shirt. Sloane thinks I wear black because I’m some kind of nightmarish vision, a creature of the night. The reality of it is much more practical—black hides the blood. I look down at myself, considering Andreas’ action, while I try to think of something fitting to punish him. It comes to me pretty quickly—a neat trick I picked up in prison. I straighten up and turn, surveying the empty room, taking my time. The place is bare concrete, solid walls, thick. Thick enough to block out a grown man’s screams. A single rickety wooden table leans up against the wall on the far side of the room. I smirk as I make my way over to it, knowing what I’m going to need from the black duffel that sits on top of it.


  “Cabrón, you better not turn your back on me!”


  I stop. In the darkness, I smile. I let Andreas think for a moment that I’m going to react to his bravado, but then I continue, slowly walking to the bag and unzipping it. There are so many different utensils inside that it takes me a moment to find what I’m looking for, but I eventually find it: a small black box, about three inches square and another inch deep.


  “If you think you’re gonna get anything out of me, you’re crazy, white boy.”


  I pace back to him, training a blank expression onto my face. “You always have to state the obvious?” I ask him, palming the small box in front of me, making sure Andreas sees it. On his knees, he eyes the box, clenching down on his jaw. I will show no fear, I will show no fear. I’m already inside his head, though. I see his fear. It just looks different to most people’s. It’s dark and tainted, like the rest of him.


  “What you talking ’bout?”


  “White boy,” I say, bending down again. “I’m white, you’re not. Back when I arrived at the compound, when you were standing at the gate, you called me that then, too. Why do you feel the need to call me that when we both know who we are? And who we aren’t?”


  “Ain’t got nothing to do with the color of your skin, hijo. It’s about who you are, where you come from. Who you work for.”


  I think on that. While I’m doing that, I tease the lid of the box open just enough for Andreas to catch a glimpse of the shiny metal inside. I snap the lid closed. “Charlie’s an equal opportunities employer. He has black, white, yellow—every color you can think of working on his books.” But Andreas isn’t listening to me. He’s staring at the box. Good. I shake it from side to side, scratching at the stubble on my jaw with my free hand. “Right now, we’re not here because of who we work for, though. Forget all about Julio and Charlie. Right now I want to talk to you about this box.” I hold it five inches from his face, so close he has to tip his head back in order to focus on it. “What can you tell me about this box?” I ask him.


  Andreas looks at me as though I’m crazy. With a slow and measured movement he cranes his neck forward again, widening his eyes at me. “I don’t fucking care about your box.”


  Oh, Andreas. Liar, liar, pants on fire.


  “Okay, fair enough. I guess we’re only wasting time, anyway. It’s black, it’s small, it’s whatever. The most important thing about this box,” I say, shaking it from side to side again, “is that right now it’s closed. It has something inside it that I want. Just like you. You have something inside of you that I want, Andreas. And just like this box, I’m going to open you up and reach in and take it.”


  I lift the lid properly this time, wide enough that he can see inside, and I remove a single, slim piece of metal. A paperclip. Andreas’s eyes go round.


  “You’re fucking crazy, pendejo. Everybody knows it,” he hisses.


  I snap the lid closed again and tuck the box into the pocket of my jacket. I hold up the single paperclip I took out so he can watch what I’m doing. “I’m not crazy, Andreas. Crazy people aren’t rational. I’m very rational, and right now this situation you find yourself in is a rational one, too. You tell me where my guy is, and I won’t shove this piece of metal underneath your fingernail. And as a result, I won’t have to keep getting more paperclips from my box to use on your other fingers until you tell me. Doesn’t that sound entirely logical to you?”


  Andreas looks a little lost, like he’s anticipated the pain and already seen himself crumble. “Fuck you, man. This is about loyalty.”


  “This is not about loyalty. There’s no such thing.”


  “Bullshit. You wouldn’t be here threatening me otherwise. You’re loyal to that English motherfucker, and I’m loyal to Julio.”


  I shake my head, tutting. “Loyalty is another word for stupidity, Andreas. Dogs are loyal. You kick a loyal dog and it cowers at your feet, dreaming of a way to get back into your good graces. Kick me and I’ll bite your fucking hand off.”


  He falters. “You’re not here to protect Charlie?”


  I shove my face in his, baring my teeth. “I’m protecting myself. And if you’re smart you’ll start doing the same.”
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  I can’t breathe. I can barely keep my legs straight. Barely concentrate on my surroundings as Zeth growls into my ear. “Then you’d better get talking.”


  I have my cell phone jammed up against my ear and Pippa is rambling away on the other end, entirely oblivious to the fact that a dangerous, impossibly sexy, impossibly cruel man has two of his fingers inside me. He works his thumb over the swollen bud of my clitoris, smirking with a look of dark pleasure that sends vibrations through my whole body.


  “Pippa, hi…I…I need to ask you a favor.”


  “A favor? For my favorite girl? Sure, hon, shoot.”


  Zeth draws his fingers out of me and slides them over my pussy, grinning when I twitch. “I need you to see someone for me.”


  “Like a patient?”


  “Like someone who wants to ask you a few questions before you see the—ah!—the patient.”


  “Are you okay, Sloane? You sound like you’re trying to do yoga and failing again.”


  Zeth gently squeezes the tiny knot of nerves that make up my clit, grinning mercilessly. He switches out his hands and begins stroking me with his left, bringing his right up to his mouth. He slowly sucks his own fingers into his mouth, piercing me with his gaze the whole time, sucking them clean. Embarrassment floods me, swiftly followed by a crescendo of desire that takes me by surprise. Every single experience I’ve had with this guy has involved him going down on me or tasting me in some way. As a fairly introverted person during my teens, the prospect of someone enjoying the way that I tasted was a ridiculous one, but there’s no denying Zeth’s addiction here. He leans into me pressing his chest against mine, and my heart stumbles in my chest. He’s going to kiss me. He’s actually going to kiss me…


  But at the last moment he angles his head, like he’s caught himself about to do something unwise, and nips with his teeth at my jawline.


  “Sloane? Sloane, do you need to call me back?”


  “Uhhhh….may…maybe.”


  Zeth palms my breast through my T-shirt, squeezing painfully. He shakes his head, tutting. “Don’t be a bad girl,” he whispers.


  I am instantly filled with the urge to please him. “I just need you to meet this guy, Pip. He wants to ask you some questions before he sends his friend over to you. Is that okay?”


  Zeth nods approvingly, watching me squirm beneath him like a leopard might watch a mouse. Before it pounces on the mouse and devours it. Pippa goes silent on the other end of the phone. Even her breathing seems to stop, and I can imagine her stern face puckered into a frown as she sits at her desk.


  “Please tell me I don’t need to have that conversation with you after all?”


  “What conversation?”


  Zeth pulls back, still watching me, backing up toward the kitchen island. He reaches out behind him, barely glancing to locate what he’s after, and then my throat swells up. His hand curves around a black handle—one belonging to the serrated meat knife that lives in the wooden block on my marble countertop. My heart doesn’t beat once during the long second it takes him to withdraw the blade, always watching me, never taking his eyes off me. A dark and sinister intent lurks in his eyes.


  “The conversation I said we’d skip back in the coffee house, the one about you making smart choices. This is about that guy, isn’t it? You promised me you weren’t going to see him again, Sloane. He’s dangerous.”


  He. Is. Dangerous.


  He is approaching me with a terrifyingly sharp knife in his hand, and he looks seriously fucking dangerous. I press back into the wall, swallowing, blinking, clutching at the phone pressed up against my ear. I know he can hear what she’s saying on the phone, and Pip’s remark seems to have galvanized him toward some outcome I don’t even want to think about. “You’re wrong,” I breathe.


  His torturously slow approach hesitates. With his head tilted to one side, only half a degree, easy to miss if you aren’t paying attention, he narrows his eyes, studying me.


  “He’s just looking out for his friend. Why else would he be doing this? How can he be so bad if he cares for her so much?”


  “Just because he cares for someone else doesn’t mean he won’t skin you alive and hack you into small pieces. You’re being incredibly naïve over this guy.”


  “I’m not,” I whisper. He’s closer now, standing right in front of me. He takes hold of the hem of my T-shirt, gathering it carefully in gentle fingers. “I’m just choosing to be hopeful.”


  “Naïve,” Zeth mouths, shaking his head again. I swallow down the building panic forcing its way up my throat, pulling in a deep breath. This is going to be okay. This is all going to be okay. A clever person might tell Pippa right here and now that Zeth Mayfair is holding them up at knifepoint in their kitchen, but something…something’s holding me back.


  “Well,” Pippa says on the other end of the phone. “I’m really hoping that you’re not letting your lady parts rule your brain on this one. If I meet this guy and he’s smoking hot, then I know you’ve lost your mind.”


  “Don’t worry, Pip.” Zeth takes the sharp edge of the knife and holds it to my T-shirt, barely touching the sharpened metal against the material; it parts like he’s tearing through wet paper. “He’s hideous,” I say into the phone. One single, dark eyebrow curves upward as he reacts to that. Bullshit.


  “Playing with fire,” he tells me. I don’t think Pippa hears him, though. His voice is so low and laden with desire that I’m pretty sure I don’t really hear it. I feel it in my bones, burning its way inside me, branding me, charging me with electricity.


  “I can see him tomorrow, okay? I have a half-hour spot open at two. If he’s late or he doesn’t show up then we’re done. I don’t trust him, Sloane, and I think you’re mad to even be talking with him. If I were you, I’d sever all ties and run like hell.”


  The knife has cut a clean line all the way through my shirt; Zeth places it carefully onto the countertop beside me and then draws back the fabric, exposing my bare breasts. His eyes feast on me, lighting every square inch of me on fire.


  “I don’t like your friend,” he growls. And then he dips his head and laps his tongue at my nipple, sucking the already swollen twist of flesh into his warm mouth. My knees want to buckle, but his solid body presses into mine, holding me up.


  “Two o’clock. Got it. I’ll make sure he gets the message.”


  “I’m more concerned about you getting this message, Sloane. Please tell me you’re hearing me right now?”


  “Yes! Yeah…ah…I am, I swear.” This is not going well. Zeth seems intent on me giving myself away—his hand finds its way down my jeans again, teasing over my sensitive skin, making me tremble, while his other hand works over my breast, roughly pinching my other nipple so hard that I want to slap him.


  “Alright, then. Tomorrow. Maybe you should come with him. I don’t know if I want to be alone with him either.”


  “I…I’ll do my best.”


  Pippa hangs up the phone. She’s pissed at me. I knew she would be, but for some unknown reason I can’t say no to this man. I have a feeling it’s something I had better learn soon otherwise goodness knows the kinds of fucked-up situations I’m going to find myself in.


  “You ready?” he asks me. That question has me shivering from head to toe. This is a prime moment to try out that word. No. It’s just two letters. I can say it. I say it to other people all day long.


  Hey, Sloane, you gonna eat that?


  No.


  What, you didn’t remember it’s your birthday today?


  No.


  Can you sign off on my rounds sheet this morning? I know I was late, but—


  No.


  And yet it’s a totally different matter when this man is standing three inches away from me.


  “Yeah,” I tell him. “Yeah, I’m ready.”


  I’m melting internally when he gives me a savage smile. “Wait here, then.” He leaves the kitchen, at which point my common sense returns with a vengeance and kicks my ass. “Stupid, stupid, stupid…” I mutter under my breath. I hang up the phone and grab myself a glass of water, downing the whole thing in one long, gulping mouthful. It’s so weird how Zeth can make one part of me so wet and then another part of me so ridiculously dry. Has there ever been such an inconsistent thing as my body right now?


  I hear him come back inside the house. I brace myself against the sink, closing my eyes and savoring a deep breath—I need it. Need the oxygen.


  “Sloane.” My name is a reprimand on his lips. Like he’s warning a dog not to pee on the carpet as it’s poised and ready to do just that. When I turn around he’s got something in his hand that makes me want to bolt from the room.


  The black bag.


  “Come here,” he demands. He sets the bag on top of the dining table that I bought from the ancient antiques store across from the hospital last summer. It had beautifully carved claw feet and intricate patterns hewn into the wood, and I just couldn’t resist. Zeth unzips the bag and pulls out a length of coiled rope.


  “You gonna take the rest of your clothes off, or am I gonna do it?” he asks. With any other person, I’d probably leap at the second option—having someone slowly and seductively teasing your clothes off you would probably be incredible—but with Zeth I don’t think he quite means it like that. I think what he’s really asking me is if I’m going to behave myself, and I am yet to find out what happens if I don’t. I don’t really want to yet, either.


  I pluck up every scrap of courage I have and walk over to the kitchen table. I position myself right in front of him, so close he can see the defiance, the fuck you in my eyes. I’m doing this because I am almost hopelessly addicted to what this man does to me, but that doesn’t mean I have to be grateful for it. I lock eyes with him, refusing to look away as I yank my jeans down. I kick them away and shimmy out of my underwear, tossing the bundled items away like the action of me stripping for him means nothing. Like my heart isn’t thundering like a piston.


  Zeth nods his head, appraising me. His half-lowered eyelids give a heavy, sleepy look to his eyes that feels positively sinful. “You’re perfection, angry girl. No need to huff and puff. I’m gonna take care of you.”


  Well, holy shit. I wasn’t expecting that. A reprimand. Some sternly worded, poorly veiled threat. Anything but a compliment, followed by a reassurance. I open my mouth, but infuriatingly I can’t think of anything to say. Zeth puts the thin length of rope down on the table and slowly shrugs out of his jacket. I catch sight of the impressive bulge pressing against his jeans, begging to be set free and I can’t help my reaction. I blush.


  “Angry one minute, coy the next…you’re confusing yourself, Sloane.” He steps into me, placing his hands on my hips. His grip is strong and masterful. “You should just go with one emotion. I find turned on is usually useful ’round about now. If you’re not with me on that one, then I can go.”


  He’s been pushy and demanding ever since he walked through the door half an hour ago, so I’m not used to this sudden glimmer of compromise within him. A meet-me-halfway, secret side of him that I think he’d prefer to keep hidden away.


  The tension that’s been drawing me tighter than a bow slackens a little at the knowledge that it is there, somewhere, hiding within him. Buried beneath ten layers of shit-kicking concrete, but still…


  I’m feeling brave, so I do something really crazy: I reach out, take hold of his hand and guide his fingers between my legs. The evidence of my lust is right there for him to judge with his fingertips.


  He blinks quickly, enough for me to think I’ve caught him off guard, and then he moves his fingers, humming deeply. “Mmmm. I see. Point taken.”


  My body is jittery, impatient, demanding more than the teasing friction he is applying to my clit. He’s doing it on purpose, only giving me enough to make me crave more.


  “Sit on the table,” he commands.


  I do it without question.


  “Good girl. Now open your legs.”


  I do that, too. And then Zeth drops to his knees right there in my open-plan kitchen and begins to trace his tongue lazily up the inside of my thigh.


  Let me tell you this: you may think you have been horny before. You may think you have been ready to beg, to plead, to straight up murder to feel someone inside you, but until you’ve had this…until Zeth Mayfair is on his knees for you…


  He looks up at me, eyes still hooded and promising forbidden things.


  “I’m gonna do this. And then you’re gonna do something for me, Sloane.” He doesn’t give me an opportunity to agree to the deal (am I even being asked?). He grabs hold of my hips, pulls me forward, and buries his tongue into the slick heat of my pussy. I’m so ready for him. I feel wanton, totally gripped by my need to drive my hips forward so he can gain better access. He laves at me, drawing his tongue upward slowly and flicking the tip across the charged bud of nerves.


  During our encounters thus far, I’ve fought an inner battle. One that has prevented me from really letting go. From embracing the situation and enjoying it fully. That had a lot to do with fear, which admittedly still remains. But being afraid is overrated. I don’t want that anymore. I want to own this. To let it consume and overpower me and wipe everything—all the pain, all the worry, all the regret and guilt—from my mind. I bury my hands in Zeth’s hair and I moan. It’s a wild, unfamiliar and carnal sound.


  Gonna be cringing over that when you replay this later, my subconscious whispers.


  “Fuck you,” I whisper right back. With my thighs clamped firmly over his ears, I doubt very much that Zeth heard me. Thank God. I’m not even in control of my body anymore. It’s liberating handing over the reins to a side of myself I haven’t yet become acquainted with. My hips grind into Zeth’s face.


  He snarls, digging his fingers into my skin, growling into me as he works me over in the best possible way. I fight back when he pulls away, not wanting his attentions to deviate from my sweet spot, but he slaps my thigh so hard my eyes sting. The pain demands an instant reaction. I drop my legs apart, panting for breath. Zeth’s chest is heaving, too. And he’s wearing that wicked smirk again. Holy fuck, I don’t care if he’s dangerous. I don’t care if he’s an axe murderer. I’m never letting him leave this house.


  “Got any ice?”


  “What?”


  “Frozen water,” he rumbles. “You got any?”


  I shake my head, trying to clear it. “Uh, yeah, I think so?”


  Straightening, he crosses the room to the freezer and practically pulls the door off its hinges. I’m still sitting there with my legs wide open, struggling for breath, propping myself up on my elbows when he comes back. There’s a mischievous glimmer sparkling in his eye. “Never had you pegged for a freezer pop kinda girl,” he says. My stomach lurches. Oh. Shit. I have a thousand of the things stashed in my freezer. Bubblegum flavor—a shade of blue that scientists will probably reveal gave people all over the world cancer in ten years’ time. They’re my guilty treat. And now Zeth is producing one of them from behind his back.


  “Oh boy, you should put that—”


  “I know exactly where I’m putting it, Sloane.” I can see in his expression that this is way better than the ice cube he had planned.


  Fuck!


  “I don’t know how I feel about that, Zeth.”


  “I’m gonna make you feel good about it,” he says, nodding his head, as though that alone is enough to change my mind. I’m still shaking my head when he drops back down on his knees and presses the offending article against the tender flesh I’ve left exposed to him.


  My brain demands that I close my legs and escape from the painfully cold sensation assaulting the most delicate part of me. “Motherfucker!” I try to kick out at him, but Zeth grabs hold of my ankle, his eyebrows dipping together.


  “Sloane.” That reprimand again. “You want me to use the rope?”


  I suck my bottom lip into my mouth, biting down on it. Screw this. I should just get up and kick his ass out. It’s all well and good when he’s doing questionable things that might scare seven shades of shit out of me, so long as they excite me at the same time. But this is just uncomfortable. And sticky!


  Zeth’s a smart guy—he watches all this play out on my face. “Risk it,” he advises me, tightening his hold on my ankle. I hear what he’s really saying, though—trust me—and that changes everything. He hasn’t asked me for that before. I’ve given him my trust a few times, unwisely I’m sure, but he’s never asked anything of me. It feels like a development of some sort. I’m not sure how; it just does.


  “Okay…fine.”


  He gives me a single nod, stern and grim, which is kind of ridiculous since he’s holding a florescent blue freezer pop in his hand. He gently traces it down the center of me, watching my shivering reaction with a kind of smug appreciation. Then he dips forward and licks at me, still piercing me with his eyes. The change from cold to burning hot has my muscles jumping uncontrollably.


  “Shit!”


  Again, he repeats the same thing. Cold then hot. Cold then hot. The pleasure smashes into me over and over, never letting up. Eventually the cold becomes just as pleasurable as the hot, and my hips are rocking again.


  “Your tongue’s blue,” I groan.


  Zeth arches an eyebrow at me. “So’s your pussy.” He traces the frozen treat downwards, and hovers a moment over my opening.


  I know what he’s going to do and I am not on board. I am so not on board. But I’m also too late. He pushes it inside me, growling a warning as I try to squirm away…


  It’s the coldest fucking thing ever. And then it’s not. The blistering sensation of the biting chill quickly turns to heat—the strangest sensation. A burning, stinging warmth that feels—I hate to admit it—feels good. I gasp as Zeth draws it slowly out again, and then does something that fuses out the wiring in my brain. He slides it into his mouth, a low rumble of approval echoing from his chest as he wraps his full lips around the thing and sucks. I’ve never been so jealous of a freezer pop in all my life.


  “Mmmmm. Bubblegum and Sloane. Best combination,” he purrs.


  Oh. My. Fucking… I can’t think straight.


  Zeth rises up my body like a hungry predator, eyes filled with fire. I shy back from him until I’m lying flat on the table and he’s on all fours hovering over me. The freezer pop makes its way from his mouth to mine—he gingerly rubs it over my lips until I open my mouth and then he slides it inside. The flavor is sweet and sugary, an explosion of chemical goodness. Then he reclaims it again, sucking it, tasting it himself, like he can taste my mouth on it, too. He places it down on the table next to my head and considers me for a moment, his breathing ragged and hard.


  “Time for the rope, angry girl.”


  I haven’t forgotten about the rope. Its presence has been that of an angry snake coiled on the corner of the table—a danger that I’ve tried not to provoke. To say it worries me is an understatement, but I made my decision earlier: I’m done being afraid. He picks it up and I brace, readying myself for the panic of being completely vulnerable. This isn’t going to be like before when he restrained me, tying me to the bed. This will be hands behind back, ankles knotted together. Who knows? Maybe he’ll hogtie me. Sweat prickles in a nervous rash across my skin, and Zeth hesitates. He stops altogether.


  Why is he stopping?


  He doesn’t say a word. He jumps down and yanks his shirt over his head in that careless way men do, and then he’s looming at the end of table like some rough-hewn monolith, only he is made out of tightly packed muscle instead of stone. He unbuckles his belt, gets rid of his shoes, rips off his jeans in the space of ten seconds flat, and then there he is…standing naked in front of me. His cock is rigid and hard, the tip level with his naval. I’ve seen quite a few penises through my training and later through my work, but I’ve never been possessed with the urge to toy with one before. In fact I’d always thought they looked quite gross. But Zeth? No, not Zeth. He is magnificence personified. I realize I’m staring at him. The intensity with which he stares right back is unnerving and confronting, and yet I can’t look away. I don’t want to.


  “Stand up.”


  I barely trust my legs to do it, and yet they somehow manage. A thousand scenarios run through my head—is he going to bend me over the table and fuck me? Is he going to grab that knife from the kitchen again? Is he going to blindfold me and do unspeakable things that I can’t even begin to imagine? But he doesn’t do any of that.


  He snatches me into his arms and hoists me up so that I instinctively wrap my legs around his waist. And then he slams me up against the wall, pain jangling through my nerve endings like jarring, discordant piano chords.


  “Ah!”


  He doesn’t waste any time; he’s inside me. He thrusts inside me so hard that my eyes water.


  “Ah!” I cry out louder this time, and Zeth grunts, too, straining with the effort of pile driving into me. Hands grasping hold of my hips one second, pulling firmly on my hair, tipping my head back the next, he exposes my neck and grazes his teeth across the sensitive skin of my collar bone. The mix of pleasure and pain is dizzying. I’m pulled into his fever, allowing the fire sparking inside me to run riot. I gouge my fingernails into his back, enjoying the way his muscles tense against the pain.


  “Bad girl,” Zeth snarls. But he doesn’t tell me to stop. If anything, he seems to push back against the pain. I grab hold of a fistful of his hair and jerk his head back just as he did to me a moment ago, and suddenly I can see the look on his face. He’s a man possessed, eaten up by his need. For me? This dark, brooding, sexy as hell man wants me? Shit. I don’t know how that could possibly be, but I see it there plain as day.


  Zeth slams himself into me over and over, our eyes now locked together. Something…something is passing between us. With each and every thrust, it feels like I’m drawing closer to something, being pulled in like a boat toward shore. He reaches down between our bodies and starts to stroke my clit, applying a pressure that shows he means business. He wants to make me come. I’m ready to do that—I want to do it for him.


  As the pleasure builds to hurricane Zeth proportions inside me, I feel like…I want to do something I know is stupid. I lean forward and do it anyway before I can stop myself. My lips meet Zeth’s, crash down on his as he pummels me against the wall, and for one blissful moment I’m in heaven. His lips on mine, full and sweet and tasting like bubblegum and sex. The most divine thing I’ve ever experienced. And then I’m coming.


  Involuntarily my head kicks back, smacking into the wall behind me as a surge of pure fire ignites through my body. I see stars, from both the pain of cracking my head on plaster and the orgasm that explodes through me. Zeth comes at the same time, roaring out his climax just as he did back at his apartment. His fingers dig into my skin again as his movements slow, until they stop altogether; he breathes heavily, mouth open, pressed against my neck for a long moment before he lets go of my thighs and slips out of me. A warm, wet sensation rushes out of me and I realize to my horror that he didn’t wear a condom.


  Suddenly, the high that I’m floating on pops and fizzles and I come crashing back down to earth with a startling thump. Zeth pulls away from me and turns around, gifting me with a glorious view of his perfect ass. He buries his hands in his hair. He’s freaking out, too.


  I wrap my arms around my naked body, suddenly not so okay with being on show. “It’s…it’s okay,” I murmur. I have to put his mind at rest, even if the next sentence out of my mouth is going to sound incredibly cliché. My voice is still low and nervous as I say, “I’ll get the morning after pill. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”


  He drops his hands to his sides, turning around slowly. His face is a mask of conflicted anger.


  “Never do that again,” he says. He shakes his head, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Don’t ever fucking kiss me again.”
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  This Newan woman said to come by her office at two but that's not gonna fly. She asked Sloane to come, but since she's working, this prissy shrink will have found someone else to chaperone our little meeting, if only to prove a point to Sloane—this guy is not someone you should be spending time with. She's probably right, but it’s still pissed me off. She doesn’t know what I’ve done so far to keep her friend fucking safe. I’m glad Sloane couldn’t come, anyway. After screwing her brains out against the wall yesterday, I’ve been in a foul mood. I shouldn’t have put down that rope. I should have tied her up and done whatever I damn well wanted to her, used her like I’ve done with every single other person I’ve fucked. And yet, I saw that look of hesitation on her face and I changed my mind. It’s not that I couldn’t have done it; I definitely could have done it and I would have enjoyed it more than any normal person would. It was just that I didn’t want her to feel like that. And then she’d ruined everything by kissing me and I’d lost my shit and stormed out. Seeing her is the last thing I need right now. So yeah, it’s a good thing she’s at work and not sitting next to me outside Pippa Newan’s practice.


  I show up at midday. The building overlooks Greenlake Park. The place is a rainbow of autumnal colors—red, orange, russet, green. Leaves are banked in great, heaped mountains, ready to be collected around the trunks of the trees. Families walk their dogs; mothers push their kids on the swings. A couple strolls slowly together, arms linked, thick coats drawn tight. Steam rises off the coffee cups they sip from. This is not the ghetto. Sloane tried to make her friend out to be some kind of fucking saint for taking on felons as her patient list. This looks like suburban highlife, though. If I were to be as judgmental as Pippa is, I'd assume she's getting rich and fat from the government subsidy she's given to deal with these motherfuckers, and the parolees are probably fuming about the arrangement ’cause they have to ride the number sixteen to this bullshit neighborhood, only to have it rubbed in their faces that they’re never going to be able to afford an apartment on this block. Kind of a pretty big fuck you.


  I hover outside the building, watching the entrance, smoking my cigarette. I know this place is going to have a security entrance, probably with a concierge that doubles as heavy muscle should the clientele get a little rowdy when the good doc refuses to refill their Valium scripts. I finish that smoke, light another one. The cold sinks through my leather jacket and settles in my bones. After a while I get up and pace as I smoke, always watching the door. Even though I’m paying attention I still nearly miss my chance when it comes.


  A kid, twenty, twenty-one, low jeans barely hanging off his ass, ball cap peak to the back, jogs up the stairs. I flick the butt, a shower of sparks spiraling upward as I dash to make it to him. I take the steps three at a time. The kid's finger is on the buzzer when I grab him by the scruff of the neck.


  “I’m your uncle,” I snarl. He spins, ready to swing, face contorted into a snarl of his own, but when he sees me properly he pulls back a little.


  “What you want? You ain’t my uncle, man.” It's not my size that makes him back the fuck down, even though I am bigger than the little punk. It’s the look in my eyes. The don't-think-I-won’t-kill-you-if-you-put-a-foot-wrong-here look.


  “Right now, I’m your uncle. When we walk inside this building and go up the stairs, I’m still your fucking uncle. When we get up to the office, you’re gone. I’d better not see you for fucking dust.”


  The kid hears the warning in my voice, but I’ll give him credit where credit’s due. He stands his ground. “I gotta see this shrink, dog. I miss my appointment, I’m going inside and that ain’t happening. For real.”


  “Don’t worry about that. I’ll make sure you’re square with the good doctor.”


  “Hello?” The crackly voice that bursts out of the speaker in the wall is that of a young woman. I glare at the kid, making sure he reads how much trouble he’ll be in if he fucks up this next part. He casts me a filthy look and shrugs.


  “Yo, it’s Antonio. I gotta see Doc Newan.”


  “Hi, Antonio! Come on up.”


  The door buzzes and a catch unlocks somewhere. Antonio opens the door and we walk inside—the mountain of a man waiting for us on the other side is the unfriendly type. He’s ex-military. I can smell jarhead a mile off. He’s a smart fucker, too. He knows something’s off as soon as he lays eyes on me.


  “Dr Newan know you’re bringing a guest with you today, Mr. Fletcher? You know how she hates surprise visitors.”


  “Yeah, Franz. Chill. He's my uncle. She told me to bring him.”


  The guard, Franz—who the fuck calls their kid Franz?—gives me the once over. “I thought your uncle was currently a resident of the penal system?”


  “Just got outta SeaTac,” I tell him.


  “Yeah, you look fresh off the bus,” Franz replies. He shoves a tray into my chest, none too politely. “You should still know what to do with this, then.”


  I empty my pockets into the tray, smiling brightly at the guard: wallet, cell phone and keys. I purposefully left the gun in the car. There’s nothing on the phone or in the wallet that could cause me any serious problems. Franz eyes me like he doesn’t believe I’m not packing. I hold my arms up at either side—search me, motherfucker. He ignores that and shoves the tray into Antonio’s chest instead. A grubby bus ticket, a single house key and a crumpled twenty goes into the tray after my stuff. I get the feeling that the contents of his pockets are pretty much all Antonio owns in the world.


  “Be waiting here for you on the way out.” Franz tips his head to the doorway behind him. “Better hurry. You’re gonna be late.”


  The office is on the third floor, pretentious as shit. When we enter, the owner of the bubbly intercom voice is already on her feet, bouncing with, what is that? Excitement? She can only be twenty herself, curly blond hair and a tidy body clad in a skirt and blazer right out of “Legally Blonde.” She grins when she sees the kid next to me.


  “Hey, Antonio.”


  “S’up, Patricia. This, uh, this is my uncle.” There’s something going on between these two, it’s blatantly obvious. The girl is practically mounting the little fucker right in front of me. Her ecstatic smile slips when she looks at me properly.


  “Oh, hi, sir. You came to give Tony some support?”


  “Something like that.”


  “Would you like to take a seat?”


  “Actually I was thinking maybe you and Antonio could go spend some time checking out the skyline or something. I need to have a word with Dr. Newan about Antonio’s sessions.” A stroke of genius. If the kid heads down without me, that gung-ho guard is gonna be up here in two seconds flat.


  “Uh, I’m not supposed to leave the front desk.”


  I just look at Antonio.


  “C’mon, Trish. It’s cool.” He holds his hand out and my suspicions are confirmed. Trish goes bright red, carefully taking it in her own. She edges past me like I’m the devil incarnate. Smart girl. With those two gone, I plant myself in a chair in the empty waiting room and do just that: I wait. The intercom on the reception desk buzzes a couple of times. Seven minutes later, a door down the hallway is flung open and a tall brunette in a pantsuit stalks out.


  “Patricia, how many times! The buzzer means I’m re—” She sees me. Halts. Places her hands on her hips. It’s a defense mechanism—when you’re being attacked by a bear, make yourself look bigger!


  I smile sweetly at her. She touches a hand to her forehead and gazes down at her shoes for a second. Seems as though she’s trying to find the right words to say. When she looks back up at me, she’s already collected herself again, one hundred percent in control. “She said you were hideous,” she announces.


  “I’m aware.”


  “Should I even ask where my appointment and my receptionist have disappeared to?”


  “They’re fine. On their first date by the looks of things.”


  Pippa shakes her head again. “Terrific. Well, I suppose you’d better come with me then.” She’s not even flustered. I like and detest this at the same time. I wanted to catch her on the back foot, and my unannounced arrival has barely made her blink. She gestures into her office. I get up and walk inside; she follows after, closing the door behind us. Together in an enclosed space? Alone? Yeah, this chick has steel cajones.


  “You’re here to talk about your friend.” She sits down at her desk, crossing her legs and resting her interlaced fingers across her stomach. The posture immediately makes me angry. Prison counselor pose.


  “I’m here to talk about you,” I correct her. I stand by the window, walking right past the chair set up in front of Newan’s desk. If she cares, she doesn’t show it.


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Are you in this for the money or do you really want to help people?”


  She shrugs. “I want both. I have bills I need to pay just like everyone else. But I get to make the money I need to do that by assisting people with their reintegration into society, helping them isolate the problem areas in their lives and teaching them how to make positive changes.”


  I hold up my hand—I’ve heard enough head doctor bullshit to last me a lifetime. It sounds like she’s reading from a script. The only reason I haven’t walked out already is because of the first part. She admitted to wanting the money.


  “Have you ever had a patient confess criminal activity to you?” I demand.


  “Yes.”


  “And what actions did you take?”


  “The appropriate ones.”


  She called the cops. That won’t work. I don’t really know for a certainty what’s gone on in Lacey’s past, but I get the distinct impression that she did something crazy just before she showed up on my doorstep. And it probably wasn’t legal. “What would it take for you to accept Lacey off the books? To keep everything confidential, no matter what she tells you?”


  Pippa assesses me, thinking. “I’m a doctor, Mr. Mayfair. I took an oath just like Sloane did. We are both bound by that oath to help people, so under these extreme circumstances I would be willing to help your friend without creating a file on her. I am, however, also bound by the law. If your friend confesses that she has caused or intends to cause harm to another person, then I can’t turn a blind eye to that.”


  “So your Hippocratic oath will force you to help her, but your sense of civic duty will overrule that and ruin her anyway.”


  She fixes steel-colored eyes on me. Cool and collected. “That’s how these things often go.”


  “And no amount of money will change your mind on that?”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Mayfair.”


  “Then I guess we’re done here.” Waste of fucking time. I shouldn’t have bothered. I hustle for the exit, not willing to expend any further breath on the dead-end conversation. There are a million corrupt psychologists, doctors, police officers out there. I’ll just have to bribe one of them instead.


  “Mr. Mayfair?” Newan is still sitting at her desk. She hasn’t flinched. “Against my better judgment, there is one reason that might persuade me to look the other way should your friend admit to something that might normally end in jail time.”


  “Oh yeah? And what would that be?”


  She looks at me blankly, but I can see the worry in her eyes. That part is too difficult to hide. “You can stay away from my friend. Permanently. You can stay away from Sloane.”


  Well, well, well. Conniving bitch. I definitely don’t like her now. “And if she doesn’t want me to?”


  Pippa looks out of the window, over the park, purveyor of her safe little kingdom. “Then I suppose if she wants to see you, I can’t stop her. But then these sessions you need from me? You’ll be paying me double—one for your friend and one for you, too. I don’t want a mentally unstable man anywhere near Sloane.”


  [image: Image]


  Me and ultimatums? Yeah, we don’t mix. Give me two options and tell me I need to pick between them and I’ll find a third just to throw up a middle finger. Sloane’s friend has thrown me a curveball, though. Try as I might, I can’t seem to find a fucking third option here. Newan wants me to stay away from her friend, which I can’t do. And so the alternative would be to go to fucking therapy sessions with her myself. Which I can’t do.


  The old me would have just said screw it and I’d have told her I’d stay away from Sloane, fully intending on seeing her anyway, but if I do that and the shrink finds out, then it’s Lacey paying the price, not me. The girl needs help. The girl needs help more than I need Sloane Romera in my life.


  At least that’s what I’m telling myself.


  Who the hell does this woman think she is, anyway? I’m so fucking mad at her. Normally I’d solve this problem by planting my fist firmly into the face of the person responsible for making me see red like this. But I can’t. Because she’s a smug, in an I-have-a-PhD-in-psychology-and-you’re-one-hundred-different-kinds-of-fucked-up kind of way. She’s manipulating Sloane’s life in a really calculating manner. Bitch is probably jealous that her friend is getting some or something. I laugh: yeah, that’s highly unlikely. The woman oozed her own brand of sexuality that declared she didn’t have problems getting it when she wanted it. She’s probably just looking out for her friend, but I’ll do anything to justify avoiding her request.


  I drive the Camaro across the city, headed for Charlie’s mansion at the other end of the peninsula to Hunt’s Point. This is one of the most salubrious areas in Seattle. Bankers, golf pros, business owners, all respectable types, live here. They wave at Charlie when they’re walking their dogs, mowing the lawn, smile at him as he drives his Lexus down the leafy, suburban streets. They have no idea that he’s a fucking serial killer. He’s lived there for twenty-five years and the place is sacred to him. He definitely doesn’t shit where he eats, and he sure as hell doesn’t appreciate when his boys trail their shit to his doorstep on their shoes either. That basically means no dealing, no weapons, no grudges and no shop talk when you step foot through his front door. Follow those rules and the man will treat you like a king. Break them and he’ll make you wish you’d never been fucking born.


  Shop talk is the reason why Charlie has called me over here tonight, though. The man never married, but his mistress, Sophie, is out of town visiting her mother so the place is empty—no curious ears to overhear something they really shouldn’t. I pull the Camaro into the long driveway leading up to Charlie’s estate and wait for the gates to buzz open. The burst of static crackles two seconds later. The security guards are well used to my ride. Know not to keep me waiting.


  I park up and head inside, not bothering to knock. Knocking is for people like Rick and O’Shannessy, the lower grades who’ve only been with Charlie a couple of years. I fucking grew up in this house. I lost my virginity here to one of the Mexican housemaids that used to clean up after me when I was a snot-nosed teenager. I broke three of my ribs sparring with a martial arts instructor out on the back tennis court. My current digs are humble compared to this monstrosity of a house, but I never felt at home here. I never felt I deserved this. I always felt like I deserved the stinking shithole my uncle had raised me in during the first miserable part of my life. Dirt poor, lowest of the low. That kind of poor works its way inside your very psyche. No matter how big the roof over your head may grow to be, how many maids you’re fucking, or how many hundred-thousand-dollar cars are parked in the driveway, ready and at your disposal, you can never really escape it.


  The lights are on inside Charlie’s place, blazing away, lighting up the whole house. Crystal chandeliers, Persian rugs, antique furniture—the works. The boss may have lived in this country for more than half his life, but the guy still seems to believe he’s stuck in 19th-century England.


  “Charlie!” I make my way through the sprawling ground floor, headed straight to the one place I can always count on finding the man: his study. Just as I predicted, when I push the door back the grey-haired bastard is bent double over his disgustingly ostentatious desk, snorting a line of blow. He sits up, eyes the size of silver dollars, holding his fingers to his powder-rimmed nostril.


  “Well, if it ain’t my most entrusted employee.” He sits back, wipes his hands on the front of his pinstripe waistcoat, leaving smudges of white behind. “So glad you could join me. Did you lock the door behind you?”


  “Of course I did.” The very first thing I learned about Charlie was that security was his number one priority, especially in his own home. Woe betide the person who leaves a fucking window cracked. Ever.


  Charlie shrugs one shoulder, nodding his head. He gestures to the chair waiting for me on the opposite side of his desk. I sit in it like I’m supposed to, making myself comfortable. “Got a job for you, son.”


  “Uh-huh.” There’s no other reason for me to be here. Charlie makes nice, pretends that we’re family, but the truth of the matter is that I’m his dark and sometimes slightly evil secret weapon. Would he have kept me around if I had been more business minded, utilized me to launder his money or work his contacts like he said he would have last time we talked? Maybe. But even I know I’m more useful to him as a savage monster.


  “It’s Rick.” He collects a razor blade from the wooden desktop and starts cutting another bump of coke for himself. The man is a professional, and makes short work of it. Surprised the fucker has any septum left. Once he’s done, he points the sharp edge of the razor at me, leaning across the desk. “The little shit’s been selling to the bike gangs.”


  Selling to the bike gangs? I can’t help but laugh at that. “His father’s president of an MC. What did you expect? I told you your stock would end up in their warehouses if you let Rick anywhere near it.”


  “Drugs, guns—I don’t give a shit about that.” He waves his hand in the air. “He can sell those to whoever the fuck he wants to.”


  “Then what the hell is he selling?”


  Charlie sits back in his chair, his eyes still wider than they have any right to be. He’s gripped by a level-ten paranoia; the coke always does this to him. “Information, Zeth.” He still hasn’t blinked. “Information! The bastard’s been selling information to some small charter in Southern California, some nobody fucking gang that no one cares about. Telling them what we got in our warehouses. When we receive shipments. Valuable information, Zeth.”


  “And have the warehouses been hit?”


  Charlie shakes his head rapidly. “That’s just it. Not a peep.”


  I’m probably risking my balls by saying this but the question has to be asked. “Then are you sure the kid’s not just talking to family? You know how it goes. One charter and the next, they’re all interrelated. All messed up in each other’s business, screwing each other’s women.”


  “No! I heard ’im. I heard ’im telling them about the girls from the shipping container. This ain’t no family matter. This is about cold, hard cash.”


  If Charlie wants to ingratiate me to his cause, then he probably shouldn’t have brought up that godforsaken shipping container. It’s been a sore point between us since I found out the old man was responsible for moving young girls in the skin trade. I still haven’t decided if I can overlook it yet without taking some sort of action. The old man probably wouldn’t have mentioned it if he wasn’t so messed up.


  “How did you hear him?”


  “On his phone, fuckhead. You think any of my staff ain’t monitored? I didn’t come down in the last shower. I gotta make sure my interests are protected.”


  On his phone? What the hell does that mean? A listening device? A bug in Rick’s phone? And not only in Rick’s phone. Charlie just said it himself: you think any of my staff aren’t monitored?


  Any.


  My blood is suddenly running hot. I get that hazy blur to my vision that never bodes well—I’m going to flip if he has done what I think he’s done. “You got a bug on my phone, Charlie?” I ask him quietly. Carefully. The old man has a temper like a lion, but then so do I. I don’t want to set him off, especially in the state he’s in, without knowing the facts, but it’s almost fucking impossible to keep myself in check. Charlie’s angry expression fades a little, like he’s suddenly realized what he just told me. Like he’s just realized what a major fuckup admitting something like that to me would be.


  “No, no, not you. Of course not you. You’re family, ain’t you.” There we go again with the family bullshit. As if to prove the point, Charlie offers me up a small white bump of the coke still scattered all over his desk. “I need you to watch Rick, okay? He’s supposed to meet them tomorrow night down on the wharf. They’re exchanging something. I wanna know what. I want you to take back whatever it is, and then I want you to kill that little shit. You ’ear me?”


  I wave off the coke, shaking my head. I’m not buying his vague dismissal of my question; if anything it’s confirmed the worst. Motherfucker. The girls were bad enough, but if he has been spying on me… I try to loosen the muscles in my body. Loosen them enough so that I don’t shake with the all-powerful rage building inside me. “What time’s the meet?” I grind out.


  “Seven thirty. And you make sure you make that little weasel suffer before you dispose of him, alright?” Charlie doesn’t seem bothered that I rejected his offer of the drugs. He cuts it for himself and then inhales in a sharp blast. God knows how many lines he did before I got here, but that’s three in the last five minutes. The old man slumps back in his chair, head tipped back, chest rising and falling slowly as he makes a euphoric moaning sound. I stand up and make my exit, still warring with my need to curl my fingers into a fist and smash it repeatedly into his face.


  “I’ll let you know what happens,” I throw over my shoulder as I leave. Except I probably won’t have to. Charlie will probably be monitoring me somehow. He’ll watch the whole thing via fucking satellite feed somehow, I’m guessing. From outer fucking space. I tear out of his house before I can do something rash. He still has his security detail on site. If I even so much as lift a finger here, break a vase, scratch the wingback chairs, breathe in the wrong direction, I’m a dead man.


  Instead, I jump into the Camaro and lose an inch of rubber off the tires as I scramble to get the hell out of there. Through the gates, out of the suburban headfuck Charlie likes to call home. I’m almost through the other side of Clyde Hill before I pull over the Camaro and get my phone out of my pocket.


  It’s a smartphone, not the kind of phone you can remove the back from. How Charlie would have gotten a bug inside, I don’t know, but if anyone was going to do it then it’s definitely him. I open the security lock and then have the forethought to hit the contacts button to retrieve the one single, important number that I haven’t memorized just yet: Sloane’s. I scrawl the digits onto the back of my hand and then I take the thing and I smash it against the dashboard. Small shards of glass shatter everywhere, into the footwell and all over the leather bench seat. I pry apart the metal casing and catch my breath. There it is—a small, square chip, soldered into place on the main processor. It obviously doesn’t belong. The other circuitry is a work of art, neat and meticulously created. This alien chip, this listening device, this act of betrayal, was probably put in place by a very talented hacker indeed. They couldn’t replicate the precision of something machine made, though. I open the window on the driver’s side of the car and I hurl the phone out of it, roaring with anger.


  I can’t believe he’s done this.


  Actually, I can totally believe he’s fucking done this. I just can’t believe I was stupid enough not to expect it from him. Who’s the fool here, me or him?


  God knows what the old man has heard me talking about on that cell. It doesn’t even bear thinking about right now. The car engine screams as I gun it, charging in the direction of home.


  I’ll do this one last thing for Charlie, but not to help him. I’ll do it to find out what’s going on with Rick. I’ll do it to find out what the hell is going on around here, and then I’m gonna start making some arrangements.
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  The deal goes down just as Charlie said it would: on the wharf, Rick—built like a tank, every square inch of skin below the neck tattooed and tagged—meeting with three bikers from a crew I don’t recognize. Their top rockers read Wreckers. I arrived early and set myself up on the second floor of the burned-out warehouse Charlie sometimes uses for meets like this, not really believing Rick would be dumb enough to use this place, but the guy shows up like clockwork. The bikers roar up ten minutes late, cursing and swearing about a police tail they had to shake. These Wreckers must be high-end fuckers to warrant that kind of heat. Rick hugs the first guy, a huge piece of work that would tower over me even, and bumps fists with the other two guys.


  “What you sayin’, Caleb? How much longer?” Rick says, addressing the guy he hugged.


  The massive guy leans back against his bike, hooking his thumbs into the pockets of his washed-out Wranglers. “Three, four days max. Our guy’s ready to move.”


  “And you’ve got what we talked about?”


  “Yeah, four. Although you could get six on the container. Don’t know why you wouldn’t wanna maximize your profit.”


  Rick shakes his head. “You get greedy, you get caught. Four’s perfect. And they’re all virgins?”


  Caleb nods his head. “So our doc says. “


  “Good.”


  “More than good, brother. You’re gonna wanna fuck this pussy yourself, believe me. They are some fine, grade-A ass.”


  Rick grins, scratching at his jaw. “Yeah, well if I stick it to ’em then I get the feeling they won’t be worth quite as much after. And I get pussy just fine, anyway. Better to save these whores for Rebel. Guy has more money than fucking sense.”


  Rebel.


  I’m not even all that surprised. I haven’t heard the man’s name in a while, maybe not since that bent P.I. nearly sold Sloane to him two years ago. Seems around about time the fucker reared his ugly head. Rick’s right—he does have more money than sense…and a very nasty habit of buying pretty girls and using them up until there’s nothing really left.


  “Okay, time to pay up, Holmes,” Caleb advises Rick. “And this time we need more than dates and times. We need something solid. Something that’ll make the old man happy.”


  I make a mental note to find out who this old man is, presumably the MC’s president. I know every bike club there is to know in Seattle—they don’t like it, but they all pay homage to Charlie, be that in cold, hard cash or in muscle. The Wreckers are definitely trouble from out of town.


  “One Twenty One South Street,” Rick tells him. “Cutting shop. Just getting started. ’Bout half a million bucks worth of coke gonna go through that place in the next month. Gonna get turned into two mil by the time they’ve bulked it up with talcum powder.”


  “How many people working the joint?” one of Caleb’s associates asks. Caleb casts him a stern look over his shoulder; it’s clear the guys are there for backup and not much else. Certainly not allowed to speak. The guy clenches down on his jaw, exhaling sharply.


  Rick responds anyway, choosing to ignore the silent chastisement taking place within the men’s group. “Four guys. Armed but pretty entry-level. Kids from the local gangs, mostly. Subcontractors. Charlie don’t want his regular guys anywhere near the stuff.”


  I haven’t heard of this cutting shop. Charlie’s a dirty crook, sure, but he always proclaims to sell a pure product, guns that work, drugs that don’t fry a person’s insides. What fucking use is a dead customer to me? he always says. If I fucking kill ’em, then they ain’t gonna be around to give me more of their cash, are they, Zeth, my boy? Apparently his motto’s changed, though. To be quadrupling the weight of the product, some nasty shit must be getting thrown into the mix. With each and every new piece of information I learn about Charlie, the girls, the cell phone tap, now this, I become more and more unnerved. I wasn’t under the illusion that he told me everything, that’s for sure, but I thought I at least knew the lay of the land with him. And now it seems as though I didn’t know the lay of the land at all. I didn’t even know what fucking country we were in.


  “So the fifteenth’s all set?” Caleb asks.


  “Sure is,” Rick replies.


  “Sweet. We’ll see you at the Coal House. Tell your old man Petey says hello, you hear?” Caleb draws Rick into a loose hug, slapping his back before swinging his leg over his bike and grabbing hold of his ape hangers. The snarl of bike engine fills the warehouse. With a deafening rumble the three men lap around Rick and then burn out of the building, leaving the lone man standing below.


  This is where I’m supposed to make my presence known. This is where I’m supposed to make Rick hurt, and then kill the man. I don’t do that, though. I attempt to gather my thoughts as I watch him collect his leather jacket from where he’d slung it over a rusting handrail and put it on. Why the fuck do those guys want to know about Charlie’s business operations? Especially if they haven’t actually hit any of the places yet? It makes no sense, although they’re obviously planning on hitting this cutting shop at some point. They wouldn’t want to know how many men are patrolling the place otherwise. And why the fuck is Charlie hiring gangbangers?


  There are a million questions swirling around my head as I let Rick walk outside. By the time I’ve decided I want to question the fucker he’s already reached his car, a flashy Mitsubishi Evo with blacked-out windows. His body is bent, half in, half out of the machine.


  “What’s up, Rick?”


  The guy shits his pants. His body jolts, his hand automatically reaching around his back: gun. He sees the Desert Eagle in my hand before he manages to clasp hold of his own weapon, though. I’m not pointing it at him, just holding it by my side, but he knows me. Knows I don’t play with my dick unless I intend to fuck with it. Our eyes lock. “Zeth, man! What you doing out here?” The question he’s posing is really a different one, though. How much did you see? How much did you hear?


  “Oh, you know. Same as you, I guess. Just getting a breath of fresh air.” I heard enough, motherfucker.


  Rick exhales, sitting down on the edge of the driver’s seat. He knows he’s fucked. “Charlie sent you along with a message, right?” he says, though by the tone of his voice he knows his fate from here on out. Charlie’s not a man to mess around—he likes to make an example, and he likes people to know about it. Rick’s heard about the other guys who were stupid enough to go behind Charlie’s back; he knows what comes next.


  “Yeah,” I tell him. “I got a message. But I’m interested in what you gotta say before I deliver.”


  Rick looks up at me, a glimmer of hope sparking in eyes that held only resignation a second ago. “What, you wanna know why you’re being exed out, right?”


  What? I scrutinize the eager look on his face. He’s not just saying random shit. He’s speaking the truth. “I’m being exed out?” This hadn’t even occurred to me, but it makes a lot of sense now that he’s said it. When Charlie doesn’t trust a man, when he’s getting ready to kill him, he’ll ex him out. Exclude him from all his dealings, keep him at a distance, and watch him like a hawk. It all fits into place.


  “Charlie found out something about you, man,” Rick says. “Something he didn’t like. Not one bit. Said you were compromised now, no good to him. He wants you gone. Told the boys to get ready—that he was gonna need a new right hand. The old one was about to get cut off. That’s what I heard.”


  Rick’s being so helpful right now, as most men who are about to die are, in the vain hope that his helpfulness buys him a little leverage. He doesn’t know that I actually don’t plan on killing him, though. I take full advantage of the situation.


  “What has he suddenly found out about me?”


  Rick shakes his head, shrugging. “Didn’t say. Something about your past, though.”


  Well that’s hardly useful information. Everything up until this very moment where I’m talking with Rick, is technically my fucking past. Could be something from last week or ten years ago that’s turned Charlie’s eye against me, but whatever this thing is that’s soured his favoritism of me, I’m just finding it hard a little to believe. With Charlie’s amplified paranoia being what it is, the guy would have fucking killed me the moment he suspected me. He knows everything I know. All of the things he’s asked me to do. All of the dangerous things I could let slip should I feel the need.


  “I did time in Chino for Charlie,” I point out. “He wouldn’t cut me off without some colossal fucking reason.” No one rides out time in Chino without it costing them greatly. To do it for someone else is more than a declaration of loyalty—it’s a sacrifice beyond any comprehension.


  Rick gapes at me, mouth open at that. “Aw, Zee, man. You mean you don’t know? None of us knew for sure but we figured you’d found out…” He smiles cruelly. “We were all there. I watched Charlie slit Murphy’s throat just like everyone else, and yet you were the one who went down for it. You never wonder why?”


  The memory of that night flashes through my mind in a series of still-frame images, blood splattered and blistered like old film. Murphy O’Shannessy on his knees, Charlie’s twisted mask of insanity as he dragged his straight razor across the other man’s throat. The whole thing had begun over nothing—Murphy making some sly remark about the length of Sophie’s dress. The comment had passed everyone by, eliciting nothing more than a slight narrowing of the eyes from our boss, but then hours later, when the old man had snorted a grand’s worth of blow, it was a different story. I don’t think about that night too much. Try not to. I’ve killed, yeah, but always quickly. Knife to the heart, lungs, whatever. Gunshot to the head. Charlie slit Murphy’s throat from ear to ear and watched, refusing to let anyone put the man out of his misery as he slowly bled to death.


  “I know why,” I tell Rick. “Cops found the knife in my car. Blood on my shirt. One of my hairs on Murphy’s clothes.”


  Rick nods through this impatiently, hurriedly, as though the information he wants to impart is gravely important. “Yeah, but how did they know to look for the knife in your car in the first place, Zee? How did they know to come knocking on your door?”


  I’ve thought about this. Endlessly, in prison, where there’s little else to do but jerk off, exercise and stew over the past. “I picked Murphy up from his place before we went to the mansion. His father saw us together. Last time Murphy was seen alive by anyone.”


  “Bullshit.” He leans forward, face emerging from the shadows. The expression he wears is one of disgust. “Charlie fucking threw you under the bus, man. How the hell have you not worked that out by now?”


  A spiteful and sharp burst of laughter erupts inside my head. Of course, the voice says. Father O’Shannessy wouldn’t finger you for killing his son. Never. You were best friends for years.


  And then another voice.


  ‘Get rid of that fucking mess, Zeth. I’m sick of looking at it.’ A fractured image blazes through me—Charlie’s savage, wild face, smiling dazedly, unfazed by the fact that he had just brutally murdered a man I called brother right in front of me. Never once had he apologized for doing it, or for the resulting time I spent rotting in a cell for the ruthless crime he had committed.


  “He wouldn’t.” I growl the words out, but even as I do I feel stupid. The dawning acceptance that Charlie may have pinned that shit on me makes me feel sick. I literally want to bend over and throw my guts up onto the concrete.


  “He would. He did,” Rick insists. “We all know it. He barely fucking hid the fact. When you got released, he threatened to kill anyone caught breathing a single word about the whole thing. Him killing Murph. You going away. Him putting you away.”


  Fucking hell. I can’t wrap my head around any of this. I keep my face blank—no sense in showing Rick he’s riled me. “Doesn’t explain why you’re selling intel to the bikers.”


  “I’m as fucked as you are, man,” he says, spitting onto the ground. “Cops rolled up on me last month, found drugs I was running for Charlie. Said I could either help them put the old man away or I was gonna land myself inside for twenty. They told me to feed this stuff to the Wreckers.”


  “And you agreed?” I may hate Charlie right now—it’s a living, cold thing inside me, a pit viper, coiled and tightening with each new piece of damning information, readying to explode in a lightning fork of vengeance—but I hate the cops even more. Call it conditioning from spending so much time with the fuckers after Murphy’s body turned up.


  Unburied.


  And after I had buried him in the one place only Charlie knew about.


  Fuck!


  “Would you do twenty for Charlie, knowing what you know now?” Rick asks the question like the answer is fucking obvious. And it is now. No fucking way. I crook an eyebrow at him in return—fair comment.


  “You’re going to do something for me,” I tell him.


  He rocks back in his seat, surprise flitting across his face. He really had resigned himself to the idea that I was going to kill him. That his revelations about Charlie were going to fall on deaf ears. And maybe they would have if we’d had this conversation six weeks ago. But not after the confirmation that Charlie probably had something to do with Sloane’s sister. Not after the cell phone tap. “What d’you need?” he asks, equally stunned, relieved and dubious.


  “Get in your car. Close the door. Drive to Anaheim and wait there for me.”


  His eyebrows bank together in a perplexed frown. “Anaheim? What the fuck you want me to go to L.A. for?”


  “Because I said so. And give me the name of the officer you’re reporting to as well.” It’s safer to know the name of the bastard who’s going to be sticking their nose into Charlie’s, and therefore my business over the coming weeks after Rick disappears.


  “Ain’t just no cop,” Rick warns. “Detective Lowell. Denise Lowell. DEA.”


  That acronym is the worst possible fucking news ever. The DEA looking into Charlie’s shit? Might as well write my own personal dossier of crimes committed and hand it over personally if what Rick’s telling me is true. If the old man’s sold me out once to save his own hide, he’ll do it again. Especially with a department as ferociously determined as the drug enforcement agency. Power hungry sons of bitches, the lot of them. A big bust, the takedown of a crime lord the size of Charlie is a career maker. Promotion for sure. I need to know everything there is to know about this Denise Lowell. And yesterday.


  “Give me your cell phone,” I snarl. The man scowls, offering it out. I toss it on the floor and stomp down on it hard. Rick just nods, staring remorsefully at the shattered debris left behind on the blacktop. “When you arrive in Anaheim, Michael will come find you. Stay out of the way. Keep your fucking head down. Otherwise you’re gonna lose it for real.” I turn and walk away. Rick and I have never gotten on, never seen eye to eye, but he will obey me now. Even if he has no idea what I have in mind. The bared teeth, the wrestling over the Alpha position, the competition only he ever perceived between us—he never stood a chance—is over.


  I held his life in my hands, and I let it go.


  With Rick about to hit the freeway, it’s time for me to get out of town, too. Time for a lot of things. It’s beyond time to free Alexis Romera from the cartel; time for her to be reunited with Sloane and the rest of her family. And I may have somehow made Charlie Holsan’s shit list, but the old man’s made a big fucking mistake, too. I’m going to show him just how big a mistake he has made. He’s gonna wish that he’d left me to rot in the back room of my uncle’s shit-infested house all those years ago.
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  It’s been fifteen days. Fifteen days, and I haven’t heard a peep out of Zeth. I don’t know what I was expecting—him camped out on my lawn, stalking me from my place to the hospital and back every day—but it isn’t this: total radio silence. The worst part of it all is that I’m majorly on edge, constantly on the lookout for him. I’ve played the part of the unhappy victim in our strange relationship for a while now, but the reality of it is…I want to know where he is. What he’s doing. And why he hasn’t been to see me. I have officially lost my mind. I know why he’s disappeared off the face of the planet, and I’m aware that it’s my own stupid fault. The kiss. I realize now that there’s little more personal than kissing someone when they’re inside you. And as far as I can tell, personal is the very last thing Zeth wants this thing between us to be.


  “Urgh. Meatloaf today. Why does it feel like every day is meatloaf day in this canteen?” The interns in front of me, two young women clutching their trays to their chests, whine about the food while I flick through my patient list on one of the electronic tablets the hospital purchased for the ER earlier in the year. One pelvic fracture, one mystery rash and fever, one gunshot wound to the chest. The last guy was brought into the trauma center under lights and sirens, barely breathing, pulse thready and close to non-existent. He’s Italian, some kid whose brother owns a bunch of fresh produce markets downtown, or at least he had before his head had been blown off. Gang-related, they say. Mob bosses, they say. I have problems believing that, though. Seattle is hardly known for its seedy criminal underbelly. Either way, the kid’s brother was killed and the kid himself had almost died. Right now he’s sleeping off the anesthetic upstairs in the ICU with a phalanx of cops guarding him at either end of the corridor. They’re either afraid that he’s going to escape, or they think someone will be along shortly to try and finish off the job. Either way the police presence is making me anxious. It always does. That uniform. I associate it with one thing and one thing only: Alexis. When she went missing, my parents’ house was crawling with cops for days. At first they were serious and determined, assuring my mom and dad that Alexis would show up, that they would find her. But as the days ticked by less and less cops showed up at our house, and when they did they would come bearing a different story each time.


  Manpower has to be reduced to ensure officers are dealing with all open cases.


  We still have good leads, there’s no reason to give up hope.


  These things take time, Mrs. Romera.


  It’s been well over a month, Mr. and Mrs. Romera. Alexis’s file will remain open but until we have any fresh leads there isn’t a lot we can do right now. Keep us apprised if you should hear from your daughter.


  “Vanilla pudding? Sister, tell me you did not just take the last vanilla pudding.” The voice cuts through my thoughts. I turn around to find one of the fresh interns glaring at the pudding cup in my hand, the one I just took from the refrigerated cabinet in front of me. She looks up and I gain a perverse sense of pleasure when I witness the realization dawn on her face—ahh shit! Resident. I know the girl, Jefferies. She’s a loudmouth; thinks she’s a contender for a surgical placement. But then again these walking, talking morons all think they’re in the running for a surgical placement.


  “Problem, Jefferies?”


  She shakes her head. “No Dr. Romera. Definitely no problem here.” She squeezes past me, grimacing, hightailing it before I can give her morgue rounds with Bochowitz for the rest of the week. They hate that punishment. Bochowitz has been working the morgue for the last thirty-eight years. He’s impossibly cheerful all the time, like all the time, and he has this unnerving habit of talking to his patients. Of course, they’re all dead so they don’t respond, and Bochowitz, somewhere along the line, developed a habit of replying for them. It is creepy, yes, but despite all of his peculiarities there isn’t a single thing Bochowitz doesn’t know about the human body. As an intern, I’d voluntarily spent a lot of time down in the basements underneath the busy hub of St. Peter’s keeping Bochowitz company, keeping my head down. It was best not to involve myself in the politics and factions formed by my contemporaries. But more importantly, I’d been learning.


  I catch sight of Dr. Patel on the other side of the canteen, eating alone. I haven’t seen him since the night Zeth brought Lacey in. He looks up, sees me approaching, smiles…


  “Hey, Sloane. What’s cracking?” He kicks out the chair on the other side of the table opposite him with his sneakered foot. “Heard you got stuck with the mafia kid with the GSW.”


  There was a time when a gunshot wound was an exciting case we would have fought over, but now, having seen so many, we all know they’re just liabilities waiting to happen. The outcomes on them are so bleak that a lot of residents do their best to pass them off to whoever’s standing closest at the time. “Yeah, I know. Guy circled the drain for a moment there but we pulled him back.”


  Suresh nods, swallowing a mouthful of food. “That kid’s got a rap sheet longer than your arm. My mom shops at that store. Keep telling her not to. She used to like chatting to the woman there—what’s her name? I can’t remember. Anyway, it was her husband Frankie that got shot there couple of weeks ago. Both her and the brother, the kid you have upstairs? Both of them know who killed Frankie but neither of them will breathe a word to the cops. Apparently they’re scared shitless.”


  This all sounds like something that would go down in New York or Chicago to me; I open up my pudding, spooning some into my mouth. “I don’t really wanna think about any of that. I wanna think happy thoughts,” I tell him, grinning. “When’s your wedding again?” I received an invite months ago and mentally filed the event away under the heading happening too far in the future to worry about. But now that date is creeping up and half the hospital’s buzzing with gossip about it.


  “Two weeks,” Suresh tells me, winking. “A married man. It’s just unfair really. I’m in my prime. The world’s women shouldn’t be denied this.” He gestures with his fork down his own body, waggling his eyebrows. He isn’t what you could term classically handsome, but he has something about him that women really do go crazy for. I laugh off his silliness and shrug.


  “You’re gonna love it. Rebecca’s so excited.”


  “I know,” he says, his voice turning serious. “She told me to tell you that you have to bring a plus one. Mandatory, I’m afraid.”


  I haven’t even thought about a plus one. I cower into my seat, eyes down on my pudding. Maybe I could bring Pip as my plus one. People do that, right? Bring friends as dates to weddings? I ask Suresh this and he just gives me a look.


  “No. It has to be someone you’re sleeping with.”


  Ha! Yeah, right. Like Zeth Mayfair is plus one material.


  “Or someone you intend on sleeping with after you get shitfaced at my wedding,” Suresh continues, winking again, just as one of my colleagues, another resident, Oliver Massey, hurries into the canteen. He looks harassed. He spots me and my stomach sinks when he hurries in my direction.


  “Need you upstairs, Sloane. The cops are demanding a play-by-play with the doctors working on the Monterello guy.”


  Great. I throw my plastic spoon back into my pudding cup. Lunch break over.


  “Remember, Sloane,” Suresh calls after me. “Someone you’re fucking!”


  The entire canteen, full of people, turns to watch me scurry away, red-faced.


  



  *****


  



  “This patient is witness to a murder. He’s under protective custody. It’s incredibly fucking important that this guy doesn’t get shot to death while in this hospital. You people know what that means?” The fat detective in the bad suit is talking down to us like we’re degenerates of the highest order. He’s short and bald and walks like an angry Rottweiler. The slender female detective—his partner, I assume—is patiently waiting for him to shut up so she can speak. Finally she gets her chance.


  “I’m Detective Cooper. I’ll be here nights, so I’ll be your point of contact. If you see anyone you don’t recognize walking the halls, then you can come to either myself or any of the duty officers and report it. This is a big place and a lot of people come and go, so we understand that it might be hard to gauge whether you think someone is out of place here. Especially when you’re trying to do your jobs as well.”


  The nursing team, who were previously standing, arms folded, glaring at the fat detective, nod their heads, their expressions softening. The three doctors who are treating Archie Monterello—myself, Hendry, and Oliver—stand at the back of the ICU family room, taking everything in. “What exactly are we looking for here, Detective? I mean, is this some Italian mob thing or what?” Oliver sounds as incredulous as I felt downstairs in the cafeteria. This just isn’t something that happens here.


  “No, not Italian. We’ve been investigating a high-level crime boss for some time now. He runs a lot of rackets in the city. Drugs, guns, gambling, counterfeit money. Word has it Frankie Monterello dropped the ball on a business deal this guy had in the works and he paid the price. We know that our P.O.I ordered the hit; we just need to pin it on him. Frankie’s brother, Archie, is the key to doing that. We have mug shots of people known to associate with our P.O.I. There are only a few faces on here that you really need to be worried about. I strongly doubt any of them will be stupid enough to come down here.” Detective Cooper nods to an armed, uniformed officer who begins to hand out sheets of paper bearing the mug shots to the nursing team.


  “Can you give us a better indication of how dangerous this situation is please, Detective?” Hendry asks. “Are we likely to get shot trying to do our job is what I’m asking.”


  “No. We’re here to ensure that doesn’t happen. At this stage we’re banking on the fact that our POI doesn’t even realize he’s being investigated. He thinks he’s an untouchable, but he’s very wrong. We’re gonna make sure he goes away for a long time.”


  Hendry nods, accepts the paper from Oliver, studies it momentarily and then passes it on to me. “Where do we stand with regards to self-defense? If one of these fuckers does come here and attacks us…are we allowed to shoot them up with sedative? Use the defibrillator on them? “


  The nurses titter. I glance down at the paper, already halfway to handing it on to the next person, when my breath catches in my throat.


  Oh.


  Oh.


  My mind just keeps on saying it. My throat begins to swell shut as it repeats itself over and over.


  Oh…


  On the paper are a mosaic of nameless mug shots, eight of them on the first page and more on the other side. They’re numbered down the page, and at number one, in prize place, Zeth Mayfair’s face stares grimly out at me.


  I feel like I’m going to be sick.
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  If you stand on the roof of St. Peter’s of Mercy Hospital at night, the things you can see are kind of incredible. Back when Alexis and I were kids, my father used to bring us up here sometimes when his shifts were quiet. The doctors would turn a blind eye—Jacob Romera was a beloved employee, a radiologist for thirty-five years in the very place where I now work. He moved out to private practice in L.A. long before I ever showed my face here as a clueless intern, but his name still means something in these hallways. He could get away with anything.


  His favorite time to bring us up here was when it snowed, an event infrequent enough that it would have us jumping out of skins with excitement. The soft white flakes spinning dizzily from the vast expanse of sky overhead, the thick blanket of cloud that incubated the world, used to thrill Alexis and me beyond words. We would stand for hours, necks burning from craning them back for so long, until our bodies went numb and Dad would usher us inside before one of us got sick. Memories like that rush at me, knocking the wind out of me every time I come up here.


  I push them down tonight, though. It’s not snowing, it’s raining, and we’re waiting on a trauma to come in. It makes me feel sick, the waiting. The adrenaline I need to think, act, move quickly is already pulsing around my body, useless until I can actually see what we’re dealing with. The wind howls, driving the rain sideways, lashing at our bodies, soaking surgical gowns. Oliver is with me, waiting patiently. He’s a good friend, a good man. Funny, smart, attractive, a terrible flirt. It’s a miracle he’s single.


  In the distance the volley of something mechanical reverberates off the city’s high rises. “Hear that? The helo.” Oliver nudges me with his elbow. “Can’t be more than a mile out. Hit the elevator.”


  I don’t have a problem grabbing the elevator doors. It’s been held on this floor for the past ten minutes with the doors closed, and the nursing team waiting with a gurney and life-support gear inside are nice and warm and dry. Time for those bastards to get wet, too.


  I jog back to the steel doors and hit the call button just as the powerful gust of wind blows at my back, hurling freezing cold water into the faces of the three young nurses laughing and joking inside. Mikey the intern stops what he was doing, frozen in place. His hands are locked behind his head and his hips thrust forward, bottom lip trapped between his teeth.


  “You auditioning as a male stripper, Hoxam?” I yell over the wind and rain.


  “No. No! Sorry, Dr. Romera, it—”


  “Won’t happen again?”


  “No! No, ma’am. Never.”


  I hate being called ma’am. I am twenty-six years old yet these interns seem to think I’m some sort of ancient, all-powerful being. “Well when you feel like pretending to be a doctor again, maybe you can move your ass. The helo’s on approach.”


  I’ll give him one thing: Mikey Hoxam is a bag of nerves most of the time, or otherwise a complete goof-off, but he gets ten out of ten for enthusiasm. He’s the first out of the elevator, guiding the gurney onto the rooftop. The helicopter’s wheels are on the tarmac by the time we all reach Oliver.


  “You ready?” he yells to me.


  “Yes, sir!” Mikey yells right back. Oliver gives him a look that would strip paint clean off wood. The intern realizes his mistake and has the common sense to blush. I can’t help but smirk.


  “Yeah, I’m ready! Let’s go!” We rush the helicopter doors. Two paramedics clamber out, carefully lifting a backboard behind them, its cargo small and fragile.


  “Maisie Richards, seven years old. Hypothermic, deep laceration to right thigh. Found seizing face down in the bath. Unconscious, pulse is still tachycardic. Coded en route, shocked twice.”


  “Okay, let’s get her inside!”


  Oliver and the crash team hunker down underneath the whipping rotor blades of the helicopter as they take charge of the patient and rush back toward the elevator. I turn back to the paramedics who are gathering their stuff from the medevac. “Where are the parents?”


  The first paramedic, a young woman with a severe expression, frown lines already developing between her eyebrows, gives me an exasperated sigh. “Who knows? Neighbor was dropping food round for the kid; let themselves in when Maisie didn’t answer. Found her in the tub.”


  “What? She was on her own?”


  The medic shakes her head like she can hardly believe it herself.


  “Romera! Come on!” Oliver is holding the elevator door open. I run, almost missing the ride down as the doors slide closed.


  



  *****


  



  “She’s stable. It’s a miracle she survived.” I sign off on the paperwork that needs to be completed for Maisie. I’m furious as I stab my pen into the paper, marking that the little kid is allergic to latex, penicillin and anesthesia. She’s actually allergic to everything. She nearly died four times when we had her on the table, struggling to rescue her leg. The wound was deep. Horrible. And if Maisie’s mom or dad had been here, we would have known not to touch her with our gloves. We would have known not to give her regular anesthetic, and not to give her anti-viral penicillin after she’d been dragged back into the land of the living. As it stands I’m baffled as to how her little heart has coped with all the stress it’s been under.


  Oliver watches on with a bemused expression as I slash my signature into the bottom of the chart and add it to the towering pile of clipboards for the interns to file. “I’m calling CPS,” I tell him.


  “Whoa, don’t you think you ought to wait for her parents to show up before calling Child Protection Services?”


  I have no words. “Did…did you just work on the same seven-year-old girl I did? Because a child, a little baby, nearly died just now. She should never have been left on her own.”


  “I agree with you, don’t get me wrong. I’m just saying, you don’t know what the circumstances are yet.”


  I start walking toward the residents’ locker room, Oliver following behind me. I slam through the door, tugging my scrubs off over my head as I go. Blood has soaked through them to stain the long-sleeved shirt I’m wearing underneath. Great. I open my locker, using the door to provide a little modesty as I take that off too and then slip on a clean sweater. When I turn around, Oliver is shirtless, his scrubs top hanging from where he’s tucked the removed garment into the waistband of his pants, smirking as he types something into his cell phone.


  “I can’t believe you’re even smiling right now,” I grumble, pushing past him. Many a resident has been paralyzed by the sight of Oliver Massey’s washboard abs, but not me. Not since bearing witness to Zeth Mayfair’s stomach. And definitely not today. He grabs me as I try to make my escape.


  “You’d smile too if you’d been invited to the intern’s party.”


  “The interns are having a party?”


  “Of course the interns are having a party. How many times did we get fucked up when we were in their shoes?”


  I roll my eyes. “Yeah, well, I do not want to spend a night drinking with those walking liabilities. And frankly I have absolutely no idea why you would, either.”


  “Think about it,” he says, grinning. “How uncomfortable are they gonna be with their bosses drinking all their beer and dominating their share house. It’s gonna be classic.”


  “Oh, come on!” I laugh. “Which one are you screwing, Olly?”


  He looks a little stunned. “None of them!” He does a really bad job of disguising the horrified look that develops on his face. “I’m not…” He shakes his head, letting go of my arm, which allows me to realize how close he’d been standing. “Never mind, Sloane. Have a good night, huh.” He steps back, quickly snatching up a dark shirt from the bench and pulling it on over his head. Well. I somehow managed to really piss him off. Should I say something else? Apologize? Tell him I was only joking? Probably a terrible idea—just make matters worse no doubt. He’s still getting changed, back to me, as I exit the change room.


  I slump against the wall, closing my eyes. I need a moment. I’m not good at this. Not good at being friends with people, understanding what I can or can’t say to them without offending them. I was only joking just now, but Oliver probably thinks I consider him unethical, fucking his way through his subordinates. I should just keep my distance from here on in. Keep myself to myself. Focus on saving lives. That would be the smart thing to do. When I open my eyes, I get the fright of my life.


  Zeth.


  Leaning against the wall opposite me.


  Staring.


  “What the fuck, Zeth!”


  “You’re upset. Why are you upset?”


  At that moment the door to the locker room swings open and out walks Oliver. He stumbles to a halt as soon as he sees me and Zeth. “Hey.” With a stiff smile and a brief nod he skirts by me, his gaze lingering a second too long on the strange, dark-haired man loitering in the staffing corridor. Did he recognize him? A tremor of panic lurches through me, but Oliver keeps on walking. No way would he leave me alone with Zeth if he recalled his face from the mug shots. He’d been too busy asking questions to take in those faces properly, anyway.


  Zeth doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t shift an inch. Nothing about him has changed from a moment ago, but I can tell he is boiling mad. “I’ve had a really bad day, okay,” I tell him.


  “Why?” he grinds out.


  “Because a little girl nearly died and her parents are nowhere to be found, and I don’t know whether I’m supposed to call Child Protection Services on them or wait until they show up looking for her. If they ever do. Now I really just want to go home and have a shower and go to bed, okay? I don’t need—”


  “Call them.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “What’s to think about? Call CPS,” he says. His voice is deep and intense, betraying a surprising ferocity. “Some people,” he says, prowling forward, “don’t deserve to have children. In fact, some people should be chemically castrated to ensure they are never allowed the privilege.”


  He reaches up and I think he’s going to tuck the messy strand of hair that’s fallen from my ponytail back behind my ear. He doesn’t, though. He rubs it between the pads of his thumb and forefinger. “Blood in your hair,” he rumbles.


  “I’m used to it.” I hike my purse back onto my shoulder, doing anything to keep myself moving.


  “You have a violent job,” he tells me. A bark of hysterical laughter erupts out of me, echoing off the corridor walls.


  “You have got to be kidding me right now? Zeth, you can’t be here. You need to leave. Right now.”


  “Why? What’s going on?”


  I spin around and jab my index into his chest. “Your face is plastered all over the third floor of this hospital is what’s going on. Archie Monterello, some Italian mob guy, was shot the other night and the cops think some fucking crime lord they’re investigating has something to do with it. And you, apparently, are one of this crime boss’s ‘guys.’ They’re practically expecting you to drop on by, and voilà!” I scowl at him. “Here you are.”


  Zeth looks a little puzzled. Nowhere near bothered enough by what I’m telling him. “Archie’s been shot?”


  “Yeah. He’s been enrolled in WITSEC or he’s under police protection or something.”


  “If he were under the witness protection program he’d be long gone by now. Different name, different history, different life.”


  “Huh. That sounds pleasant. I should look into it, see if I can get enrolled in the program.”


  “You’re being dramatic.”


  “Dramatic? Dramatic? Really?” The pitch of my voice is reaching hysterical levels. He just stands there, watching me, taking in my expression and my body language like he can read the truth of things—the truth of me—that way. We glare fiercely at each other for a moment, neither of us backing down. And then he reaches out and takes both my hands, drawing them together behind my back. He does it so slowly and methodically that I don’t even think about struggling until he has me firmly restrained.


  “The fuck do you think you’re doing, Zeth?”


  “This isn’t about Archie Monterello. Or about some little girl whose parents haven’t taken care of her.”


  “And how the hell would you know what this is about?” I snap. With our bodies drawn together, I can feel the heat flowing off him, see the heartbeat pulsing in the hollow of his neck. I try to pull back but he shakes his head at me, his face a mask of blank control.


  “This is about the fact that you kissed me and I got mad at you. And now you’re mad at me. And,” he adds, his voice deep and low, yet unbearably quiet, “then I disappeared for two weeks and haven’t called or come to see you.”


  I try to snatch my hands back, pulling against him, but this only leads to him crushing me to his chest. I pant in two infuriated breaths, then hiss, “Like I care if you haven’t been to see me, Zeth! Like I give a fuck!”


  A low sound, half hum, half growl, builds in his throat. “Of course you give a fuck.”


  I scoff at that, but I don’t think I’m very successful in convincing him that he’s wrong. “So you’re telling me you do at least know you’ve been a dick, then?”


  “I know you’re upset.”


  I want to cover my face, but I can’t. I do the next best thing and close my eyes. Once I’ve given myself a second to breathe, I open them, fixing him with a stony gaze. “Let me go, Zeth.”


  “No.”


  I just can’t believe this guy. “What the hell do you want from me? You’ve made it abundantly clear that you don’t want to be around me, so why—”


  He makes a derisive sound at the back of his throat. Couples the sound with a crooked eyebrow. “How have I made that abundantly clear?”


  “I think the whole, don’t ever fucking kiss me again, thing and then vanishing for two weeks speaks for itself, don’t you? Your attitude speaks for itself.”


  This whole conversation seems to be entertaining him greatly. He battles the beginnings of a smirk as he says, “I don’t have an attitude. I just have me.” This statement doesn’t makes things any better. I consider hitting him with my purse. “Ask me where I’ve been the last two weeks,” he says.


  Damn him. I exhale, trying to keep my temper under wraps. “Where have you been?”


  “I’ve been making the necessary arrangements to go and collect your sister.”


  Oh. I stop struggling a little.


  Alexis.


  A deep wave of grief washes over me. It’s like a small part of me has convinced itself that she’s dead and every time he says her name, it’s preparing me for the moment he returns without her. The moment when he tells me he was mistaken. That this person he’s found isn’t her at all, and that Alexis is already dead. I let the grief sink deep, back into my bones, and then say the only thing I can say, since he’s been working to help me. “Well. Thank you. I guess.”


  “You’re welcome. Now ask me why I stayed away.”


  I really don’t want to play this game anymore. I don’t want to feel so powerless, crushed up against him, unable to get away, either. I also don’t like how, thus far, he’s coming out of this smelling of roses. “Fine.” I fix defiant eyes on him. “Why have you stayed away?”


  “I stayed away because you needed time to not feel stupid over me rejecting you.”


  Whoa! What. The. Fuck? He is…he is un-fucking-believable! “You did not reject me. You’d just screwed me, asshole!”


  “I know that. But you felt rejected at the time, right? If I’d come to see you two weeks ago, you still would have felt like that.”


  “So you wait two weeks until I’m fucking furious at you instead?”


  He shrugs. “Furious is easier to fix.”


  I want to castrate the motherfucker. I want to literally kick him in the balls repeatedly until there’s no chance he’ll ever reproduce. At least that way the future of younger female generations will be safe from the possibility that there will ever be anyone as dangerously manipulative and clever as him.


  He’s right. I hate that he is, but he’s right. I did feel rejected, and I would have hated to see him fourteen days ago. Urgh. I’m suddenly gripped by an extreme exhaustion that turns my limbs to lead.


  “I need to go home, Zeth. I can’t do this with you right now.”


  He doesn’t say another word. He releases me from his grip, keeping hold of one hand so that he can guide me through the maze of hallways on the ground floor; the ease with which he does this makes me think he knows this place. Knows it a little better than I might like. He keeps his head down at least, eyes to the floor until we reach the exit. Gracie, the head nurse on shift, gives me a wave as we leave but apart from that we aren’t stopped.


  Outside, Zeth leads me away from the brightly lit area of the lot where I parked my Volvo to the far back section. The shady, dark corner of the lot where the security cameras don’t work.


  “What are you doing?” I try to pull my hand free but he has a solid grip on me. “Zeth. Zeth!” He stops. Turns. When I have his attention, I ask for the information I need to know before I can go a single step farther with him. “Did you shoot that kid?”


  “No.”


  “But you do work for a crime boss, don’t you? Don’t you!”


  Zeth doesn’t reply. He gives me a worn look. “Sloane, I need you to look after Lacey.” We glare at one another for a long time while I try to work out if I should be trying to hide with him or calling for help. This feels like a pivotal moment right now. He’s denied shooting someone, yes, but he hasn’t denied being on a seriously dangerous criminal’s payroll. I know what that means. Whatever this man may be—murderer, thug, criminal—he is honest. With me, I know he is honest. Our bizarre little conversation in the hallway has only highlighted that. By not giving me an answer, he’s found a way around lying to me. He gives me a loaded look; it’s almost pleading. And then he actually does plead.


  “Just…please. Please, Sloane. I’m going to fetch your sister. You can do this for me.”


  “Yeah. About that. Where is she? I should come with you. She’s shy, Zeth, she won’t just leave with you.”


  He shakes his head. “She’s somewhere you can’t come. Somewhere dangerous. I want you and Lacey here, where I can have people keep an eye on you.”


  “Zeth! She’s my sister!”


  “You wanna fight me on this, I won’t bother fucking going at all,” he growls. “Either I get her outta there alone, or I stay put and you can keep on missing your sister.”


  Oh my God. He knows. He knows how badly I want to get her back and he’s using that to get his own damn way. “Okay. Fine!”


  He looks away quickly. No expression of relief. No thank you. No nothing. Walking briskly, he brings me to a gleaming, matte-black Camaro, parked in perhaps the darkest corner of the entire lot. Through the window on the back seat Lacey stares worriedly back at us, knees tucked up under her chin.


  “You brought her with you?”


  “I’m leaving now, Sloane. If the cops think I had something to do with Archie being shot, then it sounds like I’m due a trip out of Seattle, anyway.”


  I could kill him. I could literally wrap my hands around his neck—they probably wouldn’t reach the whole way around, but who the hell cares?—and throttle him to death. “You’re a piece of work, you know that?”


  Zeth opens the door to the souped-up muscle car, leaning inside to scoop Lacey out. She looks even paler than when I last saw her in the hospital, although her eyes seem brighter, quicker, more responsive. He stands, holding her, her arms wrapped tightly around his neck, and for a moment he looks torn. He cares for this girl. Loves her in his way. For the fifteen millionth time I wonder who the hell she is to him. But now isn’t the right time to ask.


  “I’m tired, Zeth,” Lacey mumbles. “Just take me home.”


  “Can’t, kiddo. Gotta leave you with the doc for a while, okay?”


  Lacey eyes me surreptitiously and then buries her face into Zeth’s chest. He gives me a hard look. “Which way to your car?”


  I feel like being a dick about it. You tell me. You’re a psycho, right? You’ve been watching me. You should know where my car is. But what purpose would that serve? The purpose of fuck you, that’s what. Still, I turn around and set off in the direction of my car. When we reach it I open the passenger door but Zeth shakes his head.


  “She can’t. She won’t,” he says.


  Okay. I guess I should remember that. He places her carefully onto the back seat and a small rucksack, that I didn’t even realize he’d grabbed, goes in there after her. Once he shuts the door, he places his hands on my shoulders. “She needs to see Pippa.”


  I nod, at least not arguing with him on that front. “I’ll make that happen.” I open my car door, fully intent on getting inside and driving away as fast as I can—perhaps if karma is on my side, I’ll be able to spin up a few puddles of rainwater into his face—but he grabs hold of my arm, stopping me. The door makes a repetitive ding, ding, ding, sound as he stares down at me.


  “I’m sorry, Sloane.”


  I blink up at him, trying to read his expression. It’s a number of things mixed together, making it hard to decipher


  “You’re sorry?”


  An apology? Coming from his mouth? I’m so stunned I can barely believe my ears. Just seems like something he would never do.


  He looks away, back across the car lot, clenching his jaw. “I don’t ask anyone for help. But I know I can trust you,” he rumbles.


  “Of course you know you can trust me. You’re holding me an emotional hostage with my sister. You know I’ll do anything you tell me to in order to get her back. The question is can I trust you?”


  A deep, slow smile draws one side of his mouth upward, his eyes sparking with sudden amusement. “Should you trust me? Absolutely not. Can you trust me?” he lets me wait a moment, still smiling down at me. Ding, ding, ding. The car persists in its chiming, announcing that the door is still open. Zeth steps forward, lifting a hand to carefully cup my cheek in his palm. He softly brushes his fingertips against my temple, leaning into me a little. He tilts his head at an angle so he can dip down to inhale deeply from my hair. “Yes,” he exhales. “You can trust me. You gave yourself to me back at my apartment; I’ve never done it before, but I gave myself in return. I may not have wanted to, Sloane, but I didn’t have a fucking choice in the matter. That means we belong to each other now. And it means I’ll come back for you soon. I’ll do my best to find your sister, and I’ll do whatever I can to make those bastards pay for what they’ve done to her.”
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  Zeth’s words plague me until I give myself a migraine from overthinking them. I wake before dawn and lay there, turning them over and over in my head, wondering what the hell he meant by what he said—I gave myself in return. I may not have wanted to, Sloane, but I didn’t have a fucking choice in the matter. From the mouth of absolutely anyone else on the face of this planet, it would be fairly obvious what they meant. And yet, from Zeth Mayfair, they could mean everything and then again nothing at all. I want to ask him. I want to pick up the phone and demand to know what the hell he was thinking, saying that to me. I can’t do that, though; my pride just won’t let me. And I shouldn’t want to know, either. I get the impression the sound of the dial tone in my ear as I’d wait for him to pick up would be like sitting with a sealed envelope in my hands. One that contains the results to some terrible blood test that will tell me if I’m going to survive something or succumb instead. Because it seems that drastic to me—this whole having Zeth in my life and how he is in my life. And I still essentially know nothing about the man.


  Fuck. I need to stop thinking about him. As soon as the first rays of daylight sneak over the horizon and craftily work their way through the blinds of my room, I get up and shower, mentally tidying the whole mess away to deal with another time. I’m good at that.


  Instead, I have a houseguest to focus on. Lacey is an enigma. She’s up before me, sitting at the breakfast bar, spooning Lucky Charms (I don’t own any Lucky Charms) into her mouth when I come downstairs. Out of the floor-to-ceiling windows, she is watching the city slowly come to life, a lumbering, grey machine seemingly defrosting, remembering its purpose. When she sees me cautiously approaching, her slight body tenses, spoon clattering into her bowl.


  “I’m sorry. I used your milk. I was hungry. I brought my own cereal, though,” she tells me softly.


  “That’s okay. You’re welcome to make yourself at home here, Lacey. Help yourself to anything you want.” I smile to back up this statement. I mean it. I don’t have a clue what she’s been through but I know it was enough to make her want to die. Repeatedly, in fact, given the scars I witnessed on her wrists. She slowly picks up the spoon again, like I’ve given her the permission she needs to continue eating.


  “You’re just a resident, aren’t you?” she asks me.


  Half in the cupboard, reaching for a cereal bowl of my own, I stiffen. Just a resident is a strange thing to say. Becoming a resident is perhaps one of the hardest things a person can do, and yet the way Lacey says it makes it sound like I’m an underachiever. “Yeah, well, I guess I am,” I tell her.


  “How much money do you earn in a year?” She hoists her Lucky Charms to her mouth; her teeth clack on the metal of the spoon.


  “Just over forty-seven thousand,” I tell her. I would probably kick the ass of another person who asked me that question in that particular tone of voice, but when you’re mentally damaged you get special privileges. Lacey appears to understand this privilege as she continues with her abrupt line of questioning.


  “So how come you can afford this place? Up on the hill, out of the city. Killer view.”


  “My grandmother left me an inheritance. A lot of money, I guess. I sank it all into this place.”


  Lacey mulls this over. Eats some more of her Lucky Charms. “Are you working today?”


  “No. We’re going to see my friend Pippa. You remember, the woman I told you about?”


  “The shrink?”


  “Yeah. She’s lovely. You’ll really like her, Lacey, I promise.” She doesn’t look too convinced. She sulks into her cereal while I rinse a spoon, trying to think of something to say to her. I feel like I’m walking on eggshells. I need some common ground with this girl. I catch sight of the cereal box and an idea forms—yeah, I’m pathetic, but what else am I supposed to do?


  “You mind if I have some of your Lucky Charms?” Even in this small thing, if she feels less indebted to me, if she feels like she is doing me a favor, then that could change the dynamic of our painfully awkward relationship. She looks up at me from drawn brows, and I can tell she’s assessing me, trying to work me out.


  Eventually she whispers, “Sure,” slowly pushing the box toward me with her elbow.


  I pour myself a modest bowl, making sure not to take too much. “This your favorite?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why?” I pour the milk, and then take a bite, trying not to pull a face at the saccharine sweetness.


  “Because of the powers,” she tells me.


  I stand up straighter. “What do you mean?”


  “The charms. Each one gives you powers.” This rings some vague and distant bell in my memory—a childhood remembrance, fuzzy and dusty from old age. I look down at her breakfast and notice that she’s separated out all of the marshmallows on the very edge of her bowl, stranding them, running yellow and pink and green food coloring into the rest of her cereal as she eats. “All of the charms, they’re supposed to be good for something if you eat enough of them,” she continues. She leans across the breakfast bar between us and scoops one of the moons out of my bowl and pops it into her mouth. This feels like a breakthrough of sorts. I grin at her.


  “Okay, Lacey, you’re gonna have to fill me in. What do they all mean?”


  Her lips form a nervous, drawn smile. She doesn’t make eye contact; she looks at the table between us. “Clovers are the one everyone knows. They give you luck, but it’s smart because you never know what kind of luck you’re going to get. Good or bad, so…” She shrugs. “And then horseshoes, the power to speed things up. Shooting stars give you the power to fly. Hourglass to control time, rainbows to zip from place to place.” She presses her index fingers together, and then jumps them apart. “Balloons mean you can make things float. Hearts, you can bring things back from the dead.”


  I look down and I see all of the charms she mentioned sitting on the edge of her bowl, uneaten. She ate the crescent shaped charm from my bowl, the only one she hasn’t explained. And from the looks of things, that’s the only one she’s eaten from her bowl, too.


  “And what about the moon charm? What does that one do?” I instantly regret asking. Her face falls, shoulders curving in to form a barrier between the two of us.


  “I’m not sure, actually. I forgot.” She takes a deep breath, pushing away from the counter. “You mind if I use your shower? I feel pretty gross.”


  “Of course. No problem. Like I said, make yourself at home.”


  She avoids making eye contact with me as she quickly washes her bowl and hurries from the kitchen. Once she’s gone, I can’t help myself; I look it up on my phone:


  Blue Moons—the power of invisibility.
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  Dr. Walcott, Yankees baseball fan, profuse creator of perspiration, giver of diazepam and other wonderful drugs, has a nervous disorder. I’m pretty fucking sure he does, anyway. Every meeting we have, he chews his way through at least three pens. Three pens in the space of an hour. That’s gotta be costing the state at least a couple of hundred bucks a year, I figure, considering I’m hardly the scariest bastard in here—he must go through at least five with those guys. He plays the part of looking relaxed, but I know if I move too sharp he’ll shit his pants and call for the guards. Pathetic, really. I mean why work in a prison if you’re this terrified of your patients.


  Except we’re not called patients in here. We’re called inmates. If we were on the outside and sitting in an office with good ol’ Walcott, drinking our coffee, he might actually be a good doctor. But with mandatory treatment like this, people tend to be a little reticent. Obstructive. Unwilling to cooperate, if you will. I usually fall into the latter category, but today I’m being forced to sing a different song.


  “So the appeals board has reviewed your case, as you’re aware.” Walcott flips over some paper inside my file, eyes nimbly scanning its contents while somehow still managing to keep one of them trained on me. “You’ve been advised that they originally rejected your lawyer’s request for early release right out of hand?”


  “Yeah.” Charlie’s lawyer, the slick city boy with the immaculate hair, immaculate suit and immaculate shoes did tell me that. Not like I’d even hoped the appeal would go through, anyway. To be honest, I was surprised the judge had only given me ten years in the first place.


  “Given the violent nature of your crime and your apparent lack of any remorse, they didn’t feel it appropriate that you be released until you serve at least half your sentence. Where are you at with that right now?”


  “Two years served.”


  “Well, you’ve got a long way to go then, Mayfair. At least another three years before any chance of parole unless we do this thing right.”


  “Three years isn’t so bad,” I tell him, smirking. But of course it’s bad. Three years might as well be thirty in here. Anyone tells you they kicked back and did an easy stint in Chino, they’re a fucking liar. This place is hell on earth.


  “But what if I were to say you could walk out of here in six months, Mayfair?”


  “I’d say that sounds good.”


  Walcott shakes his head, sighing, looking over my papers once more. “I really don’t know how he did it, to be honest. A deal like this frankly should not be on the table for you, Mayfair. Your lawyer must be playing golf with the right people.”


  Fuck my lawyer playing golf with the right people. The deal the parole board cut me had more to do with Charlie’s boys paying a few visits to a few judges’ houses. No violence involved, of course. Just bricks of unmarked bills, a few bottles of single malt and a few choice words whispered into the right ears.


  “And so this is where we find ourselves, Mayfair. If you work with me willingly, then we both win. I get to help you, and you get to leave. Do we have a deal?”


  I feel like I’m giving something away when I reply, “Sure.”


  He can tell I’m none too happy about it. “Great. Okay. Well customarily I’d start with the offence that landed you in here, but I think perhaps today we’ll go back to the beginning. Let’s start off with your childhood.” He sits back, the end of the black ballpoint he’s been turning over and over in his hand going into his mouth. He just fucking looks at me like he’s waiting for me to tell him something very terrible and specific that explains exactly why I am the way I am.


  “I’m sorry, did you ask a question?” I growl.


  “Your childhood, tell me about it.”


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Was it a happy one? Did you have many friends? Did you get on with your parents? You know, that sort of thing.”


  Typical bullshit psychologist. My chair groans as I slouch back in my chair—I’ve stacked on a hundred pounds of muscle since I was dragged, cuffed, through the gates of this shithole. “It was fucking miserable. When I was four I went to live with my uncle in California. He was a drunk and he liked hurting little boys.” I suspect not everyone Walcott interviews is quite as blunt as I am. The man blanches.


  “And when you say he hurt you, do you mean…” he trails off uncomfortably, gnawing on his pen again.


  “No, I do not mean sexually. I mean with a baseball bat. I mean with his steel toecaps. I mean with his fists.”


  Walcott writes that down. I can practically see it on the fucking paper now: Was beaten as a boy. Explains violent tendencies in adult life. An attempt to understand, to control what happened to him in his early years. An attempt to take back his perceived loss of power.


  But even as a kid when my uncle was wailing on me and my still forming bones were snapping like kindling, I didn’t feel like I’d lost my power. I was just waiting. Waiting for the day when I was bigger and stronger than he was. Biding my time.


  “And what about your parents? Why did they leave you with your uncle?”


  “Because they died. My father had a headache. They were going out to a movie, left me with a babysitter. My mother said she’d drive but she was pregnant, ready to pop, so he wouldn’t let her. Doctors said he had a burst aneurism at the wheel and wrapped their Chevy around a street lamp.”


  Talking about my parents isn’t something I like to do, but with that six month get out of jail free card on the table, I don’t really have much of a choice. I don’t tell Walcott about the important stuff, though. The few hazy, coveted recollections that kept them alive inside me—the smell of my mother’s perfume, sweet and light and floral; her dark, wavy hair that tickled my face when she kissed me good night; the booming, joy-filled laughter of my father; the thrum thrum thrumming of the baby’s heartbeat inside my mother’s tautly stretched, round belly. I’d sit for hours listening as the unknown creature flipped and kicked inside her, while my mother gently stroked my hair, telling me stories.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” Walcott says. He affects a level of sympathy in his voice that almost makes me believe him. “And what about later? After you left your uncle?”


  This is now treading into dangerous ground. I won’t talk about Charlie. I can’t. I’ll die in here before I ever get out otherwise. “I lived on the street. I did what I had to survive. Stole, worked casual jobs, moved around a lot. Avoided the system.” My uncle kept on cashing the care checks the government sent, supposed to be spent on looking after me, until the day I turned eighteen and they refused to send them anymore. They have no proof I even really know Charlie. To bring him up now is to open a can of worms marked danger: extremely hazardous to health.


  “I see.” He writes all of this down. No fucking point, though. The story I’ve just given him is the same one nearly every other inmate in this place shares. “Okay, Mayfair, can you please recount to me your single happiest memory from childhood?” His pen having caught up with him, the nib hovers over the paper ready to record whatever profound moment I am about to impart.


  “No.”


  Silence.


  “Listen, if you go back to not cooperating—”


  I cut him off. I can’t be fucked dealing with administrative threats; I just want this session over. “I’m not being difficult, Doctor Walcott. I can’t tell you about a single happy memory in my childhood because there isn’t one.”


  “Not even one?” He seems doubtful.


  I tell him the truth. “Nope. Not even one.”


  Because even the memories of my parents—the perfume, the hair, the laughter, the thrum, thrum, thrum—they are perhaps the saddest parts.
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  If anything, Lacey grows quieter as we approach Pippa’s apartment. It seemed like a bad idea to take the girl to the practice. It’s an undeniably medical place, and I get the feeling that’s the last thing Lacey needs. Especially given her reaction to her recent experience in a hospital bed. I park my Volvo in the underground lot and we take the elevator up to the sixteenth floor of Pip’s apartment block. The vista is breathtaking as we exit the elevator—the space needle is a distant grey hiccup in the skyline of the city, almost swallowed by the other high rises. Green parkland stretches for miles between here and there, dappled with the bronzed, evolving colors of fall.


  When she sees the view from the window, Lacey shrinks into the hoody she’s wearing, two sizes too big and most definitely not hers. I’m oddly uncomfortable about Lacey wearing Zeth’s clothes. God knows why.


  You’re a crazy person, that’s why. He’s not yours. And you’d be mad to want him as yours, a sharp voice in my head advises me. That voice has started to bear a shocking resemblance to Pippa’s, a fact that makes me want to unreasonably slap my best friend square in the jaw. I know she’s protecting me. I know that, and yet I can’t help but resent her words of caution. To his face I might be reticent and as standoffish as possible, but the honest truth of the matter is that I can’t stop thinking about him. Can’t stop thinking about his hands on me. His hot mouth teasing over my skin. His strong hands possessing me in the most demanding way.


  “Do we really need to do this?” Lacey’s small voice cuts through the silence of the hallway. She looks tiny, delicate. Fragile, like her name I guess. Like lace. Above all else, she looks frightened.


  “It’s gonna be fine,” I tell her. “Think of it this way—you’re here of your own volition. We can leave any time you want. You don’t have to take any pills or tell Pippa anything you don’t want to. There won’t be any record of you ever being here, and it’s free. There’s nothing for you to lose, Lacey. But a lot to gain, right?” I carefully place my hand on her shoulder and gave it a soft squeeze. I haven’t touched her at all yet, and I think I’ve kind of expected her to shy from the contact. She doesn’t, though. She doubtfully nods her head, pinching her bottom lip in between her teeth.


  “Okay. And we can go whenever I want?”


  She obviously needs the extra reassurance; I give it to her, smiling, and guide her to Pippa’s apartment.


  I rap sharply—my police knock—and Pippa only leaves us waiting on her doorstep for ten seconds. The door smoothly opens and there she stands, in neat blue jeans and a crisp white shirt, tucked into her pants. Pippa’s casual wear is akin to something I would wear to a job interview. Her hair is down, though, flowing to her shoulders, and the effect makes her look less severe. Less doctorly and more soccer mom.


  “Hi, girls,” she says, smiling broadly. Her breezy tone makes it sound like we’re gathering to watch movies, drink wine and talk about boys. Absurd, but necessary. Lacey flashes her a grimace that could pass for a smile—a painful one—and the two of us enter Pip’s apartment. The place smells softly of lilies and jasmine. Beautifully kept, the place has the pristine feel of a showroom to it, although small touches make the place seem homely all the same. Her couch is the only reason I ever come over here: the thing is huge and beaten, the leather grown soft and supple with age. I immediately collapse into it, gesturing for Lacey to do the same. She sits on the couch beside me, tugging the neatly folded throw from the back of the chair behind her and wrapping it tightly over her legs. The action makes it seem as though she wants to bury herself from sight.


  Blue Moons—the power of invisibility.


  Pippa points a thumb over her shoulder toward her open-plan kitchen. “I was just making a cup of tea. Would you guys like one?”


  “Be great. It’s freezing out there,” I reply.


  Lacey nods, too, just once. Pippa goes about making the tea, kettle rumbling its irritated rumble, spoon clanking, the bright chime of china clashing against china, and Lacey dips her chin into the throw, staring at the floor. I’m about to ask her if she’s okay when my phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s a number I don’t recognize. I answer the call, getting up and pacing to the window. “Hello?”


  “It’s me.”


  That voice. “Why aren’t you calling from your number? And where the hell are you?” I hiss.


  Silence from the other end of the phone. Perhaps Zeth Mayfair isn’t used to people being so hostile with him when they take his calls, but tough fucking luck. If he thinks he can just dump his responsibilities on me and vanish into thin—


  “This phone’s a burner. Had to get rid of the other one,” his gruff voice informs me down the phone. “And I’m driving. To California to try and get your sister back. Forgotten already?”


  Well fuck. I can’t really chew him out when he puts it like that. “No, I haven’t forgotten,” I snap. “It’d just be better under different circumstances.”


  “You mean if you’d gotten your way and you were coming along for the ride?” His smirk is the audible kind, the kind that I can imagine all too plainly tugging persistently at the corner of his mouth. I shake my head, trying to dislodge the image of those full lips bowed into a knowing curve.


  “Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean.” Behind me Pippa arrives with three mugs, two of them clasped precariously by the handles in the one hand, the other carrying just the one. I turn my back, hissing again into the phone. “When are you gonna be back?”


  Caring for Lacey is hardly a job I would have volunteered for, but my urgency for Zeth to get his ass back to Seattle also pertains to my sister. Two years is such a long time. It seems impossible that she should be kept away from her home a second longer.


  “Need me already?” Zeth growls. “Don’t worry. I’ll be around to take care of you as soon as I’m done.


  My cheeks blush hotly. “No, I do not need you to come take care of me!”


  “You sure? I’m betting you’ll be begging me to use that key the second I hit the city limits.”


  I hate the arrogance in his voice. Equally, I hate that I lie to myself and tell myself it doesn’t turn me on, too. Every dark, hazardous aspect of him turns me on. I’m drowning in the dark, velvet folds of his voice even now, my skin breaking out into gooseflesh at the highly sexual dip in his tone. Fucking get a grip, Sloane! “Just bring my sister home okay, buddy.” Buddy? Where the hell did that come from? Zeth is a lot things but he isn’t a buddy. A deep, throaty chuckle meets my ears.


  “I’m on it. I just—” A deep inhalation says he is thinking on his next words. “Just keep an eye out, okay? There’s a chance someone might be following you.”


  What. The. Fuck? Someone following me? My body reacts like a struck tuning fork. “Why? Why would someone by following me? What someone?”


  “My boss’s a little jumpy. He might have put people on me. Could be they saw me bring Lacey to you,” he says matter-of-factly. A cold wash of dread percolates down through my chest to pool in the pit of my stomach.


  “Seriously?” I try and fail to keep my voice down. Both Lacey and Pippa look up from their hushed conversation, entirely one sided by the looks of things, to give me quizzical stares. I spin around, facing my back to them, whispering, “How dangerous are these guys? Do I need to call the cops?”


  “Fuck no! Just sit tight. I got you covered.”


  I don’t ask questions about that. Got you covered can only mean more shady characters stalking me through the streets of Seattle, lurking in the shadows. “Alright, Zeth,” I sigh. “Just get your ass back here the first second you get. I’m not cut out for this.” Which has to be the understatement of the century. Not cut out for waiting. Not cut out for babysitting. It may seem big to others, the hospital, the vast number of patients I see every time I walk through the doors, the responsibility and the weight of all that knowledge pressing down on me, but I have made my world small. No outside requirements of me, nothing demanding much of anything at all from me besides getting up with my alarm and being there when I’m needed. Being there accounts for the majority of my day. The right person to be there when a pair of hands are needed inside the chest cavity of a wounded person. The right person to be there when an arterial bleed needs stemming. But that’s all physical, logical, manual stuff. I can do that. I’m hollow enough for that. But the other side of things—the nerves I haven’t allowed myself to feel properly when I consider getting Alexis back; the pressure of trying to be there for Lacey in an emotional sense…that’s something I have no idea how to deal with.


  Zeth makes a stiff sound down the phone. “You’re gonna do just fine, Sloane,” he tells me, his voice softer than I’ve heard it before. And then he hangs up the phone.


  



  ******


  



  Lacey’s story makes me sick to my stomach. I try to leave Pippa and the other woman alone so they can have their session together, but she reaches out and grabs hold of my hand with frightening strength. It seems that she doesn’t like strangers, and out of Pip and me I’m the familiar face. I plant myself on the other end of the couch, determined to remain impervious to whatever I hear, but that becomes increasingly difficult as Pippa asks Lacey question after question and the girl answers in a stiff, emotionless voice.


  “You were raised by the state. What happened to your parents?”


  They died before I was born.


  “But…how could your mom have died before you were born?”


  She was in a coma. Technically she was dead for the last three weeks of the pregnancy. As soon as her body gave birth to me, they let her go.


  And after that?


  Foster homes.


  How many?


  Seventeen all up. Some I stayed in a couple of months. Some just days. I stayed in the last one a year.


  Why so long in the last one?


  Gregory liked to have me around. I was useful to him.


  In what way?


  Cooking and cleaning. Sex whenever he wanted it.


  So you were in a consensual relationship with the man?


  Not really.


  Not really?


  No. It wasn’t consensual.


  He raped you?


  Silence.


  Sometimes a mind can just not bend around a word. The word rape is like a paralytic to Lacey’s system. She just shuts down. Goes to staring out of the window, blinking slowly.


  “Was he the first?” Pippa asks.


  Lacey’s blonde hair brushes her shoulders as she shakes her head.


  No, Gregory had not been the first.


  After that Pippa backs off, sensing she’s walking a fine line, on the brink of the girl withdrawing entirely. She asks other questions: why is she afraid to be alone? Can she share why she is so attached to Zeth? But all Lacey does is shrug and tell her that she doesn’t know why. After a torturous forty-minute session, Pippa nods her head and gets up from the armchair she was sitting in.


  “Alright, ladies. I think we should call it a day, don’t you? I’m exhausted.”


  Lacey’s eyes flicker back to life, rising to glance at Pippa. “What, that’s it? You don’t want me to tell you anything else?”


  Pip gives her a friendly smile. “Not if you don’t want to. You can tell me anything you want to, though.”


  “No, that’s—that’s fine.” Lacey loosens her grip on the edge of the throw she still has over her legs. “I think I’d like to go now.”


  “No problem.” Pippa holds her hand out to Lacey, offering it to her to shake. Lacey looks at it like the gesture is some kind of trick. The handshake was designed all those hundreds of years ago to demonstrate that a person wasn’t carrying any weapons; the same trick works here between Lacey and Pippa—I mean you no harm. The timid blonde reaches out to accept the patiently waiting hand. A dam seems to break in Lacey, and tears spring to her eyes. She doesn’t say anything, just gets up, tidily folds the blanket away and exits the apartment, standing on the other side of the open door, presumably waiting for me.


  “She’s got a long road ahead of her,” Pippa murmurs to me. “She has a lot to work through. I get the impression that she’s blocking most of it out.”


  “What? So the rape isn’t the worst of it?”


  A sad, pained look develops on Pip’s face. “Probably not. Make sure you keep an eye on her, okay? Ideally she’d be institutionalized and placed on suicide watch at least for a little while.”


  I’m already shaking my head, no. “He won’t—”


  “I know he won’t,” she interrupts. “But this isn’t about him. It’s about her and what she needs. Right now she’s somehow managed to bond herself to this guy, which is probably the most unhealthy thing she could have done. This time with him away is a good opportunity to try and break that connection.” She gives me a hesitant look. “And also a good opportunity for you to do the same.”


  I gape at her. “I’m not bonded to him.”


  Her lips pull into a tight line: worry. “Not right now, maybe, but I think it could happen, babe. Way easier than you think it could. Don’t forget,” she says, pausing, “I have met this man.”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  I arrive at Julio’s compound at nightfall. Somewhere in the city, Rick’s waiting impatiently for direction from me. Michael, my most trusted guy, is already here too, having been watching the compound for me since he learned of Alexis’s presence. The place is way out in the boonies, skirted with a ten-foot-high concrete wall that encircles the whole place apart from the front entrance, which bears a fierce-looking wrought-iron gate with formidable spikes on the top. No fucker gets in or out of here, if not without Julio’s direct say-so, then at least without him knowing about it. Two beefy guards smoke joints by the gateway, scowling at me with dark eyes as I pull the Camaro up out front. Their hands move to the blatant weapons they carry in their waistbands as I step out of the car.


  “Turn around, hombre. This ain’t the ’burbs. You ain’t got no business here,” the short, fat one tells me. I arch an eyebrow.


  “Sure I do. I got open an ticket with Julio.” The other man spits on the floor, and then draws deeply on his joint. The smell of pot blossoms in the night air. “We ain’t got no white boys on the guest list tonight, brother. You need to go on home.”


  I walk straight up to the railings of the gate and press my face close to the bars. “Better check your list again, brother.”


  The two of them look at each other. I’m not driving a Benz, so I’m obviously not their regular clientele. The size of me doesn’t seem to be doing me any favors, either. A tense minute follows—them staring at me and me staring right back at them—before the tall one tuts disapprovingly and turns his back, mumbling in Spanish into a small walkie-talkie. He quickly turns back around and gestures upward with his chin. “Smile for the camera, pendejo.”


  I see a camera mounted onto the wall to my right swivel to an angle, which encompasses me fully; I plaster a fake grin on my face, broad and arrogant, and then proceed to flip it off.


  Rushed Spanish bursts out of the walkie-talkie in the taller guy’s hand; the voice sounds angry. Both guards’ faces solidify into aggravated steel—sorry motherfuckers!—as they open the gate for me. I get back into the Camaro and make sure to spin the dusty desert sand up into their faces as I burn past them. Outside the huge, single-story building that lies within the walls, a dark, lithe shape paces down the steps to meet me. The figure of a woman. I park up and take a moment to get my story straight in my head: I’m just passing through, looking for a place to crash. Charlie knows all about this.


  In reality Charlie has no fucking idea I’m here. Charlie has no fucking idea I’ve even left Seattle, or that I decided to go against orders and didn’t kill Rick like I was supposed to. My mood is still blacker than black over the prospect that the old man might have told the police I was the man who killed Murphy. If I’d seen his fucking face before I left, I would have beaten down on it until his whole head had caved in.


  The woman in the tiny, skin-tight dress that comes out to meet me is Alaska. I remember her from the last time I was here with Charlie. Or more specifically I remember her tits. She’d danced for me; Julio had insisted. Girl has exotic blood in her, should have been an Olympic gymnast. She splits me a wide smile as I make my way toward the building.


  “So you eventually come back to see me, huh?” she laughs. “Only took you four years.”


  Four years wasn’t long enough away from this place. She places her hands against my chest as she leans up to kiss my cheek. I bear it as long as I can. The woman’s a whore, and I don’t let whores touch me. Not like they wanna drop to their knees and blow me where I stand, anyway, which is how she’s touching me right now. I take her by the wrists and remove her hands.


  “Just came to pay my respects to your boss,” I snap out. She pouts, pretending to be offended by my rejection.


  “I’m a lot friendlier than Julio tonight. Come on, come inside and I’ll keep you to myself for an hour before you go talk boring business.” I just look at her. Her coy smile fades as she reads exactly what I think of her offer clearly written on my features. “I see,” she says. Raising both eyebrows and tipping her head to one side, she points back inside the well-lit building. “He’s by the pool. Don’t get lost finding it.” She turns and storms back into the building, hips swinging, fizzing with fury.


  I find Julio exactly where she said he would be, sitting on a lounger by the pool. He sips from a cut-glass tumbler, grinning when he sees me. He’s put on even more weight since I saw him last, and the fat fucker was already obese to begin with. Probably on the verge of coronary failure by now.


  “Zeth! My good friend!” His accent is thick, laden with his heritage. “Why have you waited so long to come see me, huh?” He doesn’t rise from the lounger. Just holds his hand up for me to take hold of in some semblance of a shake. He points to the lounger beside me, groaning as he reaches across to his other side for the tumbler of amber liquid. Smells like whiskey. He free pours three fingers into another glass and holds it out to me. I accept; I’d be shitting on his hospitality otherwise. Bad start to an already precarious meeting.


  “Where’s that ugly English bastard? He come down here with you?” Julio wheezes.


  “No, I’m flying solo. Long drive to Las Flores. Thought you might lend me a bed for the night,” I tell him casually. “Maybe I could impose on your hospitality two or three nights if you’re feeling really generous. There are a few old friends I wouldn’t mind catching up with while I’m in the area.”


  Julio takes a deep sip from his glass, dark brown eyes pensively studying me over the rim of the glass. He probably thinks Charlie’s sent me down here to spy on his business. These bastards pretend to be thicker than thieves but the reality of it is, they don’t trust each other one fucking iota. Which, by default, means that Julio doesn’t trust me, either. “Sure thing, my friend. My house is your house as the Spanish say,” he says, laughing at the fact that he says it in English instead of his native tongue. I look behind the smile, though, and catch what I’m looking for: suspicion.


  “You’re very kind.” I drink from the glass—definitely whiskey—savoring the burn.


  “You’re timing is also impeccable, my friend,” Julio says softly. “If you stay until Tuesday, you’ll be able to attend our little event.” The emphasis on the final word tells me exactly what kind of an event he’s referring to. The kind I used to hold myself until recently. Until Sloane. “I got plenty of fresh meat ready to be well seasoned,” he laughs. His belly shakes like a half-deflated waterbed. “This one’s a bit different, though. You gotta bring someone to the table if you get what I mean. If not for touching then at least for looking at.” He gives me an exaggerated wink, the jowls of his cheeks swinging like a basset hound’s. “I doubt you’ll have any problem finding someone to come with you.”


  Tuesday. If Alexis is here, then she will definitely be attending a party like that. Today’s only Friday, though. I hadn’t really planned on staying that long. I’ll just have to make sure I run into the girl before then. I nod, taking a healthy swig from the whiskey. “Yeah. I doubt I’ll have a problem.”


  



  



  ******
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  The sleek black car follows me from the highway all the way to St Peter’s. Lacey sees it first—I’m literally having to take her to work with me, which is all kinds of fucked—and points it out as I drive. It doesn’t pull into the parking lot behind me, but draws up on the curb outside the coffee shop across from the hospital, the engine cutting as we get out of the Volvo and make our way to the entrance. The generic-looking dark vehicle has blacked-out windows so it’s impossible to see inside, although Lacey seems to have a good idea who it is.


  “That’s one of Charlie’s boys for sure,” she announces. She’s way more nonchalant over this tail than I am; I’m on the verge of bolting inside the hospital and hiding in a cleaning closet or something. “Bet they’re there when we leave,” she adds.


  “If they’re there when we leave, I’m calling the cops.”


  She snorts. “Good luck with that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Pulling one shoulder up to the side, she looks at me like I’m stupid, eyes rolling. “The cops are all in someone’s pocket. Mostly Charlie’s. They probably wouldn’t even show up, let alone do anything about it.”


  Well there’s a worrying piece of news. It feels like I’ve been sucked into a 1950s gangster movie, except this is real. And not being able to call the cops? Just great. Seriously. Just great.


  I deposit Lacey in an on-call room. I’m already nearly late for my own rounds, so I don’t have time to baby her when I leave.


  “Don’t step one foot out of this room, okay,” I command. “There are plenty of people who’ll recognize you and that’s the last thing I need. Zeth’ll murder me if you get sectioned while I’m here at work.” Fucking Zeth. The guy has done nothing but cause me problems, really. If he hadn’t killed Eli, then I might have gotten the information I was after, and Alexis would already be back home, safe and sound, heading to church with Mom and Dad every weekend. Playing the piano to accompany the choir and the singing parishioners. I try to hold on to my anger a moment, but it fizzles out like an extinguished firework when my mind veers from its wrath and decides to remember other things instead. Like his painfully big cock teasing me as he readied to push inside me. His deep brown eyes watching my expression closely as he sank himself as deep as he could, groaning under his breath.


  Shit.


  Lacey sits on the bed looking moderately anxious as I hurry off to get into my scrubs before nearly late transforms into actually late. Everyone thinks the interns are under the most pressure to perform, but that’s not entirely true. It’s just as easy to get booted from the residency program if you’re behind in your work. And being tardy is kind of frowned upon, too. As is bringing a twenty-six-year-old woman who needs constant babysitting to work with you.


  I make it through rounds, on time thankfully, and I see the patients who have been admitted on my day off. Punctured lung, congenital heart defect, septicemia. Everything is relatively serious today. Serious enough that I have to spend a considerable amount of time with each patient, assessing their progress and filling out the necessary paperwork for their records and meds. It’s midday by the time I finally get the chance to lock myself in the bathroom and text Zeth.


  



  Your friends followed me to work this morning.


  



  A minute passes before the phone chimes in my hand.


  



  Zeth: What happened?


  Rcv’d 12:48 pm


  



  Me: Nothing. They just followed us. Parked out front. What do you mean, what happened? Is something going to happen?


  



  Zeth: Doubtful.


  Rcv’d 12:51


  



  And then…


  



  Zeth: You okay?


  Rcv’d 12:51


  



  I should tell him the truth: no, I’m not okay! But that wouldn’t serve any real purpose. Plus for some reason I don’t want to look weak in front of him. If I admit to being frightened of his thug business colleagues, then it feels the same as admitting I’m frightened of him. And no way am I admitting that. He knows I am, but I’ll never own up to it. I’m in the middle of typing a long, strongly worded text back to him when the phone starts ringing in my hand. I pick up, frowning.


  “What?!”


  “You didn’t reply. When someone asks you if you’re okay after telling them you’re being watched, it’s usually a good idea to confirm you’re still alive,” he reprimands me in his deep, gravel-filled voice.


  “I was replying to—urgh!” I don’t even bother. “What can you do about these guys eating donuts outside the hospital?”


  “Nothing.” His voice is flat and unconcerned.


  “What? They’re your boss’s men, right? Don’t you get along with any of these guys?”


  That makes him laugh—a rumble that teases its way into my ear and makes me shiver. “We all tend to keep out of each other’s way. Charlie prefers it like that.”


  “Well what am I supposed to do if they follow me home when I’m done here?” I ask. The thought of going home and sitting in that big house on the hill with only Lacey for protection isn’t exactly a reassuring one.


  “You’re gonna be fine,” he tells me. “I got boys looking after you. Besides, they’re just watching. And if one of them breaks into your house, just stab them.”


  Just stab them? My mouth falls open. “I don’t go around stabbing people!”


  “Got a gun?”


  “No!”


  “Then you can’t really shoot them instead, can you?”


  I pinch the bridge of my nose between index finger and thumb, slumping down to sit on the closed toilet lid. “Zeth, can you please just get back here as soon as possible. Please.”


  “Anyone would think you needed me,” he says in a low, silky tone. I have shivers again. All over my body.


  “I don’t!”


  “Well I need you.” The tenor of his voice slips into a vocal range I’ve never really heard before, so low and rough that my whole body starts to burn. “Next time I see you, I’m introducing you to a few friends from the bag. I’m getting fucking hard just thinking about it. Fuck. There’s one toy in that bag that I think you like almost as much as I do.”


  He’s talking about the knife; I know he is. I swallow thickly, shaking my head, trying to push all memories of the last time he used it on me out of my mind. He makes that really hard when he continues talking.


  “I wanna slide my hands up those thighs, Sloane. I wanna tear your clothes from your body and make you tremble. I want to dig my fingers and my teeth into your skin and make you scream my name. You want that, too, huh?” he says.


  Cold sweat pushes out of my pores, making my skin prickle. I’m a visual person. Say something to me and I instantly imagine it inside my head—and at this exact moment in time I find myself visualizing Zeth’s impressively big cock straining against his jeans, just begging to be let out to play. I clear my throat, closing my eyes. “That’s not exactly a practical thing to want right now.”


  “What about me screams practical to you?” His voice dips in volume again, so that it’s almost a whisper. It has a flustering effect on me. “Where are you right now?” he asks.


  “In the bathroom.”


  “Anyone else in there with you?”


  The question seems like a sensible one. A question you would ask if you were discussing mob bosses, being followed and stabbing people to death. I duck my head, looking underneath the stall dividers. No feet. No one standing at the washbasins, either. “No. No one else,” I confirm.


  But with his next words, it’s painfully obvious Zeth isn’t concerned about people overhearing information about his boss or his boss’s henchmen. “Good. Put your hand down your pants for me, angry girl.”


  “What?”


  “Do it. Put your right hand down your pants for me. I want to hear you come.”


  “I am not masturbating in a public bathroom, buddy! You’re crazy if you think I’m doing that.” There I go with the whole buddy thing again. So stupid. Zeth makes a pleasant growling sound on the other end of the phone. “I’m not asking, Sloane. I’m telling. Touch. Yourself. Now.”


  “No!”


  Zeth seems unprepared for my refusal. “Would you be saying no to me if I was standing in front of you?”


  I think on that for a second, imagining it playing out in my head. If he were standing in front of me in this toilet cubicle, I’d do pretty much anything he told me to. I hate admitting that to myself. I don’t say anything, which makes him chuckle. “I’ll make you a deal,” he breathes heavily down the phone. “If you slip your hand down those prissy blue scrubs of yours and you’re not already wet for me then you can hang up the phone.”


  He just loves doing this, I can tell—turning my own body against me. But not this time. I huff into the handset, smug that I’m about to prove him wrong. I could just tell him I’ve done it and laugh haughtily as I hang up, but I know on some level that won’t work. He’d know. So I do it. “Fine!” My hand slides down beneath my scrubs, but over the top of my panties—no need to go too far. The smile falls off my face when I realize I’m not only wet for him as he knew I would be, but I’ve soaked all the way through the thin cotton of my underwear.


  “Middle finger first, Sloane,” Zeth rasps into the phone. He doesn’t even ask if he won our deal. He just knows he has. The bastard. I screw my eyes tightly shut, kicking myself.


  “I don’t have time. I have patients to see.”


  “You’re catering to my patience right now,” he informs me darkly. “I wanna hear it in your voice, Sloane. I wanna hear every single agonizing second that you’re toying with yourself, wishing that your fingers were my cock.”


  “You’re very full of yourself, you know that?” I say. My breathlessness doesn’t do much to make me sound confident, though. And he just tuts down the phone.


  “Use your middle finger. Slide it inside yourself and tell me that’s not exactly what you’re thinking. Wishing for. My dick slamming into you. Do it now, Sloane.”


  I want to laugh. I want to hang up the phone and slip it into my pocket, and I want to go on my rounds and forget about this stupid demand he’s making of me. But I also want to do it. Zeth doesn’t say anything further, but I can hear his laden, heavy breathing still on the line. I spend thirty seconds battling with myself, and then I just snap. Like I did back in his richly decorated apartment, he’s trying to make me come to this decision by myself. To make me see it’s actually what I want. I already know it’s what I want, so why am I fighting against it?


  That Pippa-sounding voice whispers in my ear. Because you don’t know him. And what you do know is terrifying. But it’s the last two years of my life that have been terrifying. At least I know for a certainty what…who he is. I make my mind up. I slip my panties to one side and press my finger into the very center of myself, gasping quietly. I’m so wet, so turned on. I can’t ever remember feeling this way when I’ve done this in the past. But technically I’m not alone now—Zeth might as well be guiding my hand with his own.


  “Good girl,” he tells me. He must have heard me gasp, or he’s using some sort of that strange psychic power that he’s thus far kept hidden. “Is your clit swollen?”


  I shut my eyes, trying not to feel absolutely lost and embarrassed. “Yeah. Yeah it is.”


  “Rub it for me.” I do. I work my fingers back and forth over the slick flesh between my legs, doing my utmost to keep my breathing even. “Does it feel good?”


  “Uh-huh.” I swallow a mouthful of oxygen as a ripple of heat shivers up my spine, traveling up over my ears and onto my face. My lips are tingling like crazy. I bite the lower one to try and get a handle on the sensation but it only makes it worse. I can’t help it; I sigh deeply.


  “That’s it. Don’t hold your breath, angry girl.” Zeth’s deeply resonating voice is hypnotic now, working into my subconscious. It feels like a physical presence in itself, sending shooting relays of pleasure around my body. “Take your shirt off.”


  I blink past the demand and stop what I’m doing to comply, pushing all thought of objection out of my head. No point now. I yank off my scrubs top and my tee underneath, letting the clothes drop to the floor between my legs. It’s not cold but I still shiver as I shrug out of my bra straps. My nipples are already tightly drawn buds, so sensitive the still air against them almost hurts.


  “Squeeze your breasts. Imagine my hands,” Zeth orders. “My mouth.”


  That’s not something I do when I’m on my own. I never really have. I always reasoned that it wouldn’t be the same as a guy doing it, but now when I lightly trace my fingertips across the goose-bumped skin of my breasts, I am imagining him. I can practically feel the heat of his breath as he stoops to suck one nipple and then the other into his mouth. My own breath catches again.


  “Good. That’s right,” he encourages me. “Put me on speakerphone. You’re gonna need two hands for this.”


  I fumble with the phone, hitting the speaker icon and setting the phone down on top of the pile of clothes at my feet. I’m already too lost to think about what I’m doing. I’m using my own discretion now, touching and stroking where I see fit. I’m panting, too. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself if I tried.


  “Now. Slide your fingers inside.” Zeth’s voice sounds almost as hazy as mine. Rougher than normal, and that’s saying something. I obey him immediately, slipping first my middle and then my index finger into my pussy. I inhale sharply, the pressure feeling warm and tight and strangely blissful. The forbidden pitch of his words work their magic over me when he then commands, “Fuck yourself for me, Sloane. Do it. Fuck yourself hard.”


  I oblige him, finally unable to prevent the moans and soft gasping that escapes my mouth as I work my fingers inside myself, imagining the weight of him on top of me, his rock-hard cock pulsing in and out of me, the sublime burn of his rough stubble on my sensitive skin. He breathes words into the phone, growling and hissing out his approval as I get louder and louder. I can barely hear what he’s saying though, and soon a tightening, fizzing sensation grips hold of me. It happens suddenly. An unstoppable wall of heat that crashes through me like whitewater smashing into the wall of a dam. Rising upward and at the same time dragging me down with it.


  “Holy…FUCK!” The words rip out of me like a plea for help. My chest heaves as I try to catch my breath, up and down, up and down.


  Zeth’s lazy, amused laughter echoes around the narrow cubicle. “Sounds like you enjoyed that, angry girl.”


  “Fuck you,” I tell him, only half meaning it.


  And then I hear something that makes me freeze in place: a toilet flush. Zeth is silent for a moment and then he says, “Let me guess. That wasn’t you.”


  I sit upright, leaning forward, slapping my hands over my mouth. Zeth just starts laughing. I snatch up the phone and hit the big red end call button, feeling all my blood rush to my cheeks.


  Holy. Fucking. Shit.


  A stall door opens, not the one right next to me but the one on the very end, and the sound of a tap being turned on fills the bathroom. Whoever it is hurriedly washes their hands and then rushes out of the bathroom. I grab up my clothes and dress myself frantically—I need to find out who the hell that was! No, no, no, no, NO! Fuck. Fuck!!


  I hastily wash my own hands, and then dash out of the bathroom, chest still heaving, more from horror and shock now than the orgasm I just experienced—the one that registered a nine point two on the Richter scale. The corridor is bustling with nurses, doctors and members of the public. Members of the fucking public! I don’t know what’s worse, the thought of a colleague having just heard that or the poor, unsuspecting family member of one of my patients. My horror becomes absolute when Oliver Massey saunters down the hallway toward me, grinning. He holds up his palm, grinning at me. Without thinking I respond, raising my own hand to give him a high five as he passes. He raises an eyebrow at me as he continues right on by.


  “Scrubs are inside out, Romera,” he points out, winking. “What have you been up to?”
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  It can’t have been Oliver. There’s no way it could have been him. It was the women’s bathroom for crying out loud. The rest of the day goes by with me feeling flushed and distinctly like I just got caught with my pants down. And my shirt off. While being instructed to do rather graphic things to myself.


  I want to smack Zeth so hard my palms tingle with need for the rest of my shift. When it’s finally time for me to clock off, I find Lacey asleep in the on-call room where I left her, swaddled in blankets. She doesn’t look like she’s moved at all since this morning. She blinks groggily at me when I wake her and we leave St. Peter’s via the rear exit, firstly to avoid the curious eyes of the nursing staff, secondly so I don’t run into Oliver again (just in case), and thirdly so I can try and sneak the Volvo out of the lot without being seen by any mysterious black cars with tinted windows.


  Everything goes off without a hitch. No nursing staff, no Oliver and miraculously no black car. It isn’t even parked outside the coffee place anymore, which makes me feel kind of foolish. Maybe whoever it was this morning just happened to be going the same way as us and felt like stopping off quickly for a coffee on the way to work. Both Lacey and I watch carefully all the way home, though, just to make sure.


  I park the car and we head inside. I make sure all the windows and doors are triple locked just as a precautionary measure. The action brings to mind Zeth snooping around the place, inspecting every square inch to make sure it measured up to his idea of secure. He probably already knew he was bringing Lacey here to dump her on my doorstep, and wanted to make sure she would be safe. The thought plummets me into an irrationally sour mood.


  “I’m too tired to cook. You’re just gonna have to make do with takeout.” I clip out the words sharply, hurling them over my shoulder at the girl following behind me, and I immediately regret it. A shutter comes down across her already wary features.


  “It’s okay,” she says mechanically. “I can cook.”


  “No. Shit, no, I’m—I’m sorry, Lace. I’ve just had a really long day.” I blow out a long breath, scratching at my forehead. I haven’t had a roommate since college and even then I didn’t do all that well living with other people. This situation is especially awkward because of Lacey’s fragility. I’m terrible for being shitty with her because of him, though. Because, if I’m startlingly honest with myself, I am jealous of the bizarre relationship they share.


  “I don’t want you to cook. I really do just want takeout. Is that okay?”


  She nods, hanging her head and making her way to the breakfast bar where she seems to have found a place for herself where she feels inconspicuous. I rifle out the vast array of home delivery menus—I eat crap most nights—and I let her pick. She chooses Chinese food, selects what she wants and to my amazement orders the meals for us, too, providing my address without even having to ask for it. I crack open a bottle of wine, much needed, and offer her a glass. She shrugs her shoulders in a why the hell not? kind of motion and we settle on the couch, the TV playing quietly in the background while we wait for our dinner to arrive.


  I’m still struggling with the bitter taste in my mouth despite the delicious red wine, though. I decide to get it the hell over with and find out once and for all what on earth is going on with them. “So…” I begin. The best place to start when broaching a topic without a decent segue. “I know you told Pippa you didn’t know why you liked being with Zeth so much, but I thought—”


  Lacey quickly brings the wine glass up to hide most of her face, holding it with two hands. She chugs at the wine, way too fast. Her eyes are watering considerably when she lowers the vessel. With a guarded look in her eye, she peers at me sideways. From her reaction, I was actually going to let the matter drop, but she chooses to speak of her own accord. “I found him,” she says simply. “I was looking for him for a long time, and I found him.”


  Well that’s a confusing statement if ever I’ve heard one. “Found him, like you were looking for ‘the one?’ Like, your soul mate?” I say the words so awkwardly I almost roll my eyes at myself. I sound like an online dating site. Hell. Maybe they met on an online dating website.


  Lacey’s face becomes a picture of puzzlement. “What? No. No.” She shakes her head violently from side to side. “My first foster family told me about him. Told me that he was living north of Los Angeles with his uncle. They said when I was old enough, I could go and live with him.”


  “Why the hell would they say that?”


  Lacey puckers her mouth, clearly considering what to tell me. How much she should reveal. Her pale eyes narrow, roving from my eyes to my mouth to my nose and then back to my eyes again. She draws her arms tight to her body, apparently having made up her mind. “He’s older than me. My older brother. I traveled all over Los Angeles trying to find him when I finally…when I finally got away from Gregory. But he wasn’t there.” She absently chews her thumbnail, staring into space. Meanwhile, I sit with my hand over my mouth once more, trying to let the information sink in. Sister. She’s his sister? “I found his uncle, though.” She carries on, ignoring my stupefied look. “My uncle, too, I suppose. He said Zeth had moved to New York, so I went there. Turned out Zeth hadn’t actually moved to New York so much as been arrested and put away there. I didn’t know what to do then, so I left and came here. I’d found out his boss lived in Seattle and Zeth would come back here at some point, so I decided to wait. And then there he was one day.”


  I can’t really believe it. They are like night and day, one so tall and dark, the other tiny and colorless, like a soft gust of wind. Lacey drinks more wine, while I run my finger back and forth across the rim, trying to make the pieces fit. “And so you approached him and told him you were his sister?” I ask.


  She looks at me, surprised. “No.”


  “He already knew?”


  Another shake of the head. “He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know we’re related.”


  “So how did you end up living with him, then?” This is getting more confusing by the second. The small girl gives me a careful smile.


  “It was raining. I’d been trying to figure out how to introduce myself for hours, sitting outside his place. It was raining and I was soaked through. I thought he’d probably let me come in and dry off at least once he found out we were brother and sister, but I just couldn’t find a way to word it right in my head. I passed out from the cold. He found me on his doorstep, nearly tripped over me as he was going out somewhere. He was dressed in this smart tux. He still picked me up and took me inside, getting soaked in the process. He asked what the fuck I was doing outside his place. Did I know him? I said yes. Yeah, I did. But then I was stuck again. I still couldn’t figure out what to say to make it make sense. He asked me if I’d fucked him and I said no. He asked if I was gonna tell him how the fuck I knew him then, and I said, yeah. At some point. When I’d worked up to it. And then that was that.”


  “And then that was that?” Incredulous, I shuffle closer to the girl. “You just said you’d get around to telling him, and you’ve been living with him ever since?”


  She nods, like this is completely normal.


  “How long ago was that?”


  “Six months,” she replies.


  I have no idea how this man’s mind works, or his sister’s now that I know that’s who she is. But they’re both as strange as each other. “So he has no idea? After letting you live with him for six months?”


  “Probably not.”


  Wow.


  A dull thump at the door prevents me from asking any further questions. I answer—our takeout finally arrived—and decide to let the matter drop. We eat in silence, Lacey laughing quietly at the rom-com playing on the television, while I sit and stew on the news that I’m not the only one with a sister in trouble. And mull over the irony of the fact that I am taking care of Zeth’s while he attempts to take care of mine.


  



  ******
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  I can’t get that girl out of my fucking head. The sounds she made on the phone, the things I told her to do to herself, and the way she caved like a landslide as soon as I got her past the first gate. Not to mention the horrified silence when that toilet flushed. I’m still pissing myself every time I think about that little gem. Somehow makes it even more taboo. Especially since that sort of thing, getting busted, makes me harder than fucking tempered steel. I’d had to spend a considerable amount of time working my own hand on my dick, trying to erase the fucking sexy visual from head.


  After that, I’d spent the rest of yesterday making plans with Michael. The guy had more photos, confirmation that Alexis definitely is somewhere in that compound. The girl was curvier than her sister and dressed well in all the images, but there were shadows beneath her eyes and a haunted look to her wherever the camera had caught her face. She’s definitely in trouble, but I can’t go sneaking around the compound looking for her today, though. That would seem too suspicious. Going around asking for specific girls when I kicked back Alaska, Julio’s top girl, who’s stormed around the place like a goddamn tornado since the moment I said no to her, would not go down well. No, today I’m headed to Anaheim to meet with Rick. I’m taking the dossier on that DEA agent, Lowell, that Michael also had for me, so I can ask Rick a few choice questions. I mostly want to know what he’s heard from back up north. Tossing my phone was smart—Charlie would have found some way of contacting me through someone else if I’d kept it—but it also means I have no idea what kind of holy hell has been raining down on Seattle since I bolted.


  Rick is waiting in a fried chicken joint for me, a box of cold, greasy fries sitting in front of him, untouched. I picked the place on purpose just to piss him off. Rick’s a big guy but he didn’t get that way through genetics or, gotta hand it to him, steroids. He eats healthy. Like, eats like a fucking chick kind of healthy. Even sitting inside these four walls is probably making him sweat kale extract.


  “Took your time,” he complains as I sit opposite him, dropping the file onto the table. He lifts the thing open with one finger, grimacing at the contents inside, then letting it fall closed. “Why the hell am I in Anaheim sitting in a fried rat shop?”


  “Because I told you to be.”


  He nods slightly, accepting that. “Charlie’s gone off the deep end,” he advises me from under lowered brows. “Looking everywhere for you.”


  “The boys know you’re alive?” I ask him.


  “No. Heard that from the DEA bitch. Gave me a contact cell back when I started working for her. She. Is. Pissed.” He emphasizes each word, just to make sure I understand how pissed. “Was screaming ’bout arresting me for reneging on our arrangement and all. I told her I got out of town before I got dead. And I’m no good to her dead.”


  “True enough.”


  “She wants to know where I am, though. Wants me to work some of the biker charters around here instead.”


  “Not happening.” I shake my head. “The biker charters that deal with Charlie see you, they’re gonna run their mouths and suddenly you’re resurrected. And Charlie knows I didn’t do what he asked me to.”


  “You ran.” Rick rubs the back of his hand against his broad, twice-broken nose. “Figure Charlie probably suspects something’s up already. Lowell said another guy told her the old man is on the rampage, looking for some girl who was living with you. Wants to lay a few questions on her regarding your whereabouts. The DEA are keen to scoop up this chick, too. Seems they’re mighty interested in what you got going on, Zeth.”


  I had expected that, the DEA to poke their noses into my business, but I hadn’t expected them to go after Lacey. Charlie knows all about Lacey. He pretends not to take an interest in my personal shit, but he’s up to his sticky fucking coke-rimmed nose in my business by all accounts. Must have listened in on a thousand conversations when the girl was asking me where I was, panicked, begging me to come home. The idea makes me angry.


  But then something even worse hits me. If Charlie is serious about snatching Lacey up then that means…that means he’s likely to snatch up Sloane at the same time.


  And there’s no way I’m gonna let that happen. My muscles stir, wanting to take immediate action; my fists throb with the need to hit something, to smash and pound, to make someone hurt. The rest of me twitches with unspent adrenalin, lighting fires in my joints, readying them to fight. I’ve never been this wound up from a single thought. Not ever. I’m worried about Lacey for sure, but when I think about Charlie laying hands on Sloane…


  “You okay, man?” Rick’s staring down at the crumpled napkin I have fisted tight in my hand. My knuckles are white. I toss it aside, scowling. This woman is having a seriously fucked up effect on me. I can’t afford to be this distracted by her. She’s consuming every single waking moment of my day, when I need to remain focused on the task at hand. No point in worrying about things that probably aren’t even going to happen, either. I’ve set up my guys for that one specific reason—to watch out for Lace and Sloane, and to keep them from harm.


  “I want you to reach out to this DEA woman,” I tell him, brushing off my momentary freak-out. “I want you to ask her which bikers she’s interested in. I wanna know what information she’s got on me, and I wanna know when they plan on picking up Lacey.” I scribble my burner’s cell number down on another less crumpled though still grease- stained napkin and tuck it roughly into the top pocket of the tee Rick’s wearing.


  The guy grunts his assent, although he’s clearly none too happy about it. His sandy eyebrows knit together as he considers speaking. After a short while he leans forward, saying, “Why d’you care about that piece of ass, anyway? She was sleeping with Georgio Ramerez for months. You know he ain’t too careful with his possessions. Word is Frankie Monterello had a go at her, too. You never struck me as the kind of guy to be scooping up sloppy seconds from anyone, Zee.”


  In my head, I do something Dr. Walcott suggested back in Chino—a coping mechanism that I don’t normally bother to put into practice. I imagine reaching across the table, pressing my chest against the tacky Formica, digging my fingers into the nape of Rick’s neck, engaging the muscles in my arm and then slamming his face down into the table. His nose makes a sickening crunch and the explosion of blood follows right after. It’s vaguely satisfying. Like I said, I don’t do this very often; to imagine the action without the follow-through is counterproductive. The goal is usually to vent the anger away from my body, whereas just thinking about it frequently directs my rage inward instead of outward. But right now I can’t draw attention to myself or to the fucktard sitting across from me by committing to the action. No, now’s the time for a cool head. Rick knows his question was a mistake, though. I just fix him in my gaze and he shifts uncomfortably in his seat.


  “Just wondering,” he adds.


  “Can be very detrimental to the health, I’ve heard.”


  “Yeah, well—” Rick looks around, as if searching for a reason to leave. He doesn’t need an excuse; our meeting’s over.


  “Call that number tomorrow. With the information.” I get up and slide my aviators on, exiting the fast food place as inconspicuously as possible. Which ends up being pretty fucking conspicuous when you’re six foot three and built like a tank.
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  It’s not so much a sound that wakes me. It’s more an unshakeable, creeping sense of dread that settles over me like a suffocating blanket as I lie frozen still in bed. The house settles, creaking and sighing, wind teasing inquisitively at the window panes of my room, while I hold my breath, my heart galloping beneath my rib cage. Moonlight pours through the curtained floor-to-ceiling windows at the other end of the room, washing the swaying tree line beyond in a gilded silver hue. It lights the room, too, making the closet door, chest of drawers, small chestnut wooden blanket box and other small pieces of furniture easily visible.


  Nothing out of place. Everything where it should be. Perhaps Lacey’s presence in the house, her just being here, sleeping in the guest room, is enough to make me nervy and on edge. I’ve always been able to do that—sense when I’m not alone, even in a house as big as this. It always leads to broken sleep. Yet somehow I know this isn’t that. It feels different. Awkward. Tense. Resigning myself to the fact that I’m not falling back to sleep, I fling back the covers from the bed and tiptoe silently from the room. I stagger to an immediate halt out in the hallway, stunned. Two men in black pants and T-shirts, mirroring my expression of surprise, hold between them the rising, struggling form of Lacey. The guy closest to the top of the stairs has a firm grip around her legs, which thrash against him uselessly. The other guy has his arms threaded underneath hers, lifting her but also expertly clamping his hand over her mouth at the same time. It doesn’t seem as though she’s screaming anyway so his efforts are probably unnecessary. Lacey’s eyes are gripped with a pure terror that grabs me by the throat and spurs me into action.


  “What the hell are you doing?” I gasp. Pretty stupid question. It’s obvious what they’re doing; they’re kidnapping Lacey. The girl Zeth left in my care. The girl I said I would look after.


  The guy wrestling to pin down Lacey’s flailing legs shakes his head menacingly at me. “Go back to bed, baby. Otherwise we’ll make sure to come back up here for you, too.”


  “Put her down and get the fuck out of my house!” My voice quavers with a rage that surprises even me. The two men exhale in frustrated synchrony; they clearly don’t want to be dealing with me right now.


  “You got a death wish, bitch?” the other one says. “You don’t wanna be interfering right now. Trust me.”


  “Fuck it. She’s seen us now, anyway. We’re just gonna have to deal with her,” the other guy says, a malicious glint in his eye.


  Lacey lashes out with one foot, managing to get it free, and for moment the two men are distracted as they struggle to right the wildly kicking leg. I do the first thing I think of, backing up into my bedroom and slamming the door, snapping the lock closed behind me. Lacey’s eyes are pleading as the barrier slams shut between us, and I beg her not to think I’m abandoning her. I’m really not. I just can’t get to the only offensive weapon—the baseball bat I keep by the front door—without having to pass them, so I’m going for the next best thing. My medical bag. I find it where I always keep it, in my en suite carefully perched on top of the toilet cistern.


  “Open the fucking door, bitch!” A thunder of loud hammering buffets the door to the bedroom. My hands are shaking like crazy.


  “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon! Quick!” I mutter the words under my breath as my hands try to move faster, fumbling with the zip and then struggling to upend the contents on the bathroom floor. Blister packs of drug samples, small glass vials, syringes, dressings, tongue depressors—the lot ends up pouring out onto the tiles. I grab the first vial I see and a syringe and then I’m running out of the door. Not the one back into my bedroom. The connecting door that leads into the third bedroom. I hold my breath a moment, listening.


  “..back up for her. We need to get this one in the car first.”


  “No way. She’ll get out!”


  “So?” The guy with the deeper voice, the one who’d been holding Lacey’s legs, sounds like he’s getting pissed off. “Where the hell is she gonna go out here? She can’t call the cops. The phone line’s dead, too. Come on. We’ll let her stew a minute.”


  Stew a minute? Hardly. Someone asked me a long time ago how I thought I would fare in wartime situation. Would I be able to fight, or would I crumple under the pressure. The life and death of it all. Well, I suppose right now is a good indicator of how I’d react. I’m not crumping. I’m reacting.


  I give it a solid minute, battling to make myself wait as I listening to grunts an scuffling sounds moving through the house. And then I’m moving.


  Thank fuck for trauma surgery.


  That’s what races through my head as I stumble blindly down the now empty hallway and down the stairs. If it wasn’t for trauma surgery, I wouldn’t be practiced at snapping a syringe from its sterile plastic, plunging the needle into a vial and drawing the correct amount of fluid from inside to treat my patients, and all the while moving as fast as humanly possible. The men are at the front door, exiting with Lacey, bucking and finally screaming through the hand clamped firmly over her mouth. I catch sight of the vial I grabbed as I begin filling the syringe with the clear drug inside: Diclofenac. Great. 25mg if you have bad period pains. 200mg if you wanna knock a kidnapper the fuck out. I drop the bottle, not registering the fact that it’s raining, that my bare feet are running on gravel, or the fact that the guy carrying Lacey’s feet has seen me coming, before I plunge the syringe deep into the base of the other guy’s neck.


  He sags like I shot him in the head instead of pumped him full of painkiller. In a tumble of arms and legs, he hits the ground, taking Lacey with him. Her back lands heavily on his chest.


  “Fucking whore! What did you do?” the conscious guy roars. “You fucking killed him!” I doubt I have. No time to check for a pulse, though. The guy comes at me, a gun suddenly in his hand. “Get in the fucking car.” He jerks his head over his shoulder. The black sedan that followed us earlier is parked to his right, the door to the rear already prepped and standing open, presumably awaiting the reluctant form of Lacey. Rainwater has pooled on the leather, soaking the seats. A jolt of panic seizes hold of me, a violent reminder that I only had one of the syringes and now it’s gone, buried in the fallen man at my feet. Not so smart after all. If I had been, I would have grabbed the baseball bat from its resting place as I charged past. Not that a baseball bat is much against a handgun, but still. It would feel better to have some sort of weapon handy.


  “Are you fucking deaf as well as incredibly stupid?” the gunman spits. “Get. Inside. The. Fucking. Car!”


  I always thought living in the middle of nowhere was the most amazing thing. No people to harass you; no cars passing by to create noise; no nosey neighbors to watch you covertly from behind twitching curtains. Now I feel quite differently about the matter. No people to come to your rescue; no cars passing by to flag down for help; no nosey neighbors to witness a berserk gunman and call the police. Shit.


  I’m not stupid. This guy could shoot me right here and now and it would be at least twenty-four hours before anyone came up here to find out where I’ve gotten to. Despite that, though, I know getting into that car means I’m dead either way. There’s no time for me to feel sorry for myself, panic or beg for my life. Nor to strike bargains or try and worm my way out of it. I just point-blank refuse to accept it.


  “No. I’m not getting into the car.”


  “No?” The gunman’s face scrunches up into a mask of disbelief. “You do see this gun in my hand, right?” He holds it up sideways so I can get a good look at it, index finger still poised on the trigger. He begins to stalk forward, an intent look on his face that can only mean one thing: he’s going to force me into that car, conscious or unconscious, dead or alive.


  I consider my options very quickly and decide that I have none. My bravado is all well and good, but when he reaches out and grabs for me it disintegrates into a paralyzing wave of fear. The first thing I automatically want to do is call for Zeth, but he’s a thousand miles away. A thousand miles away and I need him here, right in front of me, to pound this guy into the dust with his fists.


  With a vise-like grip, the guy secures a vicious hold around my wrist. He reaches up with his gun hand and is about to bring the weapon down with full force onto my head when a strange impact makes his body stumble forward into me. His eyes are vacant as he slides down my body, hand still doing its level best to keep ahold of me, except now it’s in an effort to remain upright instead of to detain me.


  I make a weird gasping noise of surprise as he finally lets go and his body starts to convulse. His arms and legs spasm like crazy, his head tipped back in a strained position. When I look up, mouth open, Lacey is standing over his convulsing body clutching a gigantic hunk of rock to her chest. It’s so big and hefty that she has to hold it in with both hands, and a ridged corner of it is darkened with something dark and wet. Blood.


  “Did you just—” I let the question trail off. No need to ask what she just did.


  Lacey drops hold of the rock as though she was momentarily possessed when she attacked Charlie’s henchman and now, suddenly herself again, finds that she’s gripping onto a murder weapon. “I just—he needed to let you go,” she whimpers. “Is he—is he dead?”


  Should I even bother checking? It takes two seconds to form the answer. “No, he’s gonna be fine. But we need to get out of here. Like, right now.” The truth is that I have no idea whether either of the men are likely to survive the assault to their bodies, but I could give two shits right now. We’ve just dodged a bullet. Perhaps literally dodged a bullet. We don’t have time to be checking on pulses and asking if our victims are alright. “Get in the car, Lace.” I point to the sedan, indicating which one I mean.


  She complies quickly, arms wrapped around her body, tucking herself into the back seat of the black vehicle. I almost ask her what she thinks she’s doing getting into the back when I remember Zeth’s words: She can’t. She won’t. But that’s something to query another time. Right now, I have other things to worry about.


  I freeze for a second, giving myself a moment to quit panicking and think. Think, Sloane! Blunt force trauma to the head. Diclofenac. How much time do I have here? Could be five minutes. Could just as easily be five seconds, too. I don’t have time to run upstairs for clothes, but I figure I do have enough time to run inside the house and grab my purse from the table by the front door. Once I’ve snatched that up, I hurry to the parked Volvo by the side of the house, retrieve the key from my purse, pop the hood, and then—


  Then I come to a halt.


  A car won’t work without spark plugs, I know that, but faced with the engine I have no idea where the spark plugs are. Or what they look like. Gasping in exasperation, I grab ahold of one of the thick black hoses feeding into the engine block and I yank it free. A bolt and a washer come loose, skittering to the ground. I pick both up and throw them as hard as I can into the dark, scrubby undergrowth, praying that the car can’t work without them.


  Enough delay.


  I run back to the sedan to find Lacey shaking uncontrollably in the rearview. I also find the keys already in the ignition, just waiting to be cranked. They obviously wanted to make a quick getaway. Thank fuck. “Why are we taking their car?” Lacey’s teeth chatter together as she speaks. I’ve seen shock before, can recognize its early stages. I need to get her some sugar and soon otherwise she’s gonna crash. Hard.


  “Their people know my car. They might be out looking for it when these two don’t check in or something. We’re better off taking this and dumping it, then getting a rental car.”


  Lacey’s eyes contain distant pinpricks of awareness. She nods slowly, pulling her knees up under her chin, hugging her bent legs to her chest. I drive into the night, speeding away from my house and the bodies of the two strangers who came to do us harm.


  [image: Image]


  



  



  It turns out it was vital that I grabbed my purse. The gas tank is running on vapors by the time we hit the freeway—who doesn’t fill up the tank if they’re planning on a good ol’ kidnapping? I immediately leave the city limits and find myself on I-5 South without even making the conscious decision. The road stretches out in a never-ending expanse of blacktop now, a vast ribbon of roadway that will carry us for roughly seventeen hours in the same direction until we hit upon Los Angeles. I could have gone to the hospital. I could have gone to Pip, too, but the thought of dragging trouble to her doorstep is one I can’t entertain. Same with my workplace. All I know is that the only person capable of keeping us safe now is probably going to be annoyed at our presence. And I literally have no idea how to find him once we reach L.A.


  Lacey eventually falls asleep after we stop at a gas station and I grab her an overly sweet soda and a couple of power bars. Once dawn hits, weak and bleary, a pale pink color washing over the cloudy sky, I find a Wal-Mart off the freeway and wait for it to open. Lacey remains asleep in the car as I go inside and grab us each a couple of changes of clothing. The cashier glances down at the fresh, purple bruising on my forearm where the guy grabbed me earlier and shakes her head, as though the state I’m in, the early hour, and my hastily grabbed stash of jeans, T-shirts and shoes tells a story all of their own. She clearly thinks I’m on the run from an abusive boyfriend or something.


  It’s amazing the difference a pair of jeans and some ballet flats can make to a flight of escape. I certainly feel less vulnerable than I did in my PJs, either way. Lacey wakes a solid eight hours later, is conscious long enough to tell me that she doesn’t know how to drive, before I decide enough is enough and we need to dump the car. We stop in Jackson County, Oregon, and abandon the vehicle in a liquor store parking lot with the keys still in the ignition—someone’s bound to steal it given the neighborhood—and then we traipse five blocks over to a Rest Eezy Motel, where I promptly check us in under a false name and then pass the fuck out.


  



  



  *****
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  “What the fuck do you mean, the place was empty?”


  Callum, one of my boys, cautiously words the information he needs to tell me, knowing full well how much shit he’s in. I set him the task of checking in on Sloane’s place through the night and the unbelievable little motherfucker is only calling me now, at eleven fucking a.m., to tell me that the house was empty when he got there. “When did you last go by the place?” I demand.


  He’s silent for a long time. And then, “Midnight.” I can hear the wince in his voice.


  I hope he can hear the murder in mine. “Say again? Because I swear you just said midnight, when I told you to go by every two hours.”


  “I know, Zee. But the place is miles from anything, man! Took me an hour just to find it. I figured no one else was gonna be headed up that sketchy road in the dark. It’s fucking dangerous!”


  “You know what’s fucking dangerous?” I growl in a low voice. “Me. I’m fucking dangerous, and right now I’m close to flying back to Seattle so I can personally fuck you up. You feel me?”


  “I’m sorry, Zee! Seriously, I’m gonna find them, I swear.”


  “No you’re not. You’re gonna tell me what you found when you went up there.” My voice grows quieter and lower with each and every word; anyone who knows me well enough knows this is not a good thing.


  “There were deep tire tracks. Not from the doc’s car, though. That was all fucked up, still parked by the house. And there were a lot of footprints and skid marks in the mud. Guess it looked like something had been dragged or some shit.”


  “Dragged or some shit? You’re really filling me with pleasant thoughts right now, Callum. Do you know what it feels like to have your fingers broken one by one? ’Cause the prospect of showing you is sounding more and more enjoyable by the second. Where. Are. They?”


  “I don’t know, boss. I’m gonna find out, though. Right now!”


  The phone goes dead. I grit my teeth together, screwing my eyes shut and clasping my hands around the thing until it creaks under the pressure. I take a moment. Swallow hard. Inhale a deep breath.


  Today has not started off well.


  An unsettled, frantic twisting has my stomach practically boiling. What the fuck is wrong with me? My palms are sweating like crazy and my heart is thundering so fast it almost feels like it’s battling to get away from me. I stand up, feeling slightly lightheaded.


  Breathe, for fuck’s sake, I tell myself. Fucking breathe. But it doesn’t seem to help. The last time I felt like this was when the bars on my cell in prison slammed shut on the first night in Chino and I realized I was fucked. Totally vulnerable. At the will of another man. I hadn’t lived like that since before, with my uncle. And I’d sworn I would never again. I’d let myself panic on that first night, and then I had shut everything down. Decided that they could put me behind bars and tell me when I could eat and when I could shower and when I could exercise, but there was no fucking way they were gonna tell me how I was gonna feel about it. After that I’d walked around with my head held high, daring anyone to try and test me. To try and push me. There had been no obligatory fight with another inmate to prove how tough I was when I began my stint in Chino. I’d been a walking invitation, an open offer for anyone to be stupid enough to try. None had. Not once. The feeling of helplessness had vanished after that, and I realized I was in control in a few small ways, even inside prison.


  But not now. The feeling wrenches through my insides, knotting everything together into one painful gathering of intestines, organs, muscle and blood.


  Completely fucking unacceptable.


  I don’t know where they are.


  I don’t know where she is.


  I don’t know how to get to them.


  There’s nothing I can do.


  But I need to do something. I have to. I snatch up my jacket, testing the weight to make sure the Camaro keys are still inside. I’ll drive all day and all night if I have to. I’m going to find those girls. My girls. My girl.


  On the other side of the door, Julio and one of the guards from the entrance the other night, the tall one, are already heading down the hallway, serious looks firmly plastered onto their faces. A serious look on a Mexican gang lord is a bad sign. When Julio is suspicious or considers himself threatened, he acts to the contrary; he smiles. When he suspects someone is playing him for a fool, taking liberties, spying and generally fucking around in business he has no right to be fucking around in, that’s when the smile disappears.


  “Going somewhere, ese?” Julio asks. There’s no brother here now. Only a mild contempt that lets me know I’m truly screwed. Ese’s the kind of name reserved only for other Hispanics. Julio’s using it ironically, pointing out that I don’t belong here. That he knows something is seriously up. The guard at his side is carrying a gun tucked in the front of his waistband, thumb hooked obviously in the belt alongside it.


  I shrug. “Not much, man. Just going out to pick up a friend. You said I could bring someone to this event, right?” It’s not for another two days, but I have to risk it. It’s the first excuse that comes to mind.


  “Sure, sure.” Julio nods. He scratches at his chin, eying me up and down. “Before you go, come chat by the pool a while, huh?” This isn’t the kind of request a man says no to. The fact that he’s even disguised it as a request gives me a glimmer of suspicion that he might not know as much as I think he does. Not yet, anyway. I nod, narrowing my eyes at him. Julio gestures in front of himself, signaling that I should go first. After three days casually wandering the halls, hoping to randomly bump into Alexis, I’ve gotten a pretty good lay of the land within the compound’s villa. I head straight for the pool. Outside, a fruit platter has already been set out along with fresh juice and beer. Julio sits down on his sun lounger, the guard taking up position standing behind him. I chuckle at the ridiculous punk, who glares back at me in return.


  “Gonna shoot your dick off with that thing,” I advise him, raising my eyebrows at his gun. I reach for a strawberry, which I chew slowly, smiling a dark smile at him.


  Julio makes a tsking sound at the back of his throat. “Come now, Zeth. Be nice to my friends. I’m always nice to yours, true?”


  I eat another piece of fruit, rocking my head from side to side—a non-committal gesture, even though I say, “True.”


  “I just wanted to ask you something, my friend.” Julio makes a waving gesture toward the guard, who produces a folded over thin manila envelope from the back of his waist band this time. Julio accepts it and pulls out a piece of paper, which he places face down on the table between us. “I was wondering if you could explain a little further about your business here in L.A.? You said you were catching up with some friends on your way to visit family, no?”


  “That’s right.” I reply instantly, not blinking at his line of questioning or at the piece of paper he’s pulled from the envelope.


  “I see. What kind of friends you got here in Los Angeles, Zeth?”


  “All kinds.” Another piece of fruit. I gesture toward the ice bucket filled with beers and raise my eyebrows again. Julio nods, giving his consent. I twist the cap off one and take a long swig. Julio follows suit, though taking only a small sip instead. “Visited an old high school buddy yesterday. Grabbed some lunch,” I tell him. I was careful to make sure I wasn’t being followed, but fuck. Sometimes people are sneaky motherfuckers. Julio could have had me tailed when I went to meet Rick. Better to admit to seeing him before confronted with photographic evidence, if that’s what he’s got on that paper.


  “Uh-huh.” Julio rests a hand on his grotesque bulge of a belly, balancing the beer alongside it, too. “This friend of yours. He has a name?”


  I give him a confused look. “Yeah, his name’s Rick. Why?”


  “Because we found a guy taking pictures of the girls yesterday from outside the compound. He refuses to give us his name or why he’s here. We thought perhaps he might be a friend of yours?”


  Fuck. A guy taking pictures of the girls from outside the compound? That sure as hell is someone I know, but it ain’t Rick. It’s Michael. I shake my head, smiling ruefully. “Sorry, man. No idea. Probably just some perve trying get his dick wet, surely?”


  With a scowl the guard behind Julio makes a disbelieving grunt in the back of his throat. “You seriously listening to this, boss? The guy’s full of shit.”


  “Shut your fucking mouth, Andreas!” Julio snaps. His drooping jowls wobble at his sudden spike of rage. Face almost purple, Julio casts a look over me that would make lesser men falter. Not me, though. I’ve dealt with much worse and come out the other side smelling of fucking daisies. The other guy usually comes off reeking of sweat and his piss-stained pants. Julio knows this about me.


  “I’m not accusing you of anything, Zeth,” he reassures me. “I just want to make sure that this man is no friend of yours before I let Andreas and his friends get a little more inventive with their questions. I’d feel bad if I were to hurt someone in your employ?”


  If Michael is somewhere in this compound, then he’s keeping his mouth shut tight—one of the reasons I hired him—and I know they have no reason to suspect he’s one of mine. From Julio’s angry reaction to Andreas’s insistence that I’m somehow to be suspected here, I get the impression that he was the one who whispered the suggestion in Julio’s ear in the first place.


  “Sorry, man. Like I said, I can’t help you. Makes no sense anyway. Why would I have someone watching the place when I’m already inside?”


  Because he can take photos of you fucks when I’m gone. Because he can see into the girls’ area of the compound from where he was hiding. Because I need to act cool while I’m here, and not get caught snooping around like a goddamn spy. There are more reasons, but those are the most important ones. Julio’s dark eyes laser into me, maybe trying to ascertain the truth of my comment, and then he thoughtfully rocks his head up and down.


  “I thought as much, hombre. But you know how things are with Charlie, huh? We are good friends now but it wasn’t always that way. I’m a careful man, Zeth. I always like to be careful.”


  “Me, too.”


  Julio casually flips over the piece of paper on the table, musing over it for a moment. When he puts it down again, it’s the right way up, and I can see the damage they’ve already done to my second in command. Michael’s ordinarily flawless appearance is gone, replaced by dust-encrusted jeans and a blood-stained, white singlet shirt. The muscles in his arms are strained, bulging awkwardly as he pulls against the bonds tying his hands behind his back. Blood on his forehead, his temple, his shoulder, running from his mouth. He’s already been worked over pretty good.


  I let it all wash over me. No time to panic or worry about the man; this isn’t his first time at the rodeo. He can take care of himself; I know that from experience. That knowledge doesn’t stem the pure rage I feel, though. That I have to grab hold of with both hands and shove down inside me. I’ll have to deal with that later. I smirk, raising one eyebrow at Andreas still standing with his itchy trigger finger begging to be set loose on the gun at his hip. “No se te puso dura, Andreas. They say a guy who can’t get a hard-on has to make himself feel like a man in other ways.”


  “What the fuck you implying, puto?” he snaps, stepping forward. Julio holds up an impatient hand, stopping him in his tracks.


  “I really wish you would play nice, boys,” he says tiredly. “Andreas, go see if this guy’s ready to tell us what he’s doing here please. Zeth, I know you said you were going to collect a friend, but perhaps you’d do me the honor of spending this afternoon with me? I thought maybe some entertainment from the girls perhaps and a few beers in the sunshine?”


  For fuck’s sake. He wants to keep me close. He may not believe Andreas right now, but he also doesn’t necessarily believe me either. I arrange my face into my best imitation of an apology. “Sorry, Julio. I really do need to grab this chick. Maybe tomor—”


  “You wouldn’t leave me to drink alone, would you?” he breaks in. He places a firm hand on my shoulder, pushing me back into the sun lounger. “No, Zeth, man. I don’t drink alone. I’m afraid I really must insist.”
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  When I finally wake up, Lacey isn’t in the motel room. The place, dilapidated and threadbare, has an aura of abandonment that gives me chills. Feels as though I’ve been on my own here for a long time. I instantly panic, wondering where the hell the girl has gotten to. Straightening off the bed and hurrying barefoot across the darkly stained, slightly tacky carpet, I fling the bathroom door open fully expecting to find the girl floating in a dark red bathtub full of her own blood. The overhead lighting is stark as it lights up the off-white tiles and yellowing sink basin, but there’s no red in here. No blood. My heart rate drops a little. That is, until I realize the motel is right on the side of a busy road and there’s more than one way to kill yourself besides slitting your wrists in a tub of lukewarm water.


  “Lacey? Lace!” I dash out of the room, surprised to find the sky overhead a glorious wash of pale blue instead of grey and weighty with rain clouds. The blonde girl stands thirty feet away, back to me, at a payphone cemented into the concrete of the parking lot. The handset is pressed to her ear. I make sure she hears me as I approach behind her.


  “…night. Two of them.” Her large, intensely dark eyes widen as they register me standing to her left. She gives me a brief nod. “Yes,” she says into the phone. “I know. I will, I promise. But right now I just need the address.” She bites on her lip, her body tense as she apparently waits for whoever is on the other end of the phone to respond. The rigid stance evaporates a second later; she closes her eyes for a scant moment, exhaling a long breath, and then rummages for a piece of paper in her pocket. She quickly scribbles down a set of numbers using a Rest Eezy pen she must have found inside the motel room. “Thank you, Georgio. I’ll come and see you, I promise.” She slams down the handset, holding the screwed-up piece of paper in her hand triumphantly. “I got it. I got the address of the compound where Zeth is right now.”


  I stare doubtfully at the paper, which Lacey’s currently waving in front of my face. “That’s just numbers, Lacey.” I’m screaming in my head, though. Compound? Fucking compound? That sounds dangerous and frankly very scary. And why the hell is it that Lacey knows where he’s gone but I didn’t get told? It’s an irrational, stupid thing to be pissed about given that she’s been living with him for six months now, and they clearly share a strong tie, but still. It sucks, and I’m clearly an irrational creature. I push all of that aside, trying to focus on the task at hand.


  Lacey tuts, leaning the paper against her knee to quickly insert some commas, and suddenly the information on the paper is no longer a string of random numbers but coordinates. “It’s out in the desert,” she tells me, handing over the paper.


  “Who gave you this? How do we know this is the right place?”


  “Because Zee told me about this place a few times. Never gave me specifics, but my old boyfriend runs in the same circles as Zeth. Kind of. He knew where I was talking about right away.”


  “Oh god, Lacey.” I scan the coordinates over and over as if to make sure they’re actually real. “There are probably a thousand of these places in L.A. This can’t be the only one out in the desert.”


  “Not that charge fifteen thousand dollars a night and are invite only,” Lacey argues. This girl standing before me is an entirely different creature to the panicking girl who smashed a rock over a guy’s head last night. She’s self-possessed and a light has sparked from somewhere in her eyes, replacing the dull look of anxiety. She’s barely recognizable. Even her voice is stronger. Firm, in fact.


  “That’s the right address, Sloane.” She nods her head to cement the truth of this statement. “Zeth will be there. Don’t worry. We’re gonna go get him and he’s gonna take us the hell away from the state of California and everything bad that ever happened in it.”


  



  ****


  



  It’s probably a bad idea renting a car under my own name, but I don’t really have a choice. Perhaps I should try and bribe the clerk to change my details, but these places aren’t exactly like that. The only companies I can find are corporate ones that want to photocopy your ID and make you fill out sheets and sheets of paperwork, and besides, the kid behind the desk doesn’t look smart enough to actually understand that I’m trying to bribe him in the first place. I go for something that’s not going to break down on me before we even hit California, and then we get moving.


  We’re on the road after that. I feel hideous. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help it; Lacey is practically happy as I drive in distressed silence for the next ten hours. I’m distressed because I’ve decided that I can’t take her with me to this place. Zeth wanted to keep both me and his sister (even if he doesn’t know that’s who she is) away from the compound, and he’s right. There’s no way I can in good conscience expose her to that kind of environment; she’s too damaged, and God knows what will happen to her if I put her in a position where technically anything could happen to her. Technically anything could happen to me as well, but I’m not thinking about that. I’m thinking about going in there, screaming at Zeth for completely fucking up my life in the space of a few short weeks, notwithstanding the events that took place in a hotel room two years ago, grabbing my sister and then getting the fuck out of there. In my head, there’s no room for deviations from this plan. Even the prospect of the slightest hiccup might persuade me to stay with Lacey where I intend on leaving her, where we could wait it out and spend some time figuring out another way of reaching Zeth.


  Which brings me to where I’m taking Lacey. Where I plan on leaving her while I pursue this undeniably nutso plan. As night begins to fall, Lacey doesn’t even bat an eyelash when we pull into Dana Point, at least an hour from our destination to the northeast. She knows the compound is in the desert, so she also has to know that this is not the direction we need to be heading in to find Zeth. I can barely remember the route to the quaint three-bedroom ranch-style house, painted a dusky orange, set back from the oceanfront—in my defense, I’ve only visited here three or four times. With my degree and then my internship and residency, I haven’t had much time for visiting. I pull into the driveway, silencing the engine, still waiting for Lacey to realize that we’re not where we’re supposed to be. She just sits on the back seat, comfortably staring out of the window even though we’re now stationary, not even blinking.


  I get out of the car, wondering what she’ll do. She follows after me without a word, bringing with her the small bundle of clothes I bought for her from Wal-Mart. “You alright, Lace?” I ask carefully. She just looks at me, a mild look of surprise on her face.


  “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  I can think of a thousand reasons, the most recent being the fact that she may have killed a man yesterday with a sizeable lump of sandstone. I keep my mouth shut, though. Instead, I walk up the path to the pale orange house and knock carefully on the front door. Flushes of nervous energy roll through me like waves. God knows how this is all going to play out. If I’m lucky, it’ll go well. If not, I’ll be searching for somewhere else to leave Zeth’s sister. Lacey joins me, giving me a pleasant smile. The front door opens and the eyes of the tall, thin man on the other side flash with sudden surprise and then happiness. He looks older than the last time I saw him. Tired.


  “Sloane!” His smile grows, like he’s experiencing some quiet joy at the simple act of witnessing my disheveled state on his doorstep. I give him a weak smile in return.


  “Hey.” I take a deep breath. “Hey, Dad.”


  



  ******
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  My burner’s going nuts in my pocket. There are only five people who have that number, so I know it’s fucking important. But can I answer it? No, I fucking can’t answer it because I’m stuck in a compound filled with angry, suspicious Mexicans who look like they’re really itching to beat the living shit out of me. I’m not an idiot. I know I’m an arrogant son of a bitch, but there’s a reason for my gigantic ego: I’ve fucking earned it. I’m not just a violent person. I am a trained violent person, and when I feel the need I can successfully hurt an awful lot of people in a very short space of time, and in many different ways. But even I know I’m not in a position to do that now. Three reasons: Number one, there are over fifteen guys with guns milling around the compound right now. Number two, those guns aren’t just guns. They’re semi-autos. And number three, I’m fucking wasted.


  When Julio said he wanted to have a few beers in the sunshine, he probably should have said he wanted to drink a case of beer in the sunshine, alongside three bottles of Cuban rum, and carry on drinking until the sun went down and neither of us could stand up straight. My only reprieve is the fact that Julio is as shitfaced as I am and the sweating bastard didn’t end up calling the girls out. No way he could get his dick hard with this much Havana running through his veins. I probably could if I tried really hard, but fucked if I want to. All I can think about right now is Sloane. And also how much I want to kill motherfucking Callum for not watching the house like I told him to.


  Occasionally Michael’s awkward predicament crops up through the fog of my mind, but I know the guy. He can take a beating when he needs to, sometimes even enjoys one; but that’s a different story. By the time I figure out where they’re keeping him in the morning he may have a few broken ribs and a couple of black eyes, but Julio won’t allow his men to do too much damage. Not right away. They’ll wanna get information out of him first, and it’ll take a while for them to realize the stubborn bastard won’t give it. Suffice it to say I’ll owe him a serious pay raise after this.


  “You and me, we—we are fucking dogs, right?” Julio hiccups. It takes a lot of effort to swivel my eyes toward the great lump of a man, half reclined, half slumped on his lounger.


  “Speak for yourself, man,” I growl.


  This makes him laugh. “You fucking are. And I am, too! There’s…there’s nothing wrong with knowing what you are. You were born as shit, and so was I. But just because…” He pauses, pressing his balled-up fist into his sternum. He waits a minute, eyes watering, and then carries on. “Just because we were born as shit doesn’t mean we still live that way. We’re piranhas swimming amongst the other fish, looking like other fish until we’re provoked. And then we’re the nastiest fucking fish imaginable. We’re the kings of fish! Fucking dog king fish!”


  I pull a grimace at that. “I’m not a piranha. I’m a great white.”


  “Whatever, man. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You seen those bastards strip—” Another bout of heart burn. “You seen those bastards strip flesh from the bone? They’re fascinating. A nightmare.”


  I sling back another shot of Havana, wincing. “Piranhas live in shoals. They’re group…fish. Great whites are the badasses of the sea. Don’t catch them hanging around in groups. They’re like…lone wolves.”


  Julio tips his head back and howls, his voice mimicking the call of a wolf. “Well, I don’t know what animals we are anymore, cabrón. All I know is that you and I are one and the same. We clawed our way out of the dirty shit we were born into and carved ourselves out a kingdom. My kingdom’s slightly bigger than yours, though, huh?”


  I nod ruefully, tipping my glass to him. “Uh-huh. And you don’t answer to anyone, too, right?”


  Julio shakily pours some more alcohol into both our empty shot glasses, grinning at me. He suppresses his smile as he says, “From what I hear, you’re no longer taking orders, either.” He offers me the alcohol, his eyes somehow a little more lucid than they had been a minute ago.


  Well fuck me. His comment has an instant sobering effect. He does know about me running out on Charlie? I clear my throat. There’s a lot riding on what comes out of my mouth next. “Charlie’s a major pain in the ass sometimes, Julio. We’re on a break. I’m sure he’ll have forgotten…,”I wave my arm drunkenly in the air in the general direction of Seattle, “…all about it by next week.” Better to make it sound like he’s mad at me than the other way around. Julio might harbor some sympathy for a payroll guy who’s pissed off a boss like Charlie. A payroll guy who’s gone rogue and decided to take certain matters into his own hands will probably just piss him off. All of these thoughts take shape slowly through a thick haze of alcohol.


  “I see.” Julio tosses back his drink and reaches across the table between us, placing a firm hand on my shoulder, squeezing hard. “I defended you today, Zeth. I chose to give you the benefit of the doubt where my men would have had me kill you instead. I’ve done this because we’re fucking dogs, you and me, and when I look at you I see…me.”


  Yeah, you wish, asshole. Through the booze, this strikes me as funny, given that I’m twelve inches taller, ten years younger, and a hundred pounds lighter than the sack of man-jello sprawled in front of me. I suppose it’s time to thank him now? I suck in oxygen, willing the fresh air to help me find the right words to convey some self-effacing gratitude. Sadly all I come up with is, “Thanks.”


  He offers a one-shouldered shrug. “Don’t prove me wro—”


  It’s not heartburn that cuts him off this time. It’s gunfire. Relatively silent a moment ago, the compound is suddenly alive with noise and shouting and the crack, crack, crack of weapons fired. Julio, somehow, heaves himself to his feet.


  “Singa la puta!” he roars, throwing his glass on the floor.


  I get to my feet, adrenalin punching through the alcohol. This is not fucking good. It still feels like I’m on a goddamn merry-go-round as I follow after the lumbering form of Julio as he makes his way toward the front entrance of the villa. Outside, all of Julio’s guards are bristling, directing their weapons through the fence toward the burning headlights of a vehicle on the other side.


  “Back in the fucking car, puta!”


  “Shoot!” one of the guards yells. “Fucking shoot!”


  Julio takes in the scene through outraged, bloodshot eyes. “What the hell is going on?” His yelled demand does little to calm the gunmen, although one of them does answer him.


  “Some bitch rolled up out of the desert. She’s a fucking cop!”


  A spike of fury roils up from my belly. A cop? It can only be that fucking DEA woman, Lowell. That’s probably why my burner’s been ringing off the hook the whole afternoon—Rick trying to tell me she was coming. For a second I almost want the guards to have their way. But then the figure standing in front of the car shifts, a slim body falling into silhouette, and I see that I was wrong. It’s not Lowell, or any other cop. It’s a doctor.


  It’s fucking Sloane.


  I rage past the gunmen, shoving them roughly out of the way as I charge toward the woman on the other side of the railed gate. All I can see is the startled, petrified look on her face as she stands locked in place, hands outstretched, as if to ward off the bullets with the palms of her fucking hands. I have to stop when I get to the gate—it’s locked. I let out a roar so loud I can feel it tearing at my throat. I smash my fist into the thing, shaking so violently I can barely stand up straight.


  “WHAT THE FUCK!” I yell directly into her pale, shocked face. I can’t…I can’t even think through the anger. My hand feels like someone just laid into it with a hammer, but that doesn’t even register. She shouldn’t be here. I made plans, made sure she wouldn’t find herself caught up in all this. Wouldn’t be in any danger. She. Should. Not. Be. Here. “What the fuck?” I ask again, this time growling it under my breath, trying to get a handle on myself. She starts shaking too, hands trembling by her sides.


  “They could have…they could have shot you,” she whimpers.


  I cast a distracted look over my shoulder, vaguely registering the fifteen M16s now pointed at my back. Julio’s dark bulk wades forward through the sea of muzzles and magazines, one eyebrow raised so high it almost hits his receding hairline.


  “Someone you know, Zee?” He looks pissed.


  “Yeah.” Fuck, fuck, fuck. Think! “This is—this is Beth. She’s—my plus one.” I turn back to her, trying to light her on fire with the depths of my anger. “And she should not be here.”


  “You have never been more correct,” he replies. His voice is clear of the alcohol now, just like mine. Funny how severe anger can have that effect. I’m angry with Sloane, and Julio is furious with me. “You gave a whore fucking directions to this place?”


  Bile churns in my stomach at the title he just gave Sloane, but I can’t say a word about it. I pretty much just called her that myself when I said she was my plus one. I want to plant my fist firmly in his face, but instead I say, “Sorry, Julio. My mistake. I was supposed to pick her up, remember. She must have come looking for me.”


  Julio shakes his head at me, mouth hanging open. “That was very inconsiderate, mi amigo.”


  “I know. Apologies, brother. I didn’t think.” There is no way he’s gonna fucking buy this. He knows I’m not that completely, utterly, astonishingly stupid. You don’t give this address to anyone. No one. Especially not some girl you wanna fuck. You blindfold them and lead them here in the trunk of a fucking car, making sure to drive in circles to confuse the hell out of them first.


  Andreas appears at Julio’s shoulder, tense with fury. Jaw working, Julio looks like he’s come to some sort of decision. “Get her inside,” he snaps, staring straight through me. “Bring her to the study. It’s only polite that you introduce me to your friend.”


  “Julio!”


  Andreas’s objection is pre-empted and cut short with a raised hand from his boss. Julio turns and stabs a finger into the other man’s chest. “Open the fucking gate, Andreas,” he hisses.


  Andreas looks like he’s been sucker punched. He does as he’s told though, and unlocks the gate. As soon it’s open I shove through and grab Sloane by the arm, pulling her back toward the dusty beast of a car she’s rolled up in.


  “I’ll drive her in,” I snap over my shoulder. And then to her, more quietly, “Get in the goddamn car.” She’s white as a sheet but she does as she’s told. I get in the driver’s side, allowing myself the luxury of slamming my fist against the wheel before I start the engine. Sloane jumps, gasping.


  “You need to let me—” she begins. I gun the engine so loud it screams. She takes the hint and shuts the hell up.


  “I don’t need to let you anything, Sloane,” I growl. “Listen to me. Listen fucking good. You’re here as my guest to attend a meeting in two days’ time. You’re a stupid, airhead slut who knows nothing about my business dealings, Charlie, your sister, or Lacey. The only thing you do know is that you like fucking me. You got that?” She opens her mouth, indignation showing itself in the sharp flash of her eyes. Before she can breathe a word, I drive the car into the compound and slam the thing into park beside the Camaro. The others haven’t made their way to the car yet, but they’re only a few seconds away.


  “I’m fucking serious, Sloane. You want either of us to get out of here alive, you’ll do as I tell you.”


  “I’m not some whore—” she starts.


  “Yes, you are. Right now you’re worse than a whore because you’re not even getting paid for this. You’re doing it for the thrill alone. You hear me? If you don’t do this, we’re both fucking dead.”


  Her cheeks turn a pasty grey color. “Alright.”


  I barely get a chance to breathe a sigh of relief. The doors to the car open from the outside and Julio stands waiting for me on the driver’s side, mouth drawn into a tight line. Andreas grabs hold of Sloane, digging his fingers roughly into the skin of her arm, pulling her forcefully out of the passenger side. His dirty fucking hands are all over her as she straightens up. Legs, hips, stomach, arms. He pats her down, palms purposefully grazing her breasts. A red light descends over my vision. Oh hell, no, he did not just…


  He did. He fucking did!


  That.


  Is.


  Fucking.


  It.


  I leap out and charge around the other side of the car, finally boiling over. “You did not just fucking drag that girl out of the car!” I roar. Andreas’s hand reaches for his gun, but he doesn’t move quick enough. My fist makes a satisfying crunch as it impacts with his cheekbone. Shouts in Spanish go up all around us as bodies crowd in. No good though; Andreas drops like a sack of rocks and I’m on top of him, fists raining down left, right, left, right, hitting him as hard as I can. I’m gripped by an urge so powerful that I’m fucked if I care to do anything other than obey it. Hands tear at me, but they don’t do any good. I’m too intent on pounding Andreas’s head into the dirt.


  “Zeth!” The outraged yell finally stays my hands. Julio waits beside Sloane, eyes wide with disbelief. “The woman is fine! You’re fucking gonna kill one of my best men over a fucking bruise?”


  “I’ll kill him for daring to breathe the same air as her,” I gasp, my chest heaving. “I’ll kill him just for looking at her wrong.”


  Julio just shakes his head, astonished. He gestures one of his other men toward Andreas, still reeling from what I’ve done. “Get him to the basement.” He turns and walks slowly back inside the villa, leaving me and Sloane outside. Alone with fourteen armed and very angry Mexicans.
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  We didn’t speak with Julio last night. The man seemed totally shell-shocked from my arrival, the gunshots, and then Zeth nearly bludgeoning someone to death with his bare hands. He’d immediately vanished, leaving Zeth to drag me through the sporadically lit hallways of the Spanish-style villa, toward a bedroom that smelled distinctly like him. He’d shoved me inside, followed after, locked the door and then placed a chair beneath the handle like in the movies. Following that he’d ripped off his clothes down to his boxers, angrily throwing them onto the ground, climbed into the huge king-sized bed in the center of the room and promptly fallen straight to sleep.


  Turns out he was mad at me.


  I’d slept in the wingback chair by the window, although barely, and woken way earlier than Zeth due to the piercing shafts of sunlight spearing over the top of the compound wall and directly into the bedroom. Since then I’ve been waiting, stiff and cold, for the dark shape of a man to wake. Dreading it. With his eyes closed and hand softly flexed inwards as he breathes deeply in and then out, he looks so vulnerable and harmless. The lines of him don’t soften in the slightest with his unconsciousness; his muscles are still strongly carved out of his belly and chest, arms and back, but they aren’t primed to damage anyone right now, which makes him seem less dangerous. I’m too scared to wake him. I just sit, waiting, hoping that he wakes up in a better mood than he fell asleep in.


  I’m also hoping Lacey is okay. She knew I wasn’t going to take her with me. God knows how, but she didn’t bat an eyelash when I said she was going stay with my folks for the night. Two at the most. The relief on her face had actually been very obvious when I said it wasn’t safe for her to come. She’d only grown concerned when she’d followed me into my parents’ place and seen the religious paraphernalia all over the walls: crucifixes, icons of the Virgin Mary and cherub-faced depictions of Jesus blessing the masses. Her face had grown pale, although she’d swallowed stiffly and sat herself down, folding her hands in her lap and eyeing my father suspiciously. I don’t know what’s happened to make her react that way, but it’s clearly something very bad. I’m hoping she’s not going to be more traumatized when I pick her up than she was when I left her there.


  I’m still thinking about this when, at around seven thirty, Zeth sits bolt upright in the bed, gasping. His eyes scan the room, locate me, and the next thing I know I’m being physically lifted and am being thrown onto the bed on the other side of the room. I let out a small yelp as Zeth’s hand sails, clenched into a scuffed-knuckled fist, down toward my face. He manages to catch himself in time, letting out a choked shout.


  “Fuck!” he shouts. He lets me go, rolling away from me on the bed. The only thing I can do is place my hands over my frantically beating heart and try and suck some air into my lungs. My whole body starts shaking, jittering uncontrollably where he leaves me curled on the bed. He hurls himself across the other side of the room and presses his back against the wall, momentarily cupping his hands over his face, drawing in long, uneven breaths of his own.


  “Fuck,” he says again, almost too quietly for me to hear this time. I sit silently, trying to figure out what the hell just happened. Eventually Zeth lowers his hands and fixes a darkly unimpressed stare on me. “You’re the worst thing that could have happened,” he growls at me.


  The statement is so ironic that I almost choke. “Says you! Fuck you, Zeth.”


  “Yeah, fuck me,” he agrees. He pushes away from the wall and prowls forward, approaching the bed. I kick back against the rumpled covers, trying to keep a safe distance between us. “You have no idea how complicated you’ve made things. Why the fuck did you come here?”


  I feel ridiculous and more than a little betrayed by my own body when my eyes start to prick. “I didn’t exactly have much choice. Your friends, Charlie’s men, broke into my place and tried to kidnap your—” I stop myself just in time. Zeth’s reached the bed now, and has climbed up on his hands and knees, inching closer. His brows furrow. “They tried to kidnap Lacey,” I tell him. “And there’s no way I’m leading that kind of craziness to my friends or to my workplace. To a job that means more than anything to me. I’ve jeopardized everything I’ve worked so hard for so I can get the girl you dumped on me out of Seattle and you’re mad at me for it!” A single tear of frustration races down my cheek, dripping onto my bent knee.


  Zeth sits back on his heels, still only wearing his boxers, tattoos shifting as his muscles flex seemingly without any conscious effort on his part. He’s built like a statue of a man, not the real thing. Some kind of portrayal of what the masculine physique would look like if it were rendered to perfection. I hate him for looking so good right now when I know I look like shit. And I’m fucking crying. He scrubs his hand across his jaw, scowling. He’d looked so intent on coming for me to do God knows what a second ago but now he seems a little torn.


  “Don’t do that,” he tells me in a flat voice.


  “Do what? Be mad at you? Of course I’m—”


  “Cry,” he interrupts. “Don’t cry. That’s a shitty, underhanded trick.”


  “Trick?” I can’t believe it. I can’t believe him. I’ve been held up at gunpoint, threatened, driven across three states, shot at and threatened some more, and he thinks I’m crying to make him feel bad. Asshole! I throw myself backward on the bed, pulling a pillow over my face. I scream into it, not even bothering to hold back. Even with the pillow it must sound like I’m being murdered. A large, powerful hand closes around my right ankle and then I’m being dragged through the sheets. The pillow is whipped out of my hands. I pause for a moment, glare at him defiantly, and then carry on screaming. He drops down on top of me, firmly planting a cupped hand over my mouth. He shoves his face into mine, serious and still glaring.


  “Shut up,” he hisses. “For the love of all that’s holy, please shut the hell up, Sloane. You’re gonna split my head apart.”


  I don’t stop, so he takes further action and digs his knuckles firmly into my ribs. “Ow! Motherfucker!” I slap him so hard the jarring impact rings like a bell up my arm. Zeth’s head kicks to the side. When he turns it back to me, I know I’ve gone and done it again. He’s so mad sparks practically fly from his dark eyes.


  “I only trade in those,” he growls. “And with the hangover I have right now, that counts for two.”


  Shit. I do my best to wriggle out from underneath him, but I have more chance of shrugging off gravity and floating into outer space. He looks like he’s ready to kill me.


  “Zeth.” I try a reasoning voice. Like he’s a reasonable person and might respond like one. He clenches his jaw, the smooth line of his chin turning to steel as he arches up over me and grabs both my hands.


  “You should know better by now, Sloane. You’re an angry girl, yeah, but I’m an angry boy, too. And if you plan on doling out punishment, you’d better be prepared to receive some in return.”


  The first sparks of real panic begin to light inside me. I buck against him, still trying to get free. A curious smile emerges through the stern expression on Zeth’s face. He’s not bothered by my frantic struggles to escape. If anything it’s making the whole thing more pleasurable for him. From the growing hardness pressing against the inside of my thigh, that much is obvious. And yet he nods once, narrowing sharp eyes at me, and then lets me go. He sits back on his heels again, towering over me. I freeze. I should probably bolt but I know what that will lead to: a chase around the room, broken furniture and potentially broken bones to match. Besides, I think that will only make things worse. I grip my hands together over my chest, trying to keep my eyes firmly fixed on his. Trying desperately not to glance down at the straining hard-on that’s pulling against his grey boxers.


  He smirks down at me, leaning back a little. This pushes his cock closer to my hands as he straddles me, and I actually roll my eyes at this, suddenly a little less afraid. “You have got to be joking?”


  He shakes his head, still incredibly grave. “Not joking, Sloane. You just woke the whole villa. And at a time when going unnoticed would probably work in our favor, too.” His voice is gravel on gravel, deep and bottomless, filled with clashing desires. He’s mad at me, but he also wants to fuck my brains out. “You’re fucking reckless. You show up here without any idea what you’re getting yourself or me into.” He reaches down and roughly palms one of my breasts through my clothes, squeezing hard enough that I inhale quickly. “I came pretty fucking close to being eighty-sixed yesterday, and the likelihood of it happening today is even higher. You put yourself at risk when I specifically told you not to. And then you go hollering at the top of your lungs at the crack of fucking dawn, reminding everyone that we’re here and we’re a fucking nuisance. So if you’re gonna scream, Sloane, I’m gonna give you a reason.”


  Still massaging my breast, kneading it in one hand, he takes his free one and wraps his fingers around his now full erection through his boxers. I swallow, unable to stop myself from watching as he slowly works his hand up and down, squeezing himself just as hard as he squeezes me. I’m slightly worried by all of this. He was raging mad a moment ago; now he’s instantly ready to fuck me? The possibility that those two factors are linked together is just too strong to ignore.


  “I’m not having sex with you,” I breathe.


  The corner of Zeth’s mouth pulls up at one corner, a knowing, unbearably arrogant smirk. “Sure you are, angry girl.”


  “I am not.” I squirm pointlessly, doing my best to shimmy free. No luck. I needn’t bother, though. Zeth does something even more confusing then and relinquishes all hold over me by swinging himself off me and leaning back against the pillows. He let me go? He let me go! I jump up off the bed, spinning to stare at him incredulously. The seriousness hasn’t left his face. And his hand hasn’t left his cock. He only pauses a second to lift his hips, abdominal muscles flexing tightly, as he hooks his thumbs into the waistband of his boxers and slowly pulls them down. His cock springs free, resting heavily against his belly as he gets rid of his underwear. The sight of him lying there, naked and completely unashamed—why the hell would he be ashamed? He’s magnificent and he knows it—makes my breath catch in my throat. He picks up where he left off, taking hold of himself in his right hand, drawing it slowly up and down the rigid skin. The whole time he does this, he stares at me intensely. His eyes never waver from mine.


  “You’re totally fucked up, you know that?” I tell him. I fold my arms across my chest. “What the hell are you going for here? You expect me to shed my clothes like Bruce Almighty and jump up on that thing, just ’cause you got it out?”


  A small smile breaks through the severity of his expression. It tics at the corner of his mouth. “No. I expect you to take your clothes off slow. And then I expect you to climb up on this bed on your hands and knees and I expect you to take this thing”—he squeezes his dick in his hand, making himself shiver slightly—“and put it in your mouth. And then I expect you to suck it until I tell you that you can stop.”


  “Ha!” I hurry across to the other side of the room, eyeing the chair jammed effectively under the handle of the only exit from the room. I shove swiftly at the wooden back of it and it comes lose enough for me to remove it. “You’re probably the most delusional man I’ve ever met.”


  He shrugs, pouting a little. Maybe. Maybe not. As if I care. “Where d’you think you’re gonna go, angry girl? Forgotten where you are?”


  He has a point there. Infuriating. I slap my hand against the closed door, grimacing. “Fine. Okay. I’m not leaving the room, but I’m not gonna obey you just ’cause you told me to.”


  “Would you prefer to obey me because you’re frightened for your life?” he asks casually. I can’t work out if this is a threat. He seems genuinely interested.


  “I’m opting for not obeying for any reason whatsoever.” I pace back to the chair I slept in and slump down in it, making a point of looking out the window. Anywhere but at him and what he’s doing to himself.


  “Fair enough.” He doesn’t even sound bothered. He’s watching me, though; I can feel his focus heavy on my skin. The room falls quiet other than the sounds of his palm working his cock and the increasingly ragged sound of his breathing. How can a guy just blatantly jerk himself off, naked, and not even flinch when the woman he’s trying to excite seems more revolted than interested? What a nutjob. I shoot a glance at him out of the corner of my eye. His body is a fucking work of art. Especially strained the way it is, locked tight against each stroke he glides up and down with his palm. He grips his hand tighter around himself, and sucks in a sharp breath. He chuckles slightly when he sees me watching him. I flick my eyes back out the window, cursing myself. Don’t play this fucking game. Do not play with him.


  It’s only a matter of a minute before I’m glancing back, though. He lets out a low, hazy kind of rumble from deep within his chest and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. My legs start to twitch. I’m doing my best to ignore the warm, pooling sensation that’s forming between them. Bastard. How? How the hell does he do this to me? I shift slightly, warring with my body, trying to make it obey me and not him. But it wants to watch him. God, I do want to watch him. He doesn’t laugh when he sees me observing this time. He just looks down at himself, hooded eyes filled with sex and invitation. And then he closes them and tips his head back, and leaves me alone to come to my own decision. His hand works a little faster, making his breathing quicken with it.


  I’m left sitting, wondering what the hell I want to do. I’ve had this conversation with myself before, though. He’s unbelievably smart. He continually shows me what he can take from me if he wants to, and then turns the tables on me, making me realize how much I want him to have it anyway. How much I want to give it to him. I hate that. On principle I want to not succumb to the manipulation this time. To show the bastard he’s not as smart as he thinks he is. Only he is. He’s an evil fucking mastermind.


  I stand up.


  At the sound of movement, a broad smile unfurls across Zeth’s face, but he keeps his eyes closed. Probably to save what’s left of my fragile pride. I can’t believe I’m doing this. Every single time we do this I’m coming to him on his terms, but can I stop myself? No. I’m pathetic. I lose my clothes slowly, even though he can’t see, giving myself time to change my mind. But I don’t. Instead I find myself crawling up the bed just like he wants me to, and then hovering over his hand as he smoothly works his cock up and down. It’s swollen, freaking huge, and kind of beautiful. I exhale and my breath skims across his skin, making him shiver dramatically.


  “I wanna feel those lips, Sloane,” he says gruffly.


  “Oh, so it’s okay to have them on your dick but not on your mouth?” I snap tersely. He stiffens a little but chooses not to reply. Complete fucker. I have something in mind to teach him a lesson. I bend my neck down to him, feeling my racing heartbeat in my lips before I take him in my mouth. This is different to the one other time I’ve done this to him. That time I was on my back. He’d towered over me like a giant, his presence still somehow looming in the dark hotel room. His hands had been securely fastened in my hair, guiding my head. Not now, though. Zeth doesn’t even touch me. At the first contact from my lips, his digs his fingers into the bed sheets, not gripping hold of them but pressing down against the mattress with all his strength. He’s huge in my mouth, warm and already tasting musky. I bob my head a little lower, taking more of him inside me.


  “Holy shit, Sloane.” His groaned, impossibly deep words have a rather gratifying effect. He likes this. He likes it and technically I’m the one who’s in control right now. Time for a little payback. I duck my head lower, taking more of him into my mouth, until I can’t go any farther. And then I bite down. Not very hard. Just enough to let him know he hasn’t entirely won this round.


  The reaction is instant.


  He flings me off him so fast I barely catch sight of the ceiling before I’m on my back and then sliding off the bed and onto the floor.


  “Oh, no, no, no, Sloane,” he growls, stalking toward me. “Slapping’s one thing. But that—you’re gonna wish you hadn’t done that.” His face is devoid of all emotion, which makes me think he’s way madder than I’ve seen him before. From my concertinaed position on the floor, legs still half on the bed, half over my own head, I should be freaking the fuck out, but I’m not. I’m laughing.


  That hysteria lasts all of ten seconds as he gets up and paces to the other side of the room, opening up the walk-in closet beyond. My smile dissolves at the sight of the black bag in his hand. I’m instantly turned on and terrified. Will he let me change my mind right now? I don’t think he will. Fuck!


  “Get up onto the bed, Sloane,” he commands. He throws the bag down at the side of the bed and begins to unzip it.


  “No.”


  He stops, looks up at me, leans forward and says, “Do we really need to go through this again? You reap what you sow, Sloane. It’s time for you to learn how to behave.” He raises his eyebrows in a challenge. I know he means business now. He gave me a small amount of power and I abused it. And now I have to suffer the consequences. And yet, deep down, I think I’ve been waiting for this to happen. And…wanting it to. I ease back up onto the bed as cautiously as possible. Zeth nods once and finishes opening the bag.


  “Spread your legs,” he tells me. I’m almost wishing for the dark of our first encounter again as I do what I’m told. Zeth has a look of revenge about him as he climbs up over my body. “I’m not gonna tie you up this time, Sloane. But you should know, you move one hand, try to fight me off, do anything that involves your teeth and my dick, and you’re gonna pay for it. Understand?”


  I nod my head, wondering what he has in mind. And then I see the small, narrow, tweezer-like instrument in his hand. “What the hell is that?”


  Zeth grips hold of the device with a level of pleasure that has me squirming on my back, suddenly regretting complying so easily. “This is what you get for being bad,” he informs me.


  I quiver as he runs his hands down the insides of my legs, stooping down to lick at the sensitive skin just before my pussy. He grazes lips and tongue across my hot skin, licking again and again, but it’s all teasing. Nowhere near where I need him to lick me. I’m beginning to feel frustrated, angling my hips up to him, opening myself to him, when I feel the cool metal against my pussy. My body quakes with sudden nerves, but Zeth grasps hold of my hip in his free hand, sending a penetrating look of warning up my body. “Remember. Fight it and you’ll regret it.”


  The metal instrument in his hand turns out to be a clamp. I know this because he affixes it swiftly to the swollen bundle of nerves at my very center, causing me to yelp out in shock. He flicks it with his index finger and a relay of sharp pleasure mixed with pain volts around my body.


  “Zeth!” My cry is one of surprise and pleading. “Oh my God, don’t do that again.”


  He does do it again, wearing a frankly malicious look of glee on his face. My legs spasm, wanting to curl upward to protect me—I can’t help it—and he shakes his head in mock disapproval. It’s perfectly fucking clear that he knew I’d react, and was, in fact, counting on it.


  “Oh, dear,” he breathes. “Looks like you’re gonna get punished now.” He grips hold of the clamp in his hand and a charge of intense sensation smashes into me as I try and move away from him. I instantly still, realizing that if I move, the clamp gets tugged. With one arm, Zeth scoops me up from the bed underneath my stomach and turns to sit, pulling me into his lap. I instinctively wrap my arms around his neck to maintain my balance. His face is an inch away from mine, the heated skin of his chest burning into me, and the hardness of his erection prodding into me when he says, “You want the belt or my hand?”


  “What?”


  He gives me a look that tells me not to bother with any theatrics. “Belt or hand, Sloane? Your choice.” He reaches between my legs, fingers finding the place where the metal meets my clit. He rubs softly, massaging the connection, gifting me with more pleasure than pain this time. He smirks wickedly when he lifts his fingers up for me to see that they’re slick with the evidence that I’m not hating this as much as I’m pretending. Not for the first time, he slips his fingers into his mouth and sucks them clean, his breathing fast and labored.


  “Make up your mind or I’ll choose for you,” he advises through his rough voice.


  “Hand,” I whisper. “Use your hand.” Maybe if he punishes me with that then he’ll go a little easier on me, I reason. It will hurt him, too. In the blink of an eye he spins me over on his lap so I’m facing the floor, bent over his knees, my butt sticking up in the air. He seems to like that very much; his hand cups my ass cheek, squeezing and stroking across the smooth skin.


  “Perfect,” he informs me. He takes hold of the clamp’s handles between my legs and gives it a gentle tug. More of a suggestion of what can be done than anything else. Fire pools in my belly, teasing a low moan out of my throat. It feels…it feels amazing. And scary. And painful. And so many other things all at once that I can’t bend my mind around the sensations flooding through me.


  But then everything goes blank as his hand comes down on my bare buttocks with a resounding crack! I’ve never really understood the term seeing stars until this moment. This moment when Zeth lays his huge, powerful hand to the tender skin of my bottom and means it. Yes, it must sting his hand, too, but that doesn’t stop him. He gives me four more painful slaps, each time holding his breath. I’m too stunned to move, or even react at first. He tempers the tingling sting by sliding his fingers between my legs and running them up and down my pussy, stroking over my clit and easing them farther back, so that my wetness saturates my ass as well. He kneads me slowly, whispering encouragement.


  “There’s my brave girl. Such a brave girl. Are you going to be good now? Have you learned your lesson?”


  The whole act is humiliating. I’m on the brink of tears, but also so ferociously desperate for him that I can barely stop myself from pivoting around and launching at him. I make a rasping sound at the back of my throat and Zeth lifts me in his arms and places me back down on the bed.


  “That was five,” he says, like the pain may have addled my ability to count. “Next time it’ll be ten. You ready?”


  I swallow, still not sure how the hell to react. And then I nod. Zeth strokes a hand down the inside of my leg in a soothing motion, almost apologetically. “Good girl.” He bends down and nestles in between my legs, propping himself up on one elbow as he ducks his head down and finally sweeps his warm, almost unbearably hot tongue between my pussy lips, pausing to tease the tip of it over my hypersensitive clit. A juddering roll of pleasure powers upward from my legs, settling on my chest, making my nipples ache.


  “Ahh!”


  Zeth hums his approval into me as he carries on, working his tongue over my center. I gasp when he gently flicks the clamp again, but this time it’s changed. There’s no real pain now, or there is but it’s so delicious and intoxicating when combined with his mouth that it heightens the feeling to something I’ve never experienced before. I feel drunk from it.


  I lift my hands from the bed where I’ve been clutching hold of the sheets, but it’s not to try and stop him. It’s to dig my fingers into the back of his neck and urge him closer. Zeth responds in kind by nipping at my clit with his teeth.


  “Fair turnaround,” he growls, and then sets back to work. My back arches up off the bed, my mouth gasping open as I try to fight past the intensity of the feeling. I can’t. It’s so hard to decide if I’m bowed in pleasure or agony—they feel like the same thing right now. But when Zeth slides his fingers into my pussy, pumping them slowly in an out, it becomes very clear. Pleasure. This is what true pleasure feels like. It’s not just the softness of a kiss. It’s not just the delicate touch of hands on breasts and tongues on skin. It’s the bite of pain, the threat of danger, the risk taken in dancing with the devil. I come hard against Zeth’s mouth. He leans into it, growling and sucking and licking as I scream out my release, hands locked on my hips, pulling me into his face.


  “Fuck, Zeth! Stop! Please stop!”


  His back hitches as he laughs, still teasing me with his tongue. My legs scrabble against the bed, desperately trying to escape the intense post-orgasm rushes. He gets up after that, raising one eyebrow at me.


  “I’m gonna take it off and then I’m gonna fuck you. Are you going to be polite?”


  Polite? I’m half fucking dead. I can barely move at all as he undoes the clamp, planting a single kiss between my legs. “And yes,” he tells me. “Your lips are only allowed on my dick. But mine are allowed on these lips, at least.”


  My body feels like a lead weight as he sits back a moment to inspect my languid state. He seems pretty pleased with himself. With his cock in his hand again, he shifts up the bed and gently brushes himself against my lips. I can’t help it—I want to taste him. To feel him fill me in every way possible, even in my mouth. I let my tongue play over the firm hardness of him, groaning a little at the clean taste of him. He doesn’t touch me.


  We’re back to where we started, except this time I don’t bite. I lick and suck and stroke and just when I feel him about to come, I stop.


  “That’s not polite,” Zeth breathlessly informs me.


  I give him a half-smile. “I thought you said you were gonna fuck me?” It’s a challenge laid down by me now. Make me come again. Make me scream.


  Zeth’s full lips curve upward. “You asked for it,” he says. He throws me back down onto the bed and roughly pushes my legs apart, growling again in the same animalistic way he did before when he took me back in Seattle. He delivers on his promise to make me scream. He buries himself into me over and over again, pushing as far inside me as he can, as though being hip deep just isn’t enough. I press my fingernails into his butt as he thrusts, drawing him closer, not sure how I can get any more connected with him either but still frantic to do it all the same.


  We come together. His body locks up—muscles straining, eyes on fire, hands digging into my hips as he slams me to him one final time. “Fuck!” He roars this as though it’s his dying word and he wants the world to hear it, and then he slumps forward over my body.


  We lie, panting, trying to catch our breath for a few moments. It feels very strange; with him on top of me, my arms still around his body, it almost feels like I’m cradling him. I think I’m imagining it at first but I break out in goose bumps when I realize that the slow up and down draw of Zeth’s index finger over my hipbone isn’t just a careless, involuntary reaction. He’s actually stroking my skin, so softly it feels like a whisper. My heart begins to pound inside my chest all over again. What the hell? What the hell is this? I slowly, hesitantly lift my arm from his back to gently trace my fingertips across the nape of his neck. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t make a sound. He doesn’t even breathe. His own hand goes still, but I carry on, seeing how far this can go. I venture upward, teasing my fingers through his cropped hair and then downward again, tracing the lines of his muscular back, across his shoulder blades.


  His hot breath skims across my naked breasts. “You’re confusing me.” He whispers so softly that I wonder for a second if I imagined it. I doubt very much that I was supposed to hear those words. What was it he said to me the day he dropped Lacey off? You can trust me. You gave yourself to me back at my apartment; I’ve never done it before, but I gave myself in return. I may not have wanted to, Sloane, but I didn’t have a choice. That means we belong to each other now. I’ve tried endlessly not to overthink those words, but now…


  Is he just as confused by us as I am?


  This is supposed to be just sex. Really hardcore, dominating sex. Right? That’s all I am to him. And yet, with him lying here on my chest, it—


  Thud, thud, thud!


  The door practically bows off its hinges with the explosive force of the hammering from the other side. Zeth vaults off the bed, running his hands back through his hair, clearing his throat. The moment evaporates instantly, vanishes in the blink of an eye. He doesn’t look at me.


  “What?” he yells. He paces, leonine, naked and incredible, still scrubbing his hands over his face and head, like he’s frantically trying to wake himself up.


  “Julio wants you out front,” a heavily accented voice announces through the wood. “Now.”


  “Yeah.” He paces a moment longer and then nods his head, finally looking at me. “Well, then. I guess it’s time to convince a Mexican mob boss that you’re a hooker now, huh?”


  And there we have it. He’s not confused. Not confused at all. He’s never lied to me. Not once. He’s never fed me a flowery line about how he’s going to take care of me and treat me right; that I’m going to be his only girl, or that he feels anything remotely even halfway to affection for me. And I know from my past dealings with him what that means. If he doesn’t want to lie, he just won’t say anything at all, just like when I asked him about his seedy employment history. Don’t respond, don’t say anything about it and it goes away.


  Zeth Mayfair doesn’t see me as someone to fall in love with. Right now he needs to see me as a hooker in order to get us out of this jam, and he needs everyone else to see me that way, too.


  Well, you know what, buddy? I say to myself, smiling grimly over the use of that nickname. You want a fucking hooker? I’ll give you a fucking hooker.


  [image: Image]


  



  



  As we walk down the corridors to meet with Julio, I’m actually not all that worried about the fat, Mexican fucker. I’m not thinking about what’ll happen to us if Sloane messes this up. I’m not thinking about what will happen when Alexis spots her sister here, in this dark, dreadful place, and gives us both away.


  I’m only thinking one thing:


  She came to find me.


  She was attacked. She defended herself. Saved Lacey. Drove for two days, and then did something completely baffling—she ran toward me. She should have run in the opposite direction, but she didn’t. She ran straight for me like I’m her goddamn savior. Like I’m capable of fixing everything. Like I’m capable of protecting her. Like I’m whole enough to help fill in the broken, fractured pieces of her, too. And then she went and held me in her arms like that. Fuck. And just for a terrifying, awful second there…


  I shake my head, trying not to think it. But it’s an undeniable and dangerous thought, and won’t be ignored.


  Just for a second there…it felt like she might be capable of gluing me back together, too.
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  The next book in the Deviant series, Burn, is tentatively scheduled to come out on the 12th of May 2014. This date is subject to change, however. If you want to be notified as soon as Burn is released, you can join my newsletter by clicking this link.


  



  



  



  On the newsletter, you’ll also receive exclusive cover reveals, teasers, competitions and news about the series. You can unsubscribe at any time, and your information will not be shared with any other parties.


  



  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. Fracture is the second instalment in her Blood and Roses series. The next instalment, Burn, will be released in May 2014.


  



  If you want to know the second it goes live, all you need to do is click here.


  



  You’ll get immediate updates on releases, exclusive sneak peeks, including trailers, teasers and excerpts. Your information will never be shared, and you can unsubscribe at any time.


  



  



  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 Bit!


  



  



  Don’t forget! If you purchased Fracture and loved it, then please do stop over to Amazon or iBooks and let me know which were your favorite parts! Reading reviews is the highlight of any author’s day.
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