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  The sound of the sea.


  That’s one of my earliest memories: the sound of the sea and eating an ice cream. A boardwalk by the ocean—not sure which beach—and the feel of the sun, baking hot, warming the crown of my head.


  I dream about the beach. Unlike most people, I don’t have the luxury of a variety of different dreams. I only have two. When I do dream, it’s either that sunny day on the Californian coast when I was four years old, or…it’s not. It’s the other dream.


  Tonight, thankfully, I’m visited by the lesser of two evils.


  “Come here, baby. You’ve got it all over you.” Gentle laughter. The scent of fresh flowers and soap, my mother’s long fingers folding tissue to wipe me clean. The bright glare of the sun has stolen my mother’s face. She’s been a sweet-smelling ghost wrapped in a floral dress for the past twenty-five years, and in all that time I never see her face. Or at least I don’t see it until later, anyway.


  “Where’s Daddy? Shall we go find him? It’s almost time for me to go to work, baby.” My mother takes my hand and guides me down the boardwalk—the sounds of the amusement rides, the arcade machines, coins rattling and the smell of candy. These combined sights and sounds have created a physical place that exists within me.


  I squint into the sun. I lick my ice cream. I hold my mother’s hand, and I walk with her down the pier. A man is waiting for us at the end of the pier; my father. He’s dressed in faded blue jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt; his dark hair is being lifted in the breeze. He turns and waves, but for some reason he’s not smiling.


  “There he is, baby. You wanna go hang out with Daddy for an hour while I do my work real quick?” My mother lets go of my hand and bends down to straighten my Danger Mouse T-shirt. “I won’t be long, sweetheart, I promise.” The sunlight glints off the loose blonde curls that flow around her face. I should be able to see her properly now, but I can’t.


  Then I’m with my father. He smells of the ocean—that’s where he was; he went down to the water for a swim. He lets me walk without having to hold onto his hand. He doesn’t complain that I’m sticky with melted ice cream. We visit the rides and the arcade games, and my father lifts me onto his shoulders, carrying me up high so I can see everything over the tops of the crowds.


  He needs to leave me for a moment, he says. I wait by the mechanical fortune-teller, tying knots into the drawstring of my fluoro pink shorts (this was the eighties), watching the groups of people who pass by become smaller and smaller.


  It gets dark.


  I get scared.


  A man comes and asks me where my parents are, but then I see my mother over his shoulder and tell him that I’m fine. I go to meet my mother. Her back is to me, and a tall man I don’t recognize is holding her by the arm. She’s making soft crying sounds, and it looks like the man is pinching her skin. Her legs collapse from underneath her and one of her shoes comes half off her foot, but the stranger has a tight hold on her. He pulls her up again.


  “That’s the last time. The last fucking time you’re ever gonna say no to me, bitch!” he snaps.


  My mom cries and cries and cries. She sees me—her hand reaches out, open, gesturing me to stay back, and her palm is covered in blood. “My son. My son. Please, not in front of—”


  The stranger hits my mother across the face, and her crying cuts off abruptly. By this time I’ve started crying anyway. I cry for the both of us. Why is the man hurting her? Where is my dad? I look for him, but there’s no one around now. Everyone has gone home from their day at the beach.


  “You shouldn’t have brought him with you,” the stranger says, towering over my mom. “If you didn’t want him to see your true colors, you should never have brought him along. Now stand up properly and fucking kiss me.”


  Even at four I know a bad word when I hear one. Fuck is a very bad word, and my mother isn’t supposed to kiss men who aren’t my dad. That’s not how it works. My mother shakes her head. She reaches into the pocket of her flowery dress—torn at the hip now—and holds out a bundle of crumpled bills to the stranger.


  “We don’t do that. Here, take it. Have it back. I just want to go.”


  The man grabs hold of my mom with both hands now, and he shakes her. He shakes her hard. “I want what I paid for. And I want a fucking kiss. Now.”


  “No. I’m sorry, I—” He hits her hard once more, this time with the back of his hand. My mom stumbles backwards, holding a hand to her cheek. Her shoe has come off all the way now; I pick it up and hug it to my chest, watching as she gets dragged toward the man again.


  “You want more?” the angry man asks. My mom shakes her head, crying silently. “Good. Then do as your fucking told.” He grabs her again, but this time he palms her breast and squeezes it. He places his other hand around the back of my mother’s neck and pulls her forward. Their lips smash together, and then the stranger is kissing my mother. It’s not how my dad kisses her, though. This man is rough and cruel; he bites my mother’s lip, and then shoves his tongue into her mouth. I can see she’s trying to stop him. I can see she doesn’t want him to do it, but the man keeps on forcing her mouth open and biting at her lips.


  “She doesn’t like it,” I say, but the man pays no attention. I say it louder. “She doesn’t like it!”


  The man stops kissing my mother, and slaps her so hard across the face that she falls to the ground. I hurry to her side, still clutching onto her shoe, and I bend down, not knowing what to do. I am four years old, and it’s dark, and I don’t know what to do.


  My mother looks up at me and now is when her face pulls into focus. Now, with desperation shaping her features into a mask of fear. There are small globes of water clinging to the tips of her eyelashes, and her cheek is split open. She looks like she’s in pain, but she tries to smile for me anyway. “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. Momma’s okay.” Her already bruised lips part and she flashes me a broader smile, but all I see is blood. The blood seeping from her split upper lip. The bright crimson of the blood that stains her teeth from white to red.


  The stranger steps forward, hands clenched by his sides, and I do the first thing that comes to mind; I turn and I put myself in between my mother and the man. I think he will hit me; he looks angrier than before, but then he hawks and spits on my mother’s bare legs.


  “You’re a fucking whore. I tell you what I want, I pay you, and you fucking do it. That’s how this goes. You’d better know that for next time. Now get out of here before I fuck you raw in front of your little bastard.”


  My mother scrambles to her feet, her breath coming out in short, sharp little pants; she grabs hold of me and lifts me into her arms, and then she’s running away from the man, crying into my hair. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m sorry, baby. I’m so, so sorry.” She says this over and over again, in between her ragged gulps for air. I hang onto my mother’s shoe, listening to the uneven slap of her one bare foot hitting the boardwalk as she runs, and I watch the angry man glaring after us as we go.


  My mother carries me to the parking lot, where my dad is waiting in our car. My mother puts me down and takes her shoe from me. She tucks her hair behind her ears and wipes her tears from her cheeks, although she doesn’t stop crying.


  “There. We’re okay now, Zeth,” she tells me. Her hands shake as she opens the rear door of the car and lifts me onto the back seat. She clips me in, closes the door, and then stands for a moment, fingers bridged against her forehead, her eyes closed. Then she gets in the car and I hear my father’s breath catch in his throat. He doesn’t say anything, and neither does my mother. But she’s still crying. And so is he.


  Like most nights, the dream starts over again. The sun beating down on my head. The ice cream. Me and my father playing skeeball. The darkness. My mother being beaten. The sun beating down on my head. The ice cream. Me and my father playing skeeball. The darkness; my mother being beaten. The sun beating down on my head. The ice cream. Me and my father playing skeeball. The dark. My mother being beaten.


  My mother being beaten.


  The blood in her teeth.


  The violent words that come out of the angry man’s mouth: You’re a fucking whore. I tell you what I want, I pay you and you fucking do it.


  And my own words.


  She doesn’t like it.


  



  ******


  



  



  I wake with my heart in my mouth.


  I wake with my hands clenched into fists and the bed sheets wrapped around my body, tangled up in my legs. As usual, I feel like I can’t fucking breathe. After all these years, after experiencing it over and over, you’d think it would get a little better, but it doesn’t. It’s the same. Always the same.


  “Fuck.” I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees, dragging my hands back through my hair. She’s gone. Both of them are—have been for years—and yet every time I have the beach dream, I wake up feeling like I need to save her. Like I might be able to go back and stop that asshole’s hand before it connects with her cheek. To pile drive my fucking fist into his face before he gets a chance to maul her mouth the way he did. The very thought of it makes me feel sick.


  The clock on the bedside table reads five forty-three, which is about right. I never sleep past six, and what would be the point in trying now anyway? Knowing my luck, I’ll be hit with the other dream instead, just to top off my wonderful fucking start to the day. I climb out of bed and hit the shower instead, washing the sweat from my body.


  I’m thinking one thing as I get clean: Sloane. I’m thinking her name over and over. The knowledge that she’s here, in the warehouse, one room over sleeping in my spare bed, is enough to temper the discomfort of the dream, if not to eradicate it altogether. I close my eyes and let the water wash over me, and I let the knowledge of her wash over me, too. She’s never going to be the first thing I think of when I open my eyes—my nightmares will take care of that—but she’s a close fucking second. And…and I like it. I fucking like it a lot.


  I need her skin against mine. Right now.


  I leave the water running as I pace, completely naked, out of my en suite, out of my room, into the hallway and then through the door and into her room. I’m leaving wet footprints everywhere but I don’t care. Sloane’s laid out on her back, one arm thrown up over her head, her fingers twitching in her sleep. Her eyelashes look like smudges of charcoal against the pale porcelain of her cheeks.


  She’s perfect.


  I rip the covers off her body, smirking to myself when she nearly rockets out of the bed, eyes snapping open in a fright. “Oh my god. Zeth, what is it? What’s the matter? Is it your stomach?”


  My stomach is healing just fine. I shake my head, staring down at her, the cover still clenched in my hand.


  Her eyes grow even wider when she finally wakes up enough to take me in properly. “Oh,” she says. “I see.”


  I’ll bet she does. My cock is pretty much at her eye level, and it’s doing a pretty good job of waving good morning. I don’t say anything. I just lean down and pick her up, right out of the bed.


  She wraps her arms around my neck, frowning at me as I carry her out of the room. “Zeth? Zeth, what are you doing?”


  Down the hall, back into my room, back into the bathroom. I carry her straight into the shower, ignoring her protests as the water hits us. I need her. I need her right now.


  “Zeth! I’m still wearing—”


  “Elephant pajamas. I can see that.” The water blasts us both; her hair is instantly soaked, her clothes drenched no less than two seconds later. She looks incredible. I slam her up against the wall, lifting her so that her thighs are wrapped around my hips. I bury my face in her neck, holding her tight, and I lick and suck and graze my teeth across her skin. Her breath comes out in a jagged stutter, and I know she’s on board.


  She wraps her arms around my neck and digs her hands into my hair, pulling me closer. Sloane’s strong for a woman. She’s fit and has just the right ratio of muscle tone to curves, but compared to me she’s physically weak. She’s a clear foot shorter than me, and I’m three times her body weight. Yet right now, with her arms around my shoulders, holding me to her, she has me trapped. I wouldn’t…couldn’t move from here even if I wanted to.


  “Oh my god, Zeth. What…what the hell?” she pants.


  I use my weight to pin her up against the side of the shower. My hands find their way up her T-shirt—her fucking tits are amazing. I can’t get enough as I pinch and roll her nipples, kneading my hands over the swell of her skin. She squeezes her thighs against my hips and I know what I’m doing is affecting her in other areas. I just fucking love how connected the female body is. I especially love how connected Sloane’s body is; she comes alive under my hands. And for someone who’s been asleep for so long, journeying through each day in a haze, hardly living at all, it gives me great pleasure to inspire this sort of reaction in her.


  My dick is so fucking hard right now. I push myself up against her, grinding my hips against her pussy through her soaking wet, ridiculous elephant pajama pants, and her breath catches in her throat again. I look up and her eyes are closed against the downpour of water running over her face, and I can barely hold back. She. Is. Fucking. Amazing.


  Her chin is tilted upward, exposing her neck to me, and the look of sheer ecstasy on her face takes my own breath away. I love putting that look on her face. I love the effect I can have on her. It feels like a fucking privilege I sure as shit don’t deserve.


  “Are you awake yet, Sloane?” I murmur against her skin.


  “Maybe. Maybe not. Given what’s happening right now, I could still be asleep,” she moans.


  A half smile pulls my mouth up to one side. Well, this is interesting. Really fucking interesting. “Oh, Sloane…have you been dreaming about me?”


  Her eyes crack open, and she gazes at me, a small smile forming on her own lips. “Maybe.”


  Oh, this is fucking perfect. I bite at her collarbone, pressing my dick up against her some more. I want to strip her naked and fuck her, but I want to hear about this first. “What have you been dreaming, angry girl?”


  She drags her teeth over her bottom lip, shaking her head slightly. I think I’m gonna have to employ some corporal punishment to make her talk—she must see my thoughts on my face, because she swallows and then says, “Bad things.”


  I ease back just enough that I can slide my hand in between our bodies, and then I slip my hand down the front of her PJs. “What kind of bad things?”


  She inhales sharply when my fingers find what they’re looking for. She’s wet, yes, and not from the shower. There’s a distinct difference between the feel of the water battering our bodies and the silky, glossy texture of the wetness between her legs. It drives me fucking crazy. I find her clit, and I gently stroke the tips of my fingers against the small, swollen bud of nerve endings. I won’t give her more until she gives me what I want.


  Sloane knows this.


  “We were in your car,” she pants. “You pulled over to the side of the road and told me you were going to fuck me. I thought you were joking, but then you unzipped your pants and you were…you…” Her eyes travel down to my cock. It’s trapped between us, rigid, and just the power of her eyes on my hard skin makes me want to push her to her knees so she can take me into her mouth.


  “I was what, Sloane?”


  “You were hard. And big.” She swallows. “You took hold of my hand and closed my fist around you, and then you told me to make you come.”


  “And did you?”


  She nods slowly, her eyes still fixed on my dick. “Yes. I jerked you off while you sat in the driver’s seat, and when you came, I licked it off your skin and my hands. I licked you clean.”


  This girl is seriously pushing my buttons now. I was the one who was supposed to be shocking her with my surprise sex, but it would seem she’s turning the tables on me now. Even the words—her describing that action—are making it harder for me to hold back.


  “Did you like it, Sloane? Did you like licking me clean?”


  Her eyes lift to mine; with the water running down our faces, she does remarkably well not to blink as she looks at me. “Yes. Yes, I liked it very much.”


  I haven’t come in Sloane’s mouth before, but I definitely want to now. From the look on her face, it’s clear she wants me to. But not this time around. Right now I need more than that. I need to be inside her. I need to feel her pussy tighten around me as she comes. I need to feel her mouth on my skin, and her nails digging into my back.


  “And then what? Did I fuck you?” I push my fingers forward, almost to the entrance of her pussy, and Sloane shudders.


  “Y—Yes. You lowered my seat and you climbed on t—top of me and you fucked me so hard,” she stammers. Her eyes close again, and this time it’s just too much. I have to have her. I can’t be gentle about it. I have to own her. I have to consume her.


  With nothing more than the pressure of my hips against her to pin her against the wall, I rip her T-shirt off her body, smiling to myself as it makes a wet slap against the tiles. Her hair, absolutely drenched, gets caught up in the rivers of water running down her body, and dark strands fall across her heavy breasts. I swipe them out of the way, arching my back so I can take her into my mouth. She digs her hands into my hair again, fastening a firm hold on me, and a fire starts up in my veins. She wants me. She wants me as much as I want her. I trail my tongue upward, licking the water from her skin, and Sloane makes a frustrated groaning sound at the back of her throat; it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever fucking heard. The sound grows louder when she turns her head to mine and places her lips against my temple.


  Years. Years of conditioning make me go still. I can’t fucking help it, but I’m also surprised. I don’t automatically shove her away. I don’t flinch back from the contact of her mouth on my face. I close my eyes and I dig my hands into her skin, waiting. Waiting to see what she does next. Sloane must notice my change in pace because she stops breathing. Her lips move away from me. My temple burns as though they’re still there, though.


  Sloane leans into me, and then she’s speaking into my ear, her voice firm and controlled. “Zeth, you don’t need to—I’m never going to do more than that. I know—”


  I don’t want to lose the moment. I don’t want to give power to my fucked-up issues. I pull back so she can see my face, and I put my hand over her mouth. Her eyes grow wide, staring back at me like I’m the only thing in the world that exists. “Don’t. It’s not a problem.” It is a problem, but not one I’m willing to let affect what’s happening between us right now. I remove my palm from her mouth, and then I take her face in both hands. Her breath is hot and sweet against me as I place my forehead against hers. “I’m going to fuck you now. I’m going to slide my dick inside you, and I’m going to make you scream my name. Are you ready?”


  I don’t know where the scream my name thing came from—maybe from the last time she did it, back at her house—but I realize that I want it. I want to hear my fucking name being ripped from her vocal chords like a goddamn plea for help. Sloane’s hands slide over my shoulders, skating across my skin. She laces them behind my neck and she nods. “I’m ready,” she says. I barely hear her, but I can see it’s what she wants. Her voice might be quiet under the rush of the shower, but her eyes are yelling out her answer to me.


  I growl into the base of my throat, growing hungrier and hungrier by the second. “Good. Hold on tight.” There’s no controlling this now. I reach behind her and grab hold of her pajama bottoms, and then I rip them down as far as they’ll go—just over her butt. From there I have to put her down to tear them from her body. I’m not careful. I’m not gentle. I can’t be. Sloane gasps; the way she digs her fingernails into my skin doesn’t exactly tell me she’s hating the rough treatment.


  She stands naked before me, eyes glazed over with lust, and I know I’ve met my match with this woman. Usually now’s around about the time I would spin the woman I was fucking around so I didn’t have to look into her face while I was coming, but not now. Not with her. I want to see her break apart. I want to study the look on her fucking face as I make her come; I want to commit every last second of the moment to memory as her body shakes and writhes against me.


  I grab her up, hooking her legs around me again, but this time there’s no clothing between us. Only our scorching hot skin, slick and pressing together everywhere it possibly can. There’s no foreplay. We’re way past that. I reach down and I guide my cock to where it needs to be, forcefully making my way inside her. She clings to me, her eyes wide, and no sound coming out of her open mouth as I sink myself as deep as I possibly can. She’s tight and warm—no pussy has ever felt like this. I’ve never felt…I’ve never felt like I’m snapping a piece of a puzzle together when I’ve screwed people in the past. They’ve been quick fuck experiences, not like I’m becoming whole. I sound like a woman. I know I fucking sound like a woman, and yet I can’t help it.


  “Fuck,” Sloane mouths, but her voice is still MIA.


  Yeah, my sentiments exactly. Fuck. I am in deep fucking trouble. I know I am, but I don’t want to focus on that right now. I want to focus on how deep I can sink myself inside the beautiful woman currently sitting on my cock. I reach behind her, and I wind her wet hair around my fist, pulling her head back.


  And then I fuck her. I feel like I have the force of a fucking freight train behind me as I pound myself into her over and over again. A part of me tries to hold back, to prevent myself from hurting her, but when Sloane buries her nails in my back again, scratching me, then holding onto me so tight I think she’s trying to choke me out, I give up entirely. She loves what I’m giving to her. She’s loving every second of it.


  “Oh, fuck. Fuck, Zeth. I need you,” she gasps, her legs tightening even further around me. “I need you.”


  That’s what pushes me over the edge. Those words. I need you. They carry such an imposing weight I’m practically crushed under them as my body pours its release into her. I roar, slamming a hand out against the shower wall, struggling to make sure my legs don’t completely quit and fucking dump us onto the wet tiles. Sloane’s trembling in my arms. I’m still granite hard; I don’t stop thrusting into her. I keep going, hammering myself home as hard as I can. It’s only a minute longer before I can feel her tightening around me, the walls of her pussy squeezing me inside her as her eyelids fall closed and her body locks up.


  This is it, the reason why I didn’t spin her around. Her lips are slightly parted, and her cheeks have blossomed into a bright crimson color. Those eyelashes of hers are dark against her fine cheekbones, and her eyebrows are drawn together into a tensed frown as a string of expletives fall from her mouth.


  “Fuck, Zeth. Oh—shit, goddamn, motherfucker. Fuck me, Zeth. Fuck. Ahh, shit. Ah, ZETH!”


  It’s like music to my perverted ears.


  Her body falls limp against me, and I know I don’t have a chance of putting her down. She won’t be able to stand after that. Not for half an hour or so, anyway. I hold her to me, and I turn off the shower. Sloane’s head lolls against me; she ends up resting her cheek on my shoulder, which pretty much knocks the fucking wind out of me. She just rests it there against me, like this is the safest she’s ever been.


  I’m not ready for her to be covered up yet, so I carry her, legs still wrapped around me, through to my bedroom, where I climb up onto the bed on my knees. I bend forward and I place her down in the middle of the mussed-up sheets.


  When I lean back, she’s gazing up at me with a sleepy look on her face. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! What would I normally do right now, if this were any other girl? I was never enough of an asshole to make my conquests get dressed and get the fuck out of my sight straight away, but I sure as fuck didn’t wanna hang out with them, that’s for sure. I would leave. I would vanish like motherfucking Houdini. But with her…


  I sink down onto my stomach and I trail my hand down her body, pushing her legs apart.


  “What are you doing?” she asks.


  “Signing my masterpiece.” I can feel the evidence of my presence inside her body. With my fingers coated in my own come, I trace them up through the folds of her pussy, making her shiver, and then up higher. Over her thighs. Her hips. Her stomach. Her breasts. The sexy fucking hollow at the base of her throat. Sloane just lies there, letting me mark her, watching with an intense look on her face. When I’m done, she catches hold of my hand and brings it to her mouth; she slowly licks her tongue at my fingertips, and then shudders as she takes my index and middle finger into her mouth.


  No woman has ever done that before. No woman has ever made me want to claim her. And no woman has ever claimed me in such a way in return.


  A part of me wants to run like fuck away from the primal urge I’m experiencing to keep this woman…but then again, another very large part of me wants me to say fuck it. Because I know I will kill any other man who tries to touch her. I will kill any other man who dares to fucking look at her. I will destroy anyone and anything that threatens to ruin this. There’s very little point in trying to fight that.
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  The sound of the television tells me Lacey is awake. I’m beginning to get used to this rhythm of life here in the warehouse, although Zeth’s early morning wake-up call isn’t something that’s happened before. Not that I couldn’t get used to it if it does become a regular occurrence. Zeth’s hands have traveled all over me in the last half an hour—I haven’t questioned it. That feels like a dangerous thing to do, and I don’t want to risk him stopping because it feels really, insanely good, but as soon as he hears the television it’s like an electric shock runs through his body. He stands up, scrubbing his hands over his face.


  “I better get out there.”


  I prop myself up on my elbows, watching him as he pads completely naked and barefoot into his en-suite bathroom. Back to the scene of the crime. I’m treated with a glorious view of his behind as he vanishes through the door. “Come get clean, Sloane,” he says.


  He’s right; I am dirty, and not just externally. Because a sick part of me doesn’t want to go shower. It wants to just get dressed and go through the day, knowing that he’s all over me. Knowing that his come is still marking my skin. It’s absolutely, socially, unequivocally wrong to go around covered in another person’s bodily fluids, though, so I follow him into the bathroom. He’s waiting for me there, one hand leaning against the wall. He points into the shower, where my saturated PJ bottoms are still wadded up in a wet heap on the tiles.


  “In,” he commands.


  “Are you coming with me?” My body probably isn’t ready to receive any more of his attention, and yet at this point I’d be willing to try. Zeth shakes his head, though.


  “Not this time.”


  I climb into the shower and turn the taps on, wondering what the hell he’s going to do in here while I shower; we are so not at a stage where I’d be comfortable with him conducting the grosser of the triple-S preparations boys usually complete in the morning. Shower and a shave I can cope with, but nothing that requires him sitting down on that toilet. I soap myself up, using his extremely manly looking black bottled shower gel, and then I begin to massage it into my hair.


  Zeth leans back against the wall, watching me. There’s a flat look on his face; I’ve learned when he looks like that there’s usually a lot going on inside that head of his. I know there’s no point asking him what he’s doing, so I just wash my hair and body, and I let him watch. When I’m done and rinsed off, I step out of the shower into the massive towel he’s holding out for me.


  He wraps it around me, scratches his jaw, and then he walks out of the bathroom and closes the door behind him.


  I stand for a moment, staring at the closed door in front me, wondering what the hell that was all about. Seriously. This man is so utterly confusing. At any one time I rarely have a clue what’s going on inside his head. That’s half good, half bad, I think. A part of me wants to know what he’s thinking, but then another part of me would be too scared to catch an inside glimpse into the machinations of Zeth Mayfair’s head. Who knows what’s lurking in the dark corners of his mind? I’m already scared witless by the monsters that have begun taking up residence in my own.


  I hear Zeth’s bedroom close and I know he’s thrown some clothes on and gone to check on Lacey. I pin the towel tightly around my body and head back to my room—when did it become my room?—just in time to catch my cell phone ringing.


  I’ve had the thing switched off for days but I plugged it in to charge last night, wanting to face the music. I’d been a little surprised when it hadn’t blown up on the spot due to the influx of missed calls and texts. Worried even. No contact from work? No contact from the police? What did that mean? I did, admittedly, have a million text messages from my parents asking if I was okay. Plenty of shots of them on the beach, enjoying the vacation I’ve bankrolled—flights, hotel, bar tab, room service, the works—to get them the hell out of dodge. My mother spent pretty much every last cent of their life savings trying to find Alexis, so they would never have been able to afford it themselves. I suspect my dad wouldn’t have spent everything they had if it hadn’t seemed to keep my mother content. I’m beginning to suspect a lot of things about my dad. His reaction to my story about where Alexis has been the last two years was off-the-charts weird. As soon as they get back and Charlie Holsan’s out of the picture, I’m making the trip to L.A. to have a little word with him. But in the meantime—


  I pick my cell phone up off the bedside table, frowning at the name on the screen: Olly.


  Oliver Massey: my ever-increasingly concerned colleague and sort-of best friend at the hospital. Should I answer it? I remember his words when I saw him last, after the crash that ruined my car—Just…the moment you realize that you’re in way over your head, come see me, okay? Don’t leave it too late—and I instantly feel terrible. Oliver and I used to catch drinks after work once or twice a week. He’d bring in leftovers for lunch for us when he knew it was bolognese day at the canteen, because he knew how much I hated bolognese. We used to be a whole lot closer than we are right now; I’ve basically ignored him ever since Zeth came onto the scene. If our roles were reversed, I’d definitely be concerned about him. And mad at him, too. I’ve left him to imagine whether I’m dead or alive for days. I answer the call.


  “Hey.”


  I’m met with silence. I begin to think I actually didn’t pick up in time, but just as I’m about to check the screen to see if it’s connected, there’s a loud, exasperated sigh on the other end of the line. “Hey? Hey?”


  Oh, boy. He sounds pissed. Seriously pissed. “I take it you’ve been trying to get hold of me, then?”


  I can practically feel the tension radiating off Oliver down the connection. It makes my skin prickle. “Trying to get hold of you? Sloane, what the fuck is wrong with you? I’ve been tearing this city apart looking for you!”


  “You—you have?”


  “Yes! Of course I fucking—” He stops short, and I can imagine the frustration on his face. I’ve seen him too angry to speak before; it’s pretty frightening. “Sloane, you are the most thoughtless, careless person I’ve ever met, you know that?”


  “I’m sorry, okay? I know I should have called you, but—”


  “No! Fuck.” He breathes in, taking a moment. “It doesn’t matter you didn’t call me. Well, it does, but that’s not what I mean. How long were you in med school? How hard did you fight to get a residency at St Peter’s? Huh?”


  The impact of his words hit home with the force of a bullet. Shit.


  “Sloane? How long? Because I know this has cost me years and years of no fucking sleep and gallons of my blood, sweat, and tears, and I’ve been slacking off compared to how hard you’ve been working. So were you thinking about that when you ran away from a fucking DEA agent, Sloane? Were you caring about everything you were throwing away? Because I’m seriously at a loss over here.”


  He’s right. He’s absolutely right, and yet I couldn’t have made another choice. Not with Charlie Holsan stalking the hallways of the hospital. Not after he’d tried to force me off the road in his pretentious Aston Martin in an attempt to get Zeth’s attention. Not after he’d poisoned Nanette Richards, a completely innocent person, and killed her in an attempt to capture my attention.


  “I know you’re mad right now,” I say. “But I made the only choice I could at the time. I wasn’t safe there. And that agent shot my sister, Olly. I was kind of spun out. I sure as hell didn’t want to go anywhere with her.”


  “Your sister? I thought your sister was dead?”


  It feels like the contents of my stomach are boiling now. I feel sick. I feel so, so sick and on the verge of crying. Of course Oliver thinks Alexis is dead. That’s what I told him and everyone else in a vain attempt at getting myself some closure, back when I thought I was never going to see her again. Back when things were simpler and the only problem in my life was suffering the loss of a kidnapped sibling. The thought flashes through me—maybe it would have been better if I’d never found Alexis. I’m shocked by the pain I feel. Living with the uncertainty of whether she actually was or wasn’t alive was brutal, but her betrayal is almost twice as painful.


  “Well, it turns out she’s alive after all. And she’s involved in some pretty scary stuff. That…that agent told me in the Chief’s office that she was responsible for nearly killing her. I couldn’t exactly think straight after that, Ol.”


  “Bullshit. You haven’t been thinking straight for weeks now. You went way off the reservation long before that civilian turned up with your name Sharpie’d onto her body. I mean what the fuck, Sloane? When did you become the sort of person to get caught up in this shit?”


  I know the answer to that question. I can pinpoint the moment exactly. It wasn’t when I made the decision to compromise myself in order to find out information about my sister. It wasn’t when I first met Zeth in that hotel room. Those moments changed me, sure, but I could have continued being the old me even through the trauma of that experience. No, I became the sort of person to lie, steal, protect criminals, and flee law enforcement when Zeth pinned me up against a wall in a corridor in St. Peter’s and demanded I protect Lacey. To make sure she wasn’t sectioned. I became that person when he told me he was coming for me again in two days’ time…and I wanted him to.


  “You don’t understand,” I whisper.


  “No. You’re right. I don’t understand. I would if you actually talked to me.”


  Talking to Oliver about this can only mean one thing for him; it would only drag him into this mess, and that’s the last thing I want for him. My career is ruined now. There’s no way I’m going to ruin his, too. “I’m sorry, Oliver. I just—I can’t. It wouldn’t be fair.”


  “Fair to who?” he snaps. “Fair to you? Or fair to me? Because I’m the one watching cops cordon off your locker at work. I’m the one watching cops crawl all over your house, tearing it apart. I’m the one wondering where the hell you are right now, when I offered to protect you and you threw it back in my face.”


  My cheeks are burning hot, stinging as though he’s just slapped me. “Oliver, I never threw it back in your face. I—”


  “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. We both know why you’re wherever you are right now instead of here at work. It’s because of that guy.”


  “It’s far more complicated than that. It’s not about him. Not all of it.”


  “Then tell me you’re not with him right now. Tell me you’re as far away from him as you can get.”


  I don’t say anything. Oliver makes a sound of pure frustration on the other end of the phone. “Tell me you’re at least smart enough not to have developed serious feelings for this guy, Sloane. Please tell me that.”


  My heart is hammering against my ribcage, and strangely, I feel I’m on the verge of tears. Again. He sounds so, so disappointed in me, and that hurts like hell, but I won’t lie to him about this. I won’t. “I can’t say that. I—I’m in love with him.”


  A deathly silence forms. Maybe that’s why I hear the sound behind me. The soft, sharp inhalation of breath that lets me know someone’s standing in the doorway to my room.


  A rush of horror ricochets around my body. Oh, fuck. Oh, no fucking way! I turn and there he is, silhouetted in the rectangle of light shining into the darkened room from the hallway beyond. He’s looked like this before, when he left me the first time, except he was facing the other way. He was leaving me behind; I thought I was never going to see him again, and I didn’t know his name. I hadn’t even seen his face. Now I can see his face, though, and he looks…he looks like he’s about to go on a killing spree.


  “Then I guess there’s nothing more to say,” Oliver tells me quietly, but I’m barely paying attention anymore. I’m staring at the man in the doorway, who’s staring right back at me, with eyes so intense that I feel like I might catch fire.


  “No,” I whisper. “There’s nothing more to say.”
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  Lacey’s sitting on the couch, knees tucked up underneath her chin. Jimmy Kimmel’s on the TV. She sits through hours of comedy show reruns when she’s especially low, which immediately puts me on edge when I see what she’s watching. She smiles brightly at me, though, which lessens the unease a little.


  “Where’s Sloane?” she asks.


  “She’s coming. Or at least she was,” I reply, not even bothering to hide my smirk. Lacey knows what I mean by that. She screws up her face, scowling at me.


  “You’re disgusting.”


  I pad over to the refrigerator and open it, looking inside. “Yes. Yes I am. But just so you know…so is Sloane.”


  “Gross!” I duck behind the fridge door just in time to narrowly avoid a balled-up pair of socks that Lacey hurls at me. “You owe me a new phone, remember. You said you were going to get me one.”


  Ahh, yeah, right. A new phone. I smashed her last one after I called Sloane’s mom and found out Charlie had been there. Men like me have a stash of cell phones dotted around the place, just in case. A burner for this. An emergency contact for that. I open a drawer in the kitchen and pull out the spare I’ve kept there for years. It’s old but it works. I toss it to her, and she catches it out of the air. “There. Don’t fucking turn it on, though. I need to replace the SIM first. I’ll get you another one today.”


  Lacey pulls a face at the ancient piece of tech I’ve just given her. “This thing’s older than me. I could bludgeon someone to death with it, Zee.”


  “You won’t need to bludgeon anyone to death with it, because you’re not gonna be out of my sight. Until further notice, you’re on house arrest.”


  If anything, Lacey looks relieved by this news. Does she give a fuck about being told what to do? Nope. Does she mind that I’m restricting her to the insides of these four walls? That’s a negative, Ghost Rider. She only cares that I’ll be around for her to lean on if she needs me.


  Sloane on the other hand…Sloane’s gonna be fucking pissed when I tell her she’s on lockdown, too. The DEA doesn’t know where the warehouse is. It’s better if she stays here and keeps her head down until I can figure out this whole shitty, messy situation.


  I need to buy more fucking food. I slam the fridge door shut—where the hell is Michael? He usually sorts out things like that. He doesn’t go do grocery shopping for me; that would be a complete waste of his unique talents. No, but he normally does arrange for someone else to stock up, though. I shoot him a text—Supplies—and get an instant ping back.


  On it.


  Lacey seems content enough munching on her bowl of cereal. I leave her and head back toward my room, wondering if Sloane’s still going to be in there, half naked, getting ready. My dick stirs at the thought. I’ve always liked sex, but this? This is different. There’s no naked woman standing in front of me, offering herself up to me on a platter. There’s just the memory of the way Sloane feels and tastes and smells, and it’s enough to make me fully hard.


  “—Wouldn’t be fair.”


  The sound of her voice stops me in my tracks. She’s not in my room at all; she’s in hers, and the door is wide open. Her back is to me, beaded with water from the shower. She’s talking to someone on the phone. I can hear the buzz of an angry voice coming from her handset. Sloane’s shoulders are tense, drawn up an inch around her ears as she listens.


  “Oliver, I never threw it back in your face. I—” She pauses. And then, “It’s far more complicated than that. It’s not about him. Not all of it.”


  There’s more intense buzzing coming from her phone—I can’t make out specific words—and Sloane’s breath catches in her throat. There’s silence, and then she finally speaks. Her words are the kind made to stop a man’s heart. They’re the kind of words that have started wars and burned the world to the ground.


  “I can’t say that. I—I’m in love with him.”


  I pull in a sharp breath; I can’t even fucking help it. It feels as though I’ve just been belted in the stomach with a battering ram. Sloane must hear—she spins around, and every last drop of color drains from her face. We stare at each other for a moment, and then she whispers into her phone. “No. There’s nothing more to say.”


  She slowly lowers the phone from her ear and cancels the call, looking down at the screen and biting her lip. I just stand there like a fucking moron, waiting for my body to catch up with the screaming inside my head. What. The. Fuck? What the fucking fuck? She loves me? I’m assuming she was talking about me. She hasn’t been hanging around with any other guys since we began playing this game.


  “You weren’t supposed to hear that,” she says softly under hear breath.


  “I can imagine.”


  She looks up at me, and for the very first time ever I think there are tears in her eyes. She’s strong. When she was dealing with me in the beginning, when she slept with me, when I promised to help her get Alexis back, heading out to Julio’s—through none of that did I ever see her cry. But fuck me if she isn’t on the brink of breaking down right now. I curl my hand into a fist, desperate to smash it into something.


  “Don’t you want to say anything?” she asks quietly, her voice shaking slightly. “I’d have thought you would have had plenty of practice at berating silly women who let themselves get too close to you.”


  Pain. I need pain. Right now. I need to feel something strong and constant that will wipe away this rushing, roaring inside my head. “No. They were smart, Sloane. None of them were ever stupid or unfortunate enough to fall in love with me.” I turn and hurry back the way I came down the hallway. I have to get out. I have to get the fuck out of here. I can’t…I need to smash something into tiny pieces, or it’s me who will be in bits. Seriously, I feel like I can’t even fucking breathe right now. She loves me. She loves me, and I will break her. I will ruin this. I will lose this. I will hurt her and I can’t be trusted, and I am too fucked up to cope with the thought of what will happen if she realizes all of this and leaves. These are the things that push me away from her. I can’t…I wish I hadn’t fucking heard that. I shake my head, trying to empty the thoughts out, but all I hear are those words: I’m in love with him. They won’t stop repeating themselves, and the sick fucking thing is the reason I can’t shake them is because I won’t let them go. I’m running scared, but the confession…it makes my heart feel like it’s on fire. Fuck!


  “Zeth?”


  I don’t turn around.


  “Zeth!”


  I don’t stop walking.


  I can’t.


  I grab up my leather jacket from the back of the couch; I shove my arms into the sleeves, nearly tearing it apart at the seams when I can’t wrestle it on right away. Lacey says something I don’t hear, and then I’m leaving the apartment and slamming the door behind me.


  [image: Image]


  



  



  I storm out of the warehouse, growling under my breath and feeling strangely sick to my stomach. It’s not a sensation I’m used to. Not one I’ve experienced before, so I don’t really know how to fucking deal with it. The first thing that comes to mind is alcohol, but that sounds like a bad plan. I enjoy a glass of whiskey every once in a while, but the fact I feel like I need one right now makes me veer off it. It would end badly. Probably with a trip to the hospital.


  Despite how extraordinarily fucked up I am right now, I’m still never off my game. I’m barely out of the door when I find a solution to my problems. A man, lurking in the shadows outside the warehouse, steps out in front of me and it’s like a gift from up on high; my reactions are pretty much what you might expect from a guy like me, times a thousand. I’m pissed. It’s more than that, though. I’m freaking the fuck out, which makes me want to pile drive my fist into things. In this case, a stranger’s face.


  I realize mid-way through my first swing that this guy isn’t a stranger, though. It’s Andreas Medina. And there’s a narrow, vicious-looking blade in his hand, which is coming right for me.


  Not. Fucking. Happening. I’ve been stabbed enough to last a lifetime. I don’t ever intend on letting another person sink steel into my body again. I let out a roar as I grab hold of Andreas’ wrist. There’s a look of surprise on the motherfucker’s face—he must have thought he was going to get the jump on me—and then a flash of pain in his eyes as he drops hold of his weapon. I barely have to apply any pressure; the reason for this is simple. I already broke Andreas’ arm back at the compound nearly three weeks ago, and despite the fact he’s not wearing a sling, his arm can’t be anywhere near healed. I pull back my left hand and I smash it into the side of his head, sending him sprawling sideways into a pile of crushed cardboard boxes.


  “Fuck!” he hisses. He’s all arms and legs for a moment as he makes a pretty abysmal attempt at getting up. He’s not getting up, though; I’m not going to allow it. I place the sole of my boot on Andreas’ back and I flatten the guy. Nose crushed into the concrete.


  “Yeah. Fuck is right, asshole. You just made a very big mistake.”


  “You’re making the mistake, ese. I’m going to fucking kill you!”


  The turmoil I found myself in a few moments ago has vanished now; it’s like a Christmas fucking miracle. Poof—just gone. I’m used to this. The flat, cold nothing that takes hold of me, stripping away my emotion. I’m so grateful I could almost shake the man’s hand. “Really? ’Cause the way I see it, you’re scrambling in the dirt, pinned under one of my size elevens, motherfucker, and I’m in the mood to crush some cockroaches.”


  Andreas laughs a shaky laugh, still trying and failing to push himself up. “You’re not gonna kill me,” he says. “Not when you hear what I have to say.”


  I hate when they do this. Hate it. Because now, according to the sensible part of my brain, I need to find out what the hell is so important he thinks it’s going to save his life. The rest of me wants to pick the bastard up, toss his ass in a dumpster, chain it shut, and push the damn thing into the Puget Sound.


  Fuck it. The sensible side of my brain is unreliable anyway; so far it’s led me directly into the clusterfuck I have going on back in the warehouse; how much worse can things get if I ignore it?


  I pull out the Desert Eagle from the back of my waistband and plant the muzzle against the base of Andreas’ neck. “Sorry. No dice, my friend.” I flick the safety. “You can save your bullshit. I’m done listening. To anyone. Period.”


  “Wait, wait, wait. Wait! Julio’s in town and he’s got your friend. He’s gonna kill him, man.”


  A volt of energy slams through me. Shit. This is what I’m talking about. How the hell am I supposed to kill him now? I exhale, clenching my jaw. “You’re lying. I just spoke to my friend.”


  Andreas is shaking his head, a wide smile of relief marking his face now he knows he has my attention. “Not the black guy. Your other friend. The one who blew up half of Julio’s villa once you and that puta burned off.”


  “Cade? The Widow Maker?” When was the last time I spoke to him? I’ve been so distracted the past few days worrying about Sloane and finding Charlie, I haven’t seen anyone. Both Cade and Carnie have been staying with Michael, though. Michael would have said something straight away if one of them were gone. I lean closer to Andreas, crouching low over him, pressing the gun a little harder into his neck. “Still lying,” I growl.


  Andreas’ laugh is high-pitched and seriously fucking irritating. “Okay, ese. I’m lying. But what if I’m not? What if your friend dies because I don’t get back to Julio before dark, huh?”


  Man, this motherfucker really is ruining a perfectly good beat down. I need to call Michael. I need to hear from him whether everyone is present and accounted for at the other apartment. In the meantime, just in case…. “I don’t suppose you feel like telling me where he is?”


  Medina’s eyeball swivels in his head, looking up at me. There’s madness and a decent helping of hatred there, staring right back at me. “No fucking way, pendejo. I tell you, you kill me. That’s how it goes. And besides, I wouldn’t tell you shit anyway.” He spits, his saliva barely missing my jeans. Dirty bastard. I lift the gun and tap it on the back of his head. For all his big words, Andreas’ eyes widen in fear. “Whoa. Whoa, what are you gonna do?”


  “Well, you seem to have caught me at a very opportune moment. I’m in the mood to kill a few hours. I’m also in the mood to kill you for what you did to my friend back in Anaheim. Not to mention I’m one to hold a grudge. You shouldn’t have manhandled Sloane like that back at the compound, either, asshole.” It suddenly dawns on me that this whole interaction is taking place outside the warehouse, the location of which I’ve always been very careful to keep on the down low. “How d’you find out about this place?” I snap, driving a well-placed knuckle into the guy’s spine.


  Medina gasps in pain “Fuck you.” This time I pull back and jab into his back with as much force as I can muster. The asshole quickly changes his mind about being a smartass. “I followed that guy yesterday, Rebel’s cousin. I saw him coming out of an oyster bar downtown. It was a complete fluke.”


  Hmmm. Michael’s usually more on the ball when it comes to noticing a tail. “So Julio knows where this place is now?”


  “No. I came alone.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I wanted to fucking kill you, ese,” he spits, and for once I believe him. “What are you gonna do now?” Medina groans.


  “Well, first things first, I think you and I are going for a little drive.” I raise the gun; this time I bring it smashing down over the back of Andreas’ head. The fucker goes limp as soon as the butt of the weapon hits his skull, and I get out my phone and dial Michael’s number. I’m tossing a hundred and fifty pounds of Mexican into the trunk of the Camaro when my man picks up.


  “Michael. Where the hell are you? And where the hell is Cade?”


  “He went out last night. I haven’t seen him yet this morning.”


  “Fuck! What the hell, Michael? I’ve just found Medina outside my place, and he’s saying Julio’s picked Cade up. They weren’t supposed to go anywhere.”


  Michael swears softly. “He said he was getting some pussy, man. What am I supposed to do, tell him he isn’t allowed to go get his dick wet?”


  I grit my teeth, trying to rein in the urge to scream. “You’re right. Fuck.”


  “We’ll find him. Julio’s not gonna kill a Widow Maker, Zee. It would be suicide. Rebel would come after him with everything he’s got.”


  This is probably true, but I just can’t see it anymore. “No offense, Michael, but your cousin doesn’t exactly seem to be the hardass everyone makes him out to be, y’know?”


  Michael makes a derisive, faintly entertained sound. “In this instance, appearances are most definitely deceiving. Trust me. Julio would not want to alienate Rebel.”


  “Alright, well I’m counting on that. Because Andreas Medina is not making it back to El Jeffe before nightfall. Not until he’s physically or metaphorically spilled his guts for me.” Right on cue, a series of loud bangs rattle through the car, coming from the trunk. Looks like my little friend has woken up and he sounds suitably pissed off. His bad mood is gonna get a whole lot worse when he realizes what I have in store for him.


  “Head over to the warehouse. Watch the girls for me. Make sure they’re safe. Call some people. Find out anything you can about Julio coming to town. Any weird rentals on the outskirts of the city. You know the drill.”


  “You sure you don’t want me to handle Medina? I owe that motherfucker a few loose teeth after the welcome he gave me back at the compound. That way you can make sure Lacey and Sloane are safe yourself.”


  There’s a tone in his voice I don’t like. He’s far too perceptive for his own good. I’ve never breathed a word to him about what those girls mean to me, but he knows it all the same. That makes me incredibly uncomfortable. “Just get your ass to the warehouse, Michael.”


  There’s a pause on the other end of the line; I can tell he wants to say something, but he has to know I’m not in a mood to be fucked with. “Okay, Zee. You’re the boss.”


  I am the boss. I am the motherfucking boss, and yet I’m too messed up to go back to my own house. I’d rather be out putting the hurt on an asshole like Medina than facing a stubborn brunette who weighs a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet.
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  I feel like I’m going to throw up.


  When I was a teenager, I used to get the worst panic attacks. My mom couldn’t understand what that really meant. I’d be sitting happily enough, getting my work done in class, watching TV at home, eating a meal out with my folks, and then the next second I was overcome with this absolute, bone-deep sense of dread that was impossible to overcome. It would feel like there was a huge weight pressing down on my chest, which would lead me to feeling like I couldn’t breathe. Like I just couldn’t quite get a deep enough draw of oxygen into my lungs, which in turn meant that my heart would start racing. This wasn’t just a racing heart, though. Not something you would experience if you’d been running track or doing anything to exhaust yourself physically. This was the kind of accelerated heartbeat made by an imbalance within the brain. An imbalance of hormones and adrenalin. An imbalance that felt like it would never be righted again, no matter how many times my mother told me to just relax. She couldn’t understand the problem, that my attacks were irrational. I didn’t have to be in direct harm or in an overwhelming place to succumb to them. I didn’t have to be doing anything out of the ordinary at all. It would just happen, and I had absolutely no control over it. That was part of it, too—feeling like I had no control.


  My dad used a more medical approach to explain it to my mom, but she never really got it. She only saw her teenage daughter freaking out and causing a scene, and she wanted it to stop. In the end, she quit trying to reason with me after I explained panic attacks weren’t reasonable, and she just let me get on with it.


  That was better for the both of us back then, but right now the only thing I can think of is my mother telling me to take some deep breaths and stop being so silly. I almost want to hear that. To believe it. To be able to snatch back some control. Because at this exact moment in time, I feel like I’m right back there. I feel like I’m fifteen again and my heart is about to explode, only this time there is a reason for my panic attack. That reason is six foot three, dark-haired, covered in tattoos, and apparently horrified by the thought that I might love him.


  Fuck.


  I get dressed with shaking hands and head out to find Lacey; she’s sitting on the sofa scrolling through a cell phone that looks like it was made in the early nineties. She rolls her eyes when she sees me. “Zeth left. He says you’re disgusting. Please tell me you didn’t do anything too weird with my brother this morning.”


  Oh, good god. Seriously? He made a comment like that to Lacey? I’ve never been this girl. I’ve never been the girl to let anything a boy says affect her, and yet right now I feel like my heart’s breaking. Is there some technique to holding yourself together when this happens?


  “Are you okay? You don’t look very well.” Lacey tucks the phone into the pocket of her jeans. I can see the square of light from the display lighting up through the material of her pants. I just stare at it until it goes dark, and then I snap out of my daze.


  “I need to see Pippa. You wanna come?”


  Lacey’s brows draw together. “I don’t think Zee would like that. He told me he wanted us to stay here. Admittedly he said he was staying here, too, but…”


  “Well, screw him, Lacey. If he can’t be bothered to stick around, then why the hell should we?” This sounds perfectly logical to me right now. I’m not a complete idiot; I know the police are looking for me, but I also know Charlie knows where Zeth lives. Without Zeth around to unscrupulously shoot people, I doubt we’re actually safe.


  Lacey looks me up and down, her forehead crinkled. The crinkles disappear when she makes up her mind. “Okay. But just so you know, Pippa said some nasty things about Zee’s…about my mom last time we saw her. She was really mean.”


  About Zeth’s mother? How the hell would Pippa know anything about Zeth’s mom? I sincerely doubt he’s been forthcoming with any information, and Lacey never even got to meet her. “What did she say?” I ask.


  Lacey shakes her head. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”


  When Lacey says she doesn’t want to talk about something, it’s generally not a good idea to push. “Okay. Never mind. You don’t have to worry, though. I’ll make sure she’s nice, okay?”


  We leave the warehouse, and it’s only when I’m outside that I remember I don’t have a fucking car. The insurance must have come through by now, but I haven’t really been concerned with administrative things like checking my bank balance. I call a cab, and Lacey and I wait outside the warehouse, huddled together for warmth. We could go back inside, but I don’t think either of us want that right now. The phone in Lacey’s pocket rings three times before our ride shows up.


  “Who is that?”


  Lacey kicks her worn, once-red Converse at the ground, shrugging her shoulders. “I don’t know. It’s just some guy. He keeps calling.” She takes the phone out and switches it off. Our cab arrives; we’re about to get inside when Michael’s sedan appears farther up the street.


  “Oh dear,” Lacey says.


  “Yeah. Oh, dear.” I think we’re in trouble now. Michael’s usually placid face is livid as he pulls up behind the taxi. He slams the car into park and jumps out, rushing around to meet us.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he hisses. “You trying to make Zeth kill me or something?”


  “We’re not your responsibility, Michael,” I throw back.


  Lacey sniffs, covering a mild chuckle. “Actually, I’ll bet we are. Zee’s sent you on babysitting duty, right?”


  Michael doesn’t grace us with an answer. He leans into the cab and hands over a twenty, telling the driver to get gone and fast. The driver does as he’s told, and then Lace and I are standing outside the warehouse with one mighty pissed-off Michael. “You’re going back inside,” he informs us.


  “No, we’re not.” I am so sick of feeling trapped. There’s no way I’m going back inside that building. Not until Zeth’s traumatized, furious expression is a distant memory. “I’m going to see Pippa,” I tell him.


  “The shrink? What the hell for? Lacey’s just had an appointment.”


  “This isn’t for her. This is for me. Your boss is a grade-A asshole and I need to talk to my friend.”


  My immovability on this subject must be clear as day, because Michael huffs out a frustrated sigh and then throws his hands up. “Okay. Fine. But I’m driving, and I’ll be coming up to the apartment with you, too.” He mutters under his breath as he storms back around to the driver’s side of the car. All I hear are the words irresponsible, walking bait, and death wish.


  I don’t mean to frustrate Michael; he’s a good guy, but I’m just too worried right now. Worried over everything. I thought Zeth and I were turning a corner, but after his reaction to my confession just now, I don’t know if we’re even on the same street anymore. There will come a day when all this uncertainty and panic is over, and right now that day just can’t come quick enough.


  



  



  ******
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  “Motherfucker, you better Let. Me. Out! We’re gonna kill you and that old English bastard, too!”


  Old English bastard? Why the hell would they think I’d care if they killed Charlie? Frankly, they’d be doing me a favor, although there would be something very sweet about doing the job myself. I frown, swerving like a maniac through the streets of downtown Seattle. Not far to go now. I’ll worry about Charlie and Julio, and every other malevolent force out for my balls, when I don’t have a guy locked in the trunk of my car. It occurs to me that there’s only one real way to deal with Andreas. It also occurs to me I can’t just kill the man. Not anymore.


  Not now I’m involved with a woman who swore a highly fucking inconvenient oath. Hippocrates obviously never came across any of the people I deal with on a daily basis. If he had, he would have amended that oath to say, I will prescribe regimens for the good of my patients according to my ability and my judgment and never do harm to anyone. (Unless they’re rolling up on me. In which case, it’s game on, motherfucker.)


  I’m still puzzling over how the hell to make this whole kidnapping situation work by the time I pull into the underground garage of the apartment building on West Ave. Maybe not the smartest move, bringing Medina here, but I have an arrangement with the owner of the place. In return for a small and rather violent favor I did him, he gave me access to the basement storage areas underneath the building. No one else has a key—not even him. I’ve used the place a couple of times to put the hurt on a few people, and at the end of the day it’s central. I need to be around in case Michael calls.


  I park and make sure no one else is around before I open the trunk. Just in case he’s stupid enough to try anything, the Desert Eagle is already trained on Andreas. His eyes shift quickly, adjusting to the light—yeah, the asshole was gonna make a move. His legs are drawn to his chest, as though he’s about to lash out with his feet. I’m beyond his reach, though. “Get out,” I growl.


  Medina looks at me. Looks at the underground parking lot we’re in, and then says, “No.”


  “No?”


  “No way, ese. I get out of this car, it’s the last thing I ever do.”


  I should have hit the asshole harder. This would be going a whole lot easier if he were still unconscious right now; I could have just lifted his scrawny ass out of there and slung him over my shoulder. As it stands, I’m gonna have to get persuasive. I shove his feet out of the way, leaning into the trunk, pressing the muzzle of the gun directly against his forehead. “You have two choices right now, ese. You can either die in the trunk of a car, or you can have a conversation with me about my friend and maybe come through the other side of this alive, depending on how badly you piss me off. Up to you.”


  Medina’s jaw works, eyes sharp and assessing. “Fine.” He heaves himself out of the trunk with as much dignity as a man with a recently broken arm can, staring me down the whole time. I’m used to this look. A lot of people have used it on me. A lot of people have hated me, wished me dead. Imagined how they would kill me—played it over so forcefully in their heads that I can almost see the moment where they imagine my death register on their faces. It doesn’t bother me. Everyone can dream, after all. Shame for him that’s all it is, though—nothing more than a dream.


  I shove him with the gun right in the solar plexus. “Move.” Medina narrows his eyes at me, but gets moving. I guide him to the service entrance at the far end of the parking garage, making sure no one sees me forcing a man to unlock the door at gunpoint. There are some seriously shady characters living in this building but even they get innocent houseguests who might witness this scene and think it a little fucking suspicious.


  I take the key back from Medina and push him into the corridor. Lit by emergency strip lighting, the place pretty much looks like a set of a horror film. Medina isn’t exactly thrilled at following my directions as I point him where I want him to go, but he knows the alternative is for me to shoot him right here and now. We head through a maze of passageways before we reach the room I’m looking for.


  Inside the empty concrete box is nothing but a single chair and a naked light hanging from the ceiling. Medina balks right away—this is the same thing Michael was faced with when Andreas took him down into Julio’s basement. It's only right Andreas gets a taste. I dig the gun into his back, growling low under my breath.


  “You'd better move your ass or I'll knock you the fuck out and drag you over to that chair myself.”


  Andreas must know I'm not the type of guy to exaggerate. He swears in Spanish under his breath and mans up, stalking over to the chair and sitting down on it, fixing a hateful gaze on me. “If you kill me, you'll never be able to set foot in California again, my friend.”


  I smile at that, scratching my temple with the butt of the Desert Eagle. “California's overrated in my book. I've had my fill for a lifetime.”


  Andreas’ eyes narrow, a thin, nasty smile spreading on his face. “Oh yeah, that's right. You grew up in Cali, didn't you? Heard all about that. Your mama, she got herself all banged up in a car accident, no? Was she pretty a pretty one? I bet I would have liked to fuck her, if—”


  I shoot him. The Desert Eagle feels like it’s vibrating in my hands as I aim it at Medina’s right shin and I pull the trigger. The sound of the shot resonates off the walls, echoing around the small concrete box so loud that my ears ring. Medina’s blood curdling scream rides over the top of it, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention. There’s a good deal of blood splattered all over the floor. The wound on Medina’s leg looks pretty neat and small. He’s still screaming when I pace behind him—there’s an exit hole. I find the round crushed and spent, half buried into the bare concrete floor.


  “You fucker! You crazy motherfucker! You shot me!” Medina wails. He’s trying to get up, but his leg won’t hold his weight. I place my hands on his shoulders, forcing him back down onto the chair.


  “Put your hands behind your back,” I tell him calmly.


  For a moment I don't think he's going to do it—maybe I will get to put him down after all—but then the guy does as he's told, still hissing and spitting and swearing under his breath. I cuff him one hand at a time. The chain links between the cuff loops feeds through the back of the chair so that he can't stand up without taking the whole seat with him.


  Medina’s hyperventilating now, deep, gasping breathes, as he undoubtedly tries to fight through the pain. I take off my belt, stoop down, and I tie the band of leather around his thigh, creating a tourniquet; the wound’s a through-and-through, but he could still bleed to death. I can’t let that happen; I have other plans for him. “You got no idea what you're involving yourself in here, ese,” Medina grunts out. “Charlie’s got big fucking balls, but he's gotta be seriously insane to go up against Julio. The two of you are risking everything for a game you have to know you can't win. Fuck, man. You guys aren't even contenders.”


  There he goes with that Charlie shit again. It makes no sense. They know I broke ties with my old boss, so what the hell does he think to gain from telling me the old man’s in the shit? “Hate to break it to you, buddy, but Charlie and me, we aren't exactly best friends right now. If you're trying to make my heart bleed, the only way you're going to make that happen is if you take this gun from me and put a bullet through it. And I think I’m out of ammo now.”


  Medina pants, a vain attempt at laughter, wincing. “Yeah, Julio may have believed that fucking line, but not me. I knew better than that. I saw through your lies. I saw through the bullshit you spun about that whore you brought along with you, too.”


  Did he seriously just say what I think he said? He has got to be fucking kidding. “You disrespect my mother and I shoot you in the leg. You call my girl a whore, what do you think I’m gonna do to you now, asshole?” I smash my fist into the side of Andreas' face, feeling a grim sense of satisfaction overcome me as my knuckles connect with his cheekbone. His head rocks to the side, his neck cracking in a sickeningly loud crunch. If there's one thing Andreas Medina should not be doing right now, it's talking shit about Sloane. If he had absolutely any fucking sense whatsoever, he wouldn't be talking at all. Period. He rolls his head so that his chin is resting on his chest, a thin strand of bloody saliva hanging down from his open mouth.


  “He did say you are crazy about that bitch,” he wheezes, laughing. I crouch down in front of him, lifting his head up by grabbing a fistful of his close-cropped hair.


  “Didn't our last meeting give you an indication that perhaps you shouldn't insult my girl? As I recall, you couldn't walk for a week after you dared to fucking touch her.” I shake my head. Stand up. Swing back. Hit home. “Now you’re calling her a whore?” I'm filled with a black rage I doubt I'm going to be able to quench by beating my fists against this disgusting piece of shit’s face, but I'm willing to give it a shot. Once, twice, three more times, I lay my hands on him, transferring my rage through my body into my fists and directly into his face. Medina takes the first few hits well, laughing like a maniac. Blood sprays everywhere as I rain down my wrath upon him, but by the end, he's gasping for air and his eye sockets are already starting to swell and bruise.


  “That woman’s worth a thousand times more than the disgusting bitch who pushed you out of her body,” I snarl.


  Medina’s a complete mess. There’s blood everywhere, his face swollen beyond recognition, but he still tries to smile. “It makes no difference what she’s worth, ese. When Julio gets his hands on her, he ain't gonna sell her ass. He's gonna chain her to a bed and let every single one of us take a turn on her. He swore it. Should never have stepped up to him, man. Your old lady is gonna find out the hard way what it means to lie to a man like Julio. And when I say hard, I mean really fucking hard.” Medina sucks his bottom lip into his mouth, biting down in a mocked expression of lust.


  That's it. That is seriously fucking it. He's just trying to rile me, to goad me into losing it, probably with some half-assed hope of escaping somehow. I know all of this and yet I can't help myself—I react. I jam the tips of my index finger and middle finger into the base of his throat, cutting off his oxygen supply. With my other hand, I press down firmly on the dip below his right ear, just underneath his jaw. I can see he’s fighting it, but it’s pointless. You can fight human nature. You can fight against the will of others, but when it comes to fighting off your own nerve endings…yeah, good luck with that. His jaw drops, Open fucking Sesame.


  I scoot down again, and make a show of inspecting the inside of his mouth. I frown, nodding at what I find inside—a selection of decaying teeth and a particularly bad case of halitosis. “Yeah. That’s what I thought. Just the right size.” I let him go, and Medina draws in a gasp of air that sounds like a car engine trying to start. I start for the door, and I can tell by the scrape of the chair legs against the concrete and Andreas’ coughing that he regrets pushing my buttons.


  “Wait. Wait, man. Where are you going?”


  I look back over my shoulder, just enough so that he can see the intent in my eyes. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t be long. I’m just going to get my bag.”


  



  



  ******


  



  



  My phone starts blowing up as soon as I hit the parking lot. I check it only to see I have seven missed calls all from Michael. What the fuck? I try calling him back but I have no reception. Fucking underground parking lot. I’m about to take the elevator up a floor just so I can get a bar when a text comes through.


  



  Girls insisted on going to the shrink’s. I’ve gone with them.


  



  As soon as I see the word girls, my whole body feels like it’s been electrocuted. In the split second it takes me to read through the clipped message, I imagine it says three different things instead: Girls are dead. Girls are gone. Girls have fled the state—said they were sick of your bullshit. But no. They’ve just gone to see Newan. What the fuck? They were safe in the warehouse, and now they’re out traipsing all over Seattle, where they could be found by any number of people. Charlie. Julio. That DEA bitch.


  They need to be somewhere safe. Somewhere none of the dangerous elements in my life can find them. Somewhere none of them know to look. I have an idea where that might be, but first things first I need to get to them and drag their asses back to the warehouse.


  I jump in the Camaro, gunning the engine. Medina just got a reprieve. He doesn’t know it yet, but my pressing responsibilities have just prevented something very unpleasant from taking place. It’s seriously gonna fuck with his head when I don’t come back. The thought almost makes me laugh.


  I slam the Camaro into gear, pausing to message Michael back before I burn out of the lot.


  



  Okay. Don’t let them out of your sight. I’m coming.
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  “You can wait here, y’know. We’re only going to be half an hour.” Michael doesn’t look too impressed by my attempts to ditch him. I knew there was no way he was going to wait in the foyer of Pippa’s building, but still…it was worth a shot. He raises an eyebrow at me, pursing his lips.


  “What floor?”


  Lacey huffs and weaves her way around him, stabbing at the button marked with an eight. Michael gives me a polite smile, though I can read the amusement in his eyes. “It’s okay. I’m not going to listen in on you complaining about my employer if that’s what you’re worried about.” The elevator doors roll shut, and my mind whips me back to another elevator. To the very beginning of this whole nightmare when I was riding up to a hotel room and feeling sick at the prospect of what I was about to do. There had been three guys in the elevator with me that day. One of them was concerned about me—said I didn’t look well.


  And now I’m riding in an elevator car with people I never would have met if it hadn’t have been for that day. For the man I met in that hotel room two years ago. If I could have looked into the future and seen what my life was going to be like now because of that one decision—to press the button and go up—I wonder how I would have felt. Because yes, it was fucked up, and yes my life is royally fucked up now, but I care about these people. Michael would die to protect Lacey and me—I know without a shadow of a doubt—and Lacey is now like family. It may sound harsh, but I care about her right now more than I do my own sister, given Alexis was the one who got me into this whole mess in the first place.


  As if she can read my thoughts, Lacey slips her hand into the pocket of my jacket and threads her fingers through mine. Honestly, I’m a little shocked by the action. I look down at her and she beams back up at me, wrinkling her nose.


  “It’s going to be fine,” she whispers, and the way she says it makes me believe she’s not simply talking about me showing up on Pippa’s doorstep with an imposing, though rather beautiful, tattooed black guy who clearly works for a man she detests. In fact, it sounds more like Lacey, who is often so withdrawn from the world, has come into some knowledge that Zeth and I, and everyone else in this life are not privy to. Perhaps the fact she’s so withdrawn gives her a unique insight—you can see so much more of the world when you stand back to take a proper look at it.


  I squeeze her hand. “Thanks, Lace.”


  The elevator dings and the doors roll back, and there’s Pippa, briefcase and jacket in hand, looking more than a little startled. “Sloane! What—” She lays eyes on Michael and stops talking. Her reaction is almost laughable. She may not have been expecting me, but she definitely wasn’t expecting anyone Michael sized, or Michael shaped.


  “Are you leaving?” Lacey asks, stepping out into the hallway. Pip blinks at Michael one last time, masters her facial expression, and then refocuses on us.


  “Uh, yes. I was headed to the office. Is everything okay? Did we have a session booked?”


  A session? I try to remember to breathe deeply, but my efforts feel wasted; my chest still feels tight and constricted. It’s felt that way since I turned around and saw Zeth standing in my bedroom doorway. “No, we—I just wanted to talk to you.” I didn’t make the decision to come here lightly. I’m still mad at her for interfering and misjudging me, but at the end of the day she’s still one of my oldest friends. And I need a friend right now. Not a psychiatrist. I need the woman who’s been known to feed me ice cream and let me vent; she used to be that person, and I think she still can be. My eyes are pricking even just thinking about that comfort. Pippa’s cautious expression fades, softening her face.


  “Oh, okay. Well, sure. Uh…” She glances back at Michael, raising her eyes. She clearly doesn’t know what to make of him. Not even a little bit. I’m about to introduce him to her when Michael holds his hand out, ever the gentleman.


  “Good morning. I’m Michael. I’m an acquaintance of Zeth’s.”


  “An acquaintance?” She eyes his hand like it’s actually a coiled snake, but she slowly reaches out and shakes it. “And when you say acquaintance, do you mean an associate who kills people for a living?”


  Michael doesn’t flinch at Pippa’s direct line of questioning. He’s charm personified when he leans forward and places a kiss on the back of her hand. “You could say that,” he tells her. “But don’t worry. It’s an infrequent arrangement.”


  Lacey breaks the tension by holding out her hand to Pip, looking up at her expectantly. Pippa seems a little flummoxed by Michael’s candor. She’s obviously very distracted as she roots in the pocket of her pant suit and then deposits her apartment keys into Lacey’s outstretched palm. “Okay, then,” she says. “Yes, well I suppose we had better go inside.”


  



  ******


  



  “One percent. Sweet.” Lacey immediately starts helping herself to Pip’s cereal, while Michael walks through the apartment, moving gracefully from room to room. I’m the last one to enter the apartment, right behind a very confused Pippa. “What the hell is he doing?” she hisses. “And how the hell does he move like that? He looks like a trained ballerina that went overboard on the steroids.”


  He really does. “Checking the place over,” I inform her.


  She spins around, fixing me with a hostile glare. “For people he wants to kill? I thought he said that part of his work was infrequent?”


  “Yeah, usually it is. Look, Pip, can we—”


  “I’m sorry.”


  I stop short. “What?” In all the time I’ve known Pippa, I’ve never heard her say those two words so plainly. Yes, we’ve both been shitty to each other sometimes, and yes, we’ve both had to apologize, but Pippa’s proud. She normally takes the long way around. I regret that what I said made you feel…I realize that it probably wasn’t great of me to…I see where you’re coming from, and I understand that I could have…


  There has never been an I’m sorry moment with Pippa. Hearing her saying it now takes me back a little. She reaches out and takes my hands, the same way she did the last time I sat in her kitchen when she basically told me she didn’t trust me to know what the hell I was doing.


  Now that I look at everything that’s happened, perhaps she was right, but—


  “I’m really, really sorry,” she says. Her face is stoic and devoid of all expression. I think it has to be in order for her to get those words out. “I know I’m a major bitch sometimes. Captain Bitch of Bitchtopia. I suck, I really do. It was cold and cruel of me to tear into you like that the other day. And it was really unprofessional of me to go searching through Zeth’s history. I’m sorry. Please—say you’ll forgive me? I swear to you I won’t ever do it again. You can date Charles Manson for all I care, so long as you’re still my best friend.”


  I open my mouth, not quite knowing what to say. Pip announced her speech loud enough for Lacey and Michael to hear, but doesn’t seem to care. That’s even more out of character. It’s one thing to be sorry, but it’s another thing entirely to undergo a public apology. Not that it matters; Zeth’s sister and personal right-hand man weren’t listening by the looks of them—Lacey’s offering Michael a spoon full of food and Michael, surprisingly, is accepting it, both talking in hushed tones. I know him, of course. I know there’s a very strong probability he heard, processed and stored every single word.


  “Can we just go back to how everything was six weeks ago?” Pippa continues. “No, screw that. Let’s go back to how things were two and a half years ago, when the only things we had to worry about were exams and which doctor’s service we wanted to get on.”


  “Okaay. Sure. I guess?” This is weird. Really freaking weird.


  Pippa’s shoulders slump, as though a weight has just been lifted from them. “Thank you,” she says, smiling. “Come on. Come and sit down. I’ll make us some tea.”


  I sit down on the sofa, and Pip does as she says, making us some tea. It seems to be a habitual act for her whenever she has company. Lacey declines, though Michael very graciously accepts—unlike Zeth at my parents’ house, somehow Michael holding a cup of English Breakfast just seems right. Pip brings me mine, offering me out the same cup she always gives me when I visit. “Here. I’ll just run to the bathroom and then we can talk, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  She’s not gone long. Michael and Lacey sit in the window seat across the other side of the vast room, overlooking the city, talking together, and me and Pippa sit in silence watching them for a moment. Eventually she speaks. “He cares about her,” she observes.


  “Everyone cares about her. It’s hard not to.”


  “Hmmm. Yes, I suppose you’re right. Has she told Zeth yet?”


  I shake my head. Drink my tea. We sit in silence some more. And then, “I’m glad you’re here, Sloane. I really am. I thought it was going to be months before I got to see you again.”


  “Yes, well, things have been pretty crazy. I wanted a sane shoulder to cry on.”


  She pivots in her seat, frowning at me. “Why? What happened? Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Well, not fine, but…I’m okay. I just—Zeth overheard me arguing with Oliver. He heard me telling him that…he heard me telling Oliver that I’m in love with him.” God, I even feel terrible just saying it. What an idiot. From the very beginning I’ve known this whole thing with him isn’t conventional. It never will be conventional, but it appears as though my stupid heart didn’t get the memo on that one. It’s somehow managed to convince itself that a very conventional let’s-all-fall-in-love-with-Zeth-Mayfair fest is totally on the cards, and it won’t take no for an answer.


  I’m so absorbed in berating myself for my own stupidity that it takes me a moment to notice Pippa’s face has gone sheet-white. She looks…she looks horrified. “Oh. Yeah, I can imagine how that would have been embarrassing,” she says, lifting her teacup to her mouth. She takes a sip, though the liquid is still way, way, way too hot to drink. “What did he say?”


  Puzzled, I look down at my hands, not sure what to tell her. Admit that he fled the scene while looking murderous? Hmmm. Maybe not a good idea. “He was pretty silent on the matter.”


  “Did he definitely hear you?”


  The image of his stricken face is not one I’ll be forgetting any time soon. “Oh, yeah. He heard me alright.”


  “So what are you going to do?”


  I tap my nail against the side of my cup, thinking on that one. “I don’t know. Things are complicated.” I let my head rock back so it’s propped against the back of the couch. “Everything is so fucking complicated.”


  Pippa clears her throat. I let my head roll to the side so I can look at her. Her eyebrows are halfway up her forehead. “What? What is it?” She’s probably going to tell me it’s only complicated because I let it be complicated—that I can walk away any time I see fit. That I most definitely should walk away. That’s not what she says, though.


  “It’s nothing. I’ve just never heard you swear like that before.”


  My swearing? I did say fuck just now, but I’m sure I’ve said in front of her before. Haven’t I? I can’t even remember. “Sorry, Pip. I don’t even know where that came from.”


  “I do. You’ve been spending more time with people who might use that kind of vocabulary.”


  My hackles rise at that—a not-so-subtle dig at Zeth, who punctuates his sentences with the word. It just sounds so perfect tripping off his tongue, though. He’s made it into an institution for me. My skin prickles every time I hear him say it, because it reminds me of when he’s whispering it into my ear, telling me what he wants to do to me. Pippa’s going to have trouble making me feel bad about that.


  “He’s changing you. You realize that, don’t you?” she asks quietly, not looking at me. “You’re not the same person you were at the beginning of the year.”


  I just look at her. She’s seriously going to pull that card? The whole you’ve changed bullcrap? My mouth feels suddenly very dry. “Pippa, I thought my sister was being raped repeatedly against her will for the past two years. I thought some disgusting pimp had put the hook in her and she was addicted to heroin or something. I’ve thought she was dead. I’ve hoped she was dead, just so that she wouldn’t be going through everything I’ve been imagining. I moved heaven and earth to find her, only to discover she’s been absolutely fine this whole time. So yeah, if I’ve changed since discovering that information…” I exhale, trying to keep my cool. It won’t help either of us if I start screaming right now. “If I’ve picked up a few curse words along the way throughout this hellish journey, I think I might be entitled to use them, don’t you?”


  Pippa looks stung. Her cheeks are a little red, though I have no idea why. We’ve had much bigger disagreements before and she’s been as cool and collected as they come. But right now—


  “Look, Sloane, I—”


  A knock at the door cuts her off. Pippa swallows whatever she was about to say, blowing out a quick breath. I know just by looking at her that something awful is about to happen.


  “What have you done, Pip?”


  Michael is on his feet in a split second, pacing quickly toward the door, casting a sharp eye over Pippa. She shrinks away from his glance, turning to face me. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, I really am. You just…you just left me no other choice.”
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  I know something’s up as soon as I drive by Newan’s apartment block; there are two black SUVs parked down the side street that runs parallel to the building. One of them sitting there would have been easy to explain away—some suburbanite soccer mom taking her kids to play in the park across the street. But two of them? Parked one after the other? The same make and model?


  Seriously, guys. Get a fucking clue.


  I pull out my phone. Dial Michael. He picks on the first ring. “We got trouble,” he tells me.


  “I can see that. DEA?”


  “Sounds like that bitch from back at the hospital. She wants us to open the door.”


  “Fucking pitbull¸” I snap. “Got a way out?”


  Michael makes an affirmative sound. “Side window. Leads out onto an emergency escape. We’re leaving now.” I can hear muffled voices in the back—one of them belongs to Sloane. It sounds as if she’s freaking out.


  “Put her on the line, Michael.” I park the Camaro, find a dark blue ball cap in the glove compartment, put it on, and then climb out. Make my way across the road toward the SUVs. If I had time, I would so be slashing some of those fucking tires.


  Sloane’s voice grows louder. “I can’t believe she’s done this. I can not fucking believe it.”


  “Sloane, you there?”


  “Yes. Oh my god. Lacey’s freaking out. You have to make sure they don’t arrest her. She keeps on saying something about a guy named Mallory.”


  My blood ices over—Mallory. I know who that is. I think I know why Lacey’s losing her shit, besides the obvious, of course. “Mallory was her last foster parent. Just try and keep her calm. Go with Michael, okay? Now.”


  I hang up. No time for screwing around. There are no agents waiting back with the vehicles. Two SUVs? That’s eight people at least, so where are the motherfuckers? There’ll be at least four knocking politely on Newan’s door right now, but the other four? They must be covering the other exits. There’s a rear entrance to the apartment building that can be used by the residents; they’ll definitely have people there. Maybe they haven’t thought about the fire escape, though.


  We’re not that lucky. When I run to the corner of the building, pressing myself flat against the wall and peering around, I get a visual on two agents. They’re talking into their radios, but neither of them are looking up…at Michael, Sloane, Lacey and Newan as they move rapidly down the fire escape. I have to move. As soon as those bastards see them, they’ll raise the alarm on their radios and the guys around the back will be right on top of us.


  Michael’s at least had the forethought to grab the Newan bitch as a hostage. I see she’s not coming willingly; his arm is locked tightly around her body, and he’s leaning over the emergency fire exit, directing his gun at the two cops below—a precautionary measure in case they start doing their jobs and bother looking up.


  A multitude of different scenarios play out inside my head. If I kill these cops, I’m suddenly America’s most wanted. If I shoot to injure, I’m still pretty fucking high on the DEA’s shit list. No, I have to be smart about this.


  I pull out the Desert Eagle and I do fire it…at their shiny black SUVs. The bullet impacts the door of the front driver’s side of the closest car, and the vehicle’s lights instantly start to flash. The alarm follows right after.


  “What the fuck?” Agent One yells. I can barely hear him over the wail of the alarm. I scoot back around the side of the building so I won’t be seen. I wait. One, two, thr—the guy comes running. I grab hold of him before he can even look to cross the street. He smells like stale coffee and laundry detergent as I drag him to the side and lock my arms around his throat. He claws at me as I choke him out, desperately trying to wrestle free. That’s not happening, though. Not a chance. He loses consciousness in a mere six seconds—way for holding out there, buddy—but that’s still six seconds too long. When I glance back around the corner, the other DEA agent is holding his gun up in typical police fashion, both hands on the weapon, and he’s screaming at Michael and the others.


  “Let the woman go!”


  On the very last flight of stairs before hitting the ground now, Michael doesn’t look like he’s going to be letting Newan go any time soon. “Take off the radio, asshole.” This is why I keep Michael around; he’s fucking smart. He knows the deal as well as I do. If that guy so much as twitches in the wrong direction, if he so much as looks like he’s thinking about raising the alarm, my boy will blow his head off.


  Right now that’s not the kind of attention we want to be drawing, though. I don’t have a hope in hell of sneaking up on the agent, so I lock my gun on him and clear my throat. “Might wanna put down the weapon there, friend.”


  The guy, the kid—when he spins at the sound of my voice, he looks no older than twenty-two, twenty-three—nearly shits his pants. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he hisses. “You both need to put down your weapons,” he tells us, head swiveling from Michael to me and back again. “Do it now, and you won’t get hurt.”


  It’s like they give these kids a script or something. When they’re so fresh on the job they don’t know any better than to use it. Do it now and you won’t get hurt? I’m almost fucking laughing over here. Not quite, because I catch sight of Sloane and suddenly this isn’t even mildly entertaining. Her face is bleached of all color, and her hands are trembling like crazy as she holds Lacey to her.


  Fuck.


  “There’s no way either of us are backing down,” I say. “Drop the gun and I won’t shoot you in the fucking head.”


  The agent’s arms quiver, his body twitching as his resolve falters. He looks from me to Michael again, and Michael tips his head to one side. “Two seconds. Better do as he says.”


  There’s shouting from above us. Loud calls and squawks from cop radios. The radio on the young agent’s chest emits a blast of white noise, and then a voice I recognize immediately: fucking Denise Lowell. “We’re in. Search the place. Every room. Agents at all exits, on your toes.”


  “Fuck,” the kid repeats. “They’re gonna kick my ass off the unit.”


  “Wanna be dead or unemployed?” I growl.


  The kid drops the gun to his side. “Okay, okay. Shit.”


  I charge forward and grab his weapon from him. I grab his handcuffs from him next. Michael, Sloane and the others hurry down the alleyway toward me while I cuff the agent to a rusted downpipe on the opposite building. He looks like he’s about to burst into tears. Michael launches at him, swinging back and leveling the fucker out with one single, well-aimed left hook. The kid’s eyes roll back into his head, and he sags to the floor.


  “What the hell did you do that for?” Newan screams.


  “So it doesn’t look like he cooperated,” I snarl, emptying the kid’s clip and tossing his gun back at his feet—the agency really does fire operatives who lose their weapons.


  “Hold it! Stop! Get down on the ground!” Behind Michael, three more agents are racing toward us, and there are more climbing out of Newan’s window and down the fire escape.


  “Fuck! Move!” I don’t need to tell Michael twice. He’s rushing forward, shoving the three girls in front of him. Sloane and Newan are moving like they’re taking this really fucking seriously. Lacey on the other hand is frozen still—she’s been like this before, so gripped by fear she can’t move. I grab her and toss her over my shoulder, and then we’re running.


  Shots begin to rain down on us.


  Crack. Crack, crack! Three loud bangs, and none of them hit home.


  Sloane’s clearly acting on instinct. She throws herself into the back seat of the Camaro. Michael has to bodily force Newan inside; he follows after her. That leaves the front seat for Lacey. I bundle her inside, race around the car, start the engine, and tear off up the street in less than two seconds flat.


  Five people in one fucking Camaro? Yeah, even with the engine modifications I made, our zero to sixty is epically fucking slow.


  “Hail Mary full of Grace, the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among women—” Lacey’s eyes are screwed tightly shut, and she’s already started to rock. Her words of prayer are barely audible in between her ragged gulps for air. We don’t have long before she reaches the pinnacle of her breakdown. She can’t fucking handle the front of the car. She’s gonna explode any second now. Fuck.


  “Take a left. Left,” Michael commands. I swing the car through the corner, not even daring to see if we’re being followed. We are being followed; I just don’t wanna see how close they are. “Pull over,” Michael shouts.


  We’re around the other side of the park, so I swerve in and hop out of the car. No agents, but that won’t last long. We’re working with seconds here. Michael jumps out of the car and gets in the driver’s seat, while I run around and grab Lacey from the front. She’s shaking like a leaf in my arms.


  “I’ll get them back to the West Ave apartment,” Michael tells me. “Be safe, brother.”


  I lock eyes with Sloane in the back—she’s pale. There’s a degree of horror on her face, but her jaw is clenched tight. She’s fighting to keep calm. Pride surges through me—she’s so fucking resilient. Our eyes remain fixed on each other, until Michael burns off in the Camaro and then she’s gone. I immediately regret not telling Sloane to come with me. Fuck. Fuck! She’s out of my reach now. I can’t protect her. I can’t do anything. Fuck. I suddenly feel helpless. I’m not, though; I have to take care of the girl I’m carrying in my arms. I slip into the park just in time to avoid being seen by the single SUV that roars past. God knows where the other car is. I have no idea what took them so long to get around the corner, but I’m sure as hell not complaining. It’s likely the shots I fired on the vehicles actually did some damage. We shouldn’t have gotten away from there. We should have all been arrested in that alleyway and been well on our way to a field office for questioning.


  “Why won’t you just…why won’t you just fucking die?” Lacey sobs, burying her face into my chest. “Die! Just—just fucking die!” It’s not me she’s talking to. She’s lost inside her head right now. This is some god-awful memory she apparently endures on a playback loop whenever her brain shuts down like this—I’ve seen it happen before. I’ve heard her crying out the same words, over and over. It’ll be a while before she starts making any sense again, which is a problem. I now need to find a car to steal, and her crying at the top of her lungs over a man who I’m nearly a hundred percent sure she killed is going to prove problematic.


  I know there’s no point in trying to talk her down from this. Been there, tried that—it doesn’t work. There’s only one thing for me to do: I clamp my hand over her mouth and prepare to be bitten.


  I can tolerate it. I can deal with it long enough to find a vehicle, and then I’m taking this girl and I’m getting her the hell out of here.
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  Of all the things I had planned for today, being thrown around the back of Zeth’s Camaro, pouring blood all over the upholstery while being chased by the Drug Enforcement Administration wasn’t on the list. Michael drives like he plays too much Need For Speed: cutting, drifting, and screeching around corners no matter how dangerous it might seem. On-coming traffic howls at us as we dodge and weave through the vehicles, and Michael remains quiet, his eyes stoically fixed on the road ahead of him as he pumps the gas. Not once does he look behind him; not once does he look to see where the unmarked DEA cars are. Pippa does, though.


  “They’re not there anymore! You can pull over and let me out.”


  “There’s probably a helicopter on us,” Michael says mildly.


  My arm is on fire. It feels like I have liquid napalm in my veins instead of blood. I’m pressing my forehead against the window, trying to breathe through the pain, when Pip notices me holding onto my shoulder.


  “I can’t hear a heli—whoa, Sloane, are you bleeding?”


  My hand is itching to reach out and slap her so hard she sees stars—this is all her fault—but I need to keep pressure on the bullet wound in the top of my left arm, which is currently pumping copious amounts of blood out of my body. Instead I turn on her, my fury no longer a containable force. “When did she speak to you?” I demand. “When did you decide you should turn me in to the freaking cops, Pip?”


  “You mean, when did I decide enough was enough?” she snipes back. “Oh, I don’t know. When you were being questioned by a member of a national crime unit and you ran out on her? Or maybe it was when Oliver contacted me earlier, so worked up he could barely speak. But maybe, just maybe, it was when some awful woman was blackmailing me, telling me that you would be exonerated of any involvement in this mess so long as she gets the information she needs about your sister. That’s all she wants, Sloane. That bastard has been feeding you lies, no doubt, telling you they’re going to send you to jail or something. All you have to do is cooperate and you’ll be in the clear. I don’t want to watch this happen to you, okay? I don’t want to see you flush your life down the drain for a criminal who’s not worth—”


  “SHUT UP!” Michael hollers, throwing the car around another bend. Both Pip and I slam to the left, and my injured arm explodes with pain as I’m shoved up against the door. I haven’t had a chance to recover from the injury I sustained when Charlie wrote my car off, but it was getting slightly better each day. Now I’ve been shot, I’m back at square one. Worse than square one—this hurts so bad it makes my whole body burn. “Ahhh! Damnit!”


  Pippa leans across me, drawing aside the torn, blood-soaked fabric of my shirt to reveal the deep gash at the top of my arm. “Oh, good lord, Sloane. Seriously? We need to take you to St. Peter’s.”


  “We’re not going to St. Peter’s. We’re not going to any hospital, so you can just close your damn mouth.” She recoils like I’ve just turned on her unexpectedly. Like I’m a pet dog that’s been a beloved member of her family for years, always as soft as they come, and all of a sudden I’m baring my teeth. Well I am baring my teeth. And maybe I’ve been relatively easy going and easily controlled since she’s known me, but not any more. “Don’t say another word, Pippa, or I swear I’ll duct tape your mouth closed. I will deal with my injury. We’re not going to pull over and let you out, and I’m sure as hell not going to be telling Detective Lowell anything about my sister anytime soon. Are we clear?”


  Pippa’s eyes are like reinforced steel. She’s not used to being spoken to like that, and the shock of it has turned to anger before I’m even done. She exhales out of her nose, flaring her nostrils.


  “Perfectly. Perfectly, crystal clear.”


  I recognize where we’re going as soon as we hit Seattle west. Michael pulls the car underneath the Spokane Street Swing Bridge and gets out of the car. Pippa looks like she’s weighing her options, deciding whether or not she wants to jump out of the car and make a bolt for it.


  “I wouldn’t bother. He’s very polite most of the time, but Michael will have absolutely no qualms about tackling your ass to the ground.”


  “And you’d let him do that?” she says, her voice cold and hard.


  I just look at her. She called the cops on me, informed them where I was, wanted to hand me over, got me shot in the process…yeah, she can clearly see from my expression what I would let Michael do to her, I’m sure.


  Michael hails a taxi, and then opens the car door for us. Cars rip by, the drivers leaning on their horns at the inconveniently abandoned Camaro on the side of the road, and Michael ushers us into the cab. We’re lucky it’s peak traffic hour, commuters headed to work, otherwise we wouldn’t have a chance of getting a ride.


  We leave the Camaro behind.


  By the time we’re out from underneath the cover of the swing bridge, we’re safely stowed in a sea of vehicles, a high percentage of which are taxis exactly like the one we are in. Michael wraps his suit jacket around me—three thousand dollars worth of Valentino, ruined—and glares formal but very serious daggers at Pippa. His message is clear: breathe one word inside this cab and you’re done for. Pip understands him just fine. She sits in stony silence. We all do, apart from the driver who hums along with the radio, oblivious to the fact that we’re all literally on the edge of our seats back here.


  It takes twenty minutes in slow traffic to reach Kilpatrick, an oyster restaurant three blocks from Zeth’s other apartment. We get out, Michael pays the driver, slipping him an extra fifty, perhaps so he won’t mention the odd fare he just had, and then we’re walking through the blustery streets of Seattle.


  “You can’t keep me with you forever, you realize,” Pip announces, walking close against Michael’s side. So close, the people we pass in the street can’t see he’s actually holding onto her arm, guiding her.


  “We won’t need to keep you forever,” Michael replies. “Just long enough for Lowell to forget all about Sloane and her sister.”


  Pippa snorts. “You haven’t heard this woman talk. She’s never going to forget about Sloane or her sister.”


  Now it’s Michael’s turn to laugh under his breath. “Then perhaps you’d better get comfortable, after all.”


  



  



  ******


  



  I’m shivering by the time we get inside; my body is going into mild shock, and it doesn’t help matters that the apartment is freezing cold. Michael immediately starts loading split logs into a real fireplace. I haven’t seen an apartment with a real fireplace in so long that the scene Michael creates banking the wood, shoving balled-up newspaper into the gaps and lighting it, is surreal. Pippa sits herself down on a white chaise longue—the last time I was here, a slim Asian woman was giving a handsome guy in a black leather mask a blowjob while some other guy screwed her from behind. Maybe I should warn Pip, but then again, maybe I shouldn’t. There’s no way Zeth would have kept ruined furniture, but even so…it serves her right if she sits in something unsavory.


  Michael leads me to a hard-backed chair by the huge, polished wood table in the center of the room that looks like it’s new. He sits me down. “What do you need?” he asks.


  “Boiling water.” I wince, the prospect already turning my stomach. “A knife. A sewing kit. Alcohol wipes if you have them. A bottle of vodka if you don’t.”


  Thank crap for Michael. He nods then moves quickly through to the rear of the apartment, making very little noise as he locates what I need. When he comes back, he has a large first aid kit with him. Upon inspection, I find there’s a proper suture kit inside, along with a small ten blade, tweezers, and an anti-bacterial wash kit. After performing such a hack-job surgery on Alexis in Julio’s compound, this kit is very much a luxury.


  “Do you need help?” Michael asks, sitting at the table with me.


  “Maybe.” I have a reasonably high pain threshold, especially when I’m in control of the pain and I can stop at any time—that’s not the problem. The problem is coping through the pain and being able to see what I’m doing properly at the same time. Common sense would suggest that Pippa help me out right now—she’s a psychiatrist, yes, but she went through general training just like I did in the beginning. It’s how we met. She knows how to cut and stitch, and she would undoubtedly know how to check and see if there are any bullet fragments in my arm. But I don’t ask Pippa. I don’t want to be anywhere near her right now. Thankfully she’s not stupid enough to even offer to help. I can’t believe I even thought about sharing Ben and Jerry’s with that woman not an hour ago.


  I hand Michael the scalpel and the cleaning wash and give him directions. He listens intently and then sets to work. About what I said a moment ago—the whole I have a high pain threshold comment? Yeah, I may have massively overestimated myself there. The room starts spinning as soon as he puts pressure on the laceration.


  “You okay? You look like you’re going to throw up.”


  I might throw up. I might pass out, but I grit my teeth and let him continue; we need to get this done. Once the wound is clean, Michael holds up a small mirror—the kind you get in a make up compact—and a flashlight, while I dig around inside the cut with the tweezers. It feels like there are a thousand shards of glass in there, piercing me, burrowing their way deeper with every light nudge of the blade. It’s agony. It’s pure, burning fire racing up and down my whole body. I manage to pull out two tiny slivers of metal, but it still feels like there are more in there. After twenty minutes of trying and failing to find anything else, I’m covered in sweat and I feel like I can’t breathe.


  “Sloane, let me do it,” Pippa says. My back is to her, so she doesn’t see me clench my jaw, staring down at the tabletop at my blood that’s pooled and splattered everywhere.


  “I can try,” Michael says. “If you want me to. But she’s the better option.”


  I close my eyes and put down the tweezers. I’m so mad; I can’t even do this one thing without her riding in to the rescue, fixing things. Fixing the mess I’m in. “Fine. Come get it over with,” I snap.


  Pippa’s face is entirely blank as she takes Michael’s seat and picks up the blade. “Do you want a drink? Some alcohol?” she asks.


  I shake my head.


  “Okay, get ready.” She slides the flat edge of the scalpel into the wound and begins to dig. The pain lances through me, white hot and so intense that it short-circuits my brain. I can hardly see. Definitely can’t think anything other than, fuck.


  Fuck.


  Fuck!


  My vision’s so blurred I can barely focus on the twisted curl of burnished silver metal Pippa extracts from deep inside my arm.


  My heartbeat is a living, breathing, thumping pressure all over my body. And then everything is black.
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  “I’m really sorry,” Lacey mumbles. These are the first words she’s said that aren’t Mallory related since I had to throw her over my shoulder. She’s lying on the backseat of the boring as fuck Chevy I’ve ‘borrowed’—I actually will send Michael back with it later. She’s been quiet for the past twenty minutes while I’ve driven around, assessing the lay of the land, looking out for any suspect DEA cars that might have followed Michael back to the apartment. Lacey’s small hand slips up into the front between the passenger and the driver’s seat, and it rests there on top of the console. I take it and give her a squeeze—it’s alright. It’s okay. It’s not your fault.


  This is the language we speak in sometimes: a gentle shoulder bump, a quick and tight squeeze of a hand. Our actions communicate more than either of us could effectively convey with words. I’ve never questioned this. It’s how things are between people like Lacey and me.


  “Are we nearly home?” she asks softly.


  “Yes. Just arrived,” I tell her. I get a weird sense of déjà vu as I pull into the underground parking lot, and the reason for the distinct memory replay suddenly hits me. I haven’t been to this apartment building for at least a month, but I was here today. Andreas Medina. Andreas fucking Medina cuffed to a chair, shot in the leg, and locked in one of the utility rooms, and my friend Cade out there somewhere, being held by one seriously pissed off Mexican gang lord. Fuck. I haven’t forgotten about Medina or Cade, but time did kind of slip away from me. Medina said nightfall. If he wasn’t back by dark, then Cade is pretty much as good as dead.


  I park, collect Lace from the backseat, ride up in the elevator to the apartment with her, but I don’t go in when we get there. “I just have to take care of something,” I tell Lace. “I’ll only be fifteen minutes. Michael and Sloane will already be inside.” In all honesty, if I walk through that door right now and lay eyes on Sloane, I’m going to be screwed. I’ll want to stay put with her for the rest of the night, not let her out of my sight, and Medina will have starved to death and pissed everywhere by morning. No, better to go let him go to the bathroom, feed him, make sure he doesn’t dehydrate and die from the network of slightly leaky, vastly outdated heating pipes down there. It’s sweltering even during the coldest of days, and he’s been sweating it out for hours now. Perhaps the rise in temperature will have given him added incentive to talk.


  Lacey looks less than happy with me for abandoning her, but she nods. She enters the apartment without a fuss—a minor miracle—and I’m free to go check on my captive.


  He’s exactly where I left him, except now he’s very washed out and a considerable pool of blood has turned the concrete sticky and black. His eyes are wild and furious when they lock on me. “You said you were coming right back, pendejo. Your time is nearly up.”


  With the bullshit I’ve already been through today, this guy’s dirty mood isn’t going to make my own improve any. I send him a sideways glance that would probably have made someone like Rick Lamfetti shit his chinos. It’s then I recall the reason I left Andreas in the first place; why I went back to the car earlier. My bag. My tools. My original duffel is still in the back of the Camaro. I have another just like it upstairs in the bottom of the wardrobe in my bedroom, but right now I have nothing down here. I’m at a loss once more. I have no means of forcing Andreas to talk other than with my fists, and Andreas strikes me as the sort of person who can take a beating. Someone who would suffer through it in silence, spitting out their teeth one by one, taking hit after hit and still stubbornly refusing to part with a word. No, I’ll need more than my fists to get Cade’s location out of this motherfucker.


  I give him a chance to prove me wrong. To save us both a lot of time and energy and blood. “Where’s the Widow Maker, Andreas?”


  Andreas sucks on his teeth, leans forward as far as he can on his chair, and spits onto the floor. “I’m not telling you shit, ese. Not a fucking chance on this earth.”


  I stand and stare at him for a long, tension-packed moment. Three months ago, fuck, one month ago there’s a very specific way I would have handled this situation. I would have let loose the anger boiling inside me on this person; I would have allowed a very dark and dangerous side of myself free rein in order to get what I wanted. There would have been a considerable amount of blood, sweat, and probably some tears thrown into the mix—none of it mine—and I would either have gotten the information I needed, or Andreas Medina would be dead.


  A part of me is considering that option even know, wanting to get the ball rolling, but then again another part of me, a side of me that’s been having his way more and more often lately, won’t allow it.


  I’d like, in some small way, to say that I can’t torture Andreas Medina to breaking point because I am a reformed man, and I don’t want to hurt people anymore. There is an element of truth in that—I’ve never relished or enjoyed causing harm to others. I don’t do it for fun, and I am steering clear of that course of action as often as I can now—but the truth is I’m stopping myself because of Sloane. She’s never told me to quit my line of work, but I know her well enough to realize going on a killing spree is gonna drive a pretty large wedge between us. Highly inconvenient. There’s nothing else for it; I shrug my shoulders. “Okay.” I turn and make to leave.


  “What, you’re just gonna let your buddy die, punk? Julio’s gonna tear your boy into tiny pieces and you’re just gonna walk away from me?”


  The panic in Andreas’ voice all but confirms what I suspect—Medina is playing a delicate bluffing game with me. Julio won’t kill Cade. Or at least he won’t kill him tonight. Rebel will know one of his guys is missing by now, either because Cade hasn’t checked in or because Michael’s had chance to call or message him. He’ll have already been on to Julio, making it perfectly clear what will happen if a single hair on the head of the Widow Maker’s VP is harmed. Julio won’t do anything to damage the relationship he shares with Rebel unless it’s a desperate situation, and having one of his men vanish for less than twenty-four hours hardly qualifies just yet. Or at least that’s what I’m hoping. Cade’s life depends on it.


  I look Medina in the eye, letting a sharp smile spread across my face. “Yes. I’m just gonna walk away.” And so I go. I walk out of the room, lock the door, walk down the corridor, and out into the underground parking lot once more. My heart’s working double time when I reach the “borrowed” Chevy; I hope I made the right fucking decision. If my friend dies horrifically because I’m going soft, then I will never forgive myself. I won’t be able to. My phone starts buzzing as I’m waiting for the elevator. I pull it out, inhaling sharply when I see that it’s Michael. Why the hell would he be calling if he knows I’m just down in the basement?


  “What’s up?” The elevator doors open, but I don’t go in. I hold them open with the toe of my boot, waiting to hear what Michael has to say.


  “Forget whatever business you’re conducting right now and get back up here, man,” he says.


  “Why? What is it? What?”


  “Sloane,” he says, exhaling her name in a stressed sigh. “Sloane got shot.”


  I go still. “What did you just say?”


  “Sloane got shot,” he repeats. “Don’t lose your shit, though. She’s fine. She was hit in the arm, but she lost a lot of blood. I just think it would be better if you were up here instead of down there right now.”


  Sloane. Got. Shot.


  “What the fuck?” It doesn’t matter that Michael says she’s fine. I won’t believe it until I see her with my own eyes. “I’m coming. Give us some space,” I say, and end the call. For the whole journey in the elevator, my body doesn’t feel like it’s my own. It feels foreign and numb, unwilling to cooperate with me. For the first time since I was a kid, for the first time since my uncle dared to raise his fist to me, I feel panic. A pure, bottomless panic that hollows me out and robs me of any fucking sense. Sloane. Got. Shot. I’m already planning what I’m going to do to the person responsible by the time I reach the apartment door.


  Sloane got shot.


  Fucking rude awakening indeed.
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  I jam the key into the lock, open the door, and there she is, sitting on the sofa—a sofa that was once white but is now mottled with splotches of bright, ruby red. She’s been bleeding. She’s been bleeding all over that fucking couch, and I was off running around Seattle, trying to get Lacey to calm the fuck down. I should have been here. I should have known she was hurt. Her face in the back of the car when Michael drove her away was totally washed out, her expression terrified, but I’d put that down to the ordeal she’d just been through. Not even considered for a second that one of those shots had gotten lucky. I silently enter the apartment, feeling my pulse throbbing oddly in every single part of my body. I’m measured and careful as I walk toward the table in the middle of the room. I can’t go straight to her. I can’t even look at her. I’m struggling to keep my fucking cool; there’s a desperation inside me demanding to be answered, though no good can come of that. Sloane won’t be better if I smash up my apartment. She won’t be magically healed if I break every last stick of furniture, smash every single plate, punch holes in every single wall I can reach before my knuckles turn raw and bloody.


  “Are you okay?” I ask, allowing myself a quick glance at her.


  She nods, looking like a small child bundled in the blanket she has tucked around her body. “It was just a graze.” She gingerly lifts her left arm, indicating where she was hurt and wincing at the effort. “Still stings like a bitch, though.”


  Fucking hell. I can’t believe she was actually shot. Graze or no graze it should never have happened. I suddenly regret not doing more damage to that DEA agent; that would have been a small consolation for what they did to Sloane. I brace myself against the table and close my eyes, trying to somehow maneuver past the urge to go on a rampage. Trying to breathe through it all. If only Dr. Walcott, the psych guy from Chino, could see me now. Well done, Zeth. Gold fucking star, Zeth. Keep it up, Zeth.


  “The Camaro’s gone,” Sloane whispers.


  I let out a blast of bitter laughter. “Fuck the Camaro.”


  I couldn’t care less about a car right now. Maybe in a few days I’ll be pissed about it—I will definitely be pissed about it—but right now I’m wading my way through waist-high shit, and a vehicle doesn’t factor very high on my list of concerns.


  “I’m sorry, okay?”


  My head snaps up. Sloane’s eyes look huge in her face—she’s staring right at me, unblinking, and she looks exhausted. Heartbroken. And a hundred other things I can’t even put a name to, though none of them good. “What are you sorry for?” I whisper.


  She swallows. Her head tips back to rest against the sofa, and I can see the fine strands of hair plastered against her forehead. She’s been through hell today. I can see she’s in pain just from looking at her. “I’m sorry for leaving the warehouse. We took Michael, though. I thought…” She trails off, like the effort of even speaking is just too much for her.


  I am a wretched, wretched man. I wasn’t here to help her, and she thinks I’m mad at her. Fuck. “You have nothing to apologize for, Sloane. Never apologize to me again.”


  She makes a surprised sound at the back of her throat, a combination of choking and pained laughter. “I’m sure you’ll be taking that back in a couple of days.”


  I shake my head. Pull in a deep breath. I’m not really ready for this, but I’ll be waiting forever to reach a point where I’m ready to feel the way I do. To not be absolutely fucking stunned by how weak caring about her makes me feel. I want…I want to reach out to her, but I can’t. “You’re never going to apologize to me again, Sloane. If you fuck up and make a mistake, that’s on me. If you get hurt, that’s on me. For as long as you’re willing to tolerate being in this situation, everything that happens to you is on me. I’m the one who’s sorry.” I straighten up, scrubbing my hands through my hair. I can hear sounds in the apartment: Michael taking care of Lacey, making sure she’s okay, hiding that bitch doctor out of my sight, giving Sloane and me the space I asked for. He’s been here this whole time, watching over my girls for me while I couldn’t. I feel sick.


  “Zeth, come here.” Sloane’s holding up a hand—the right one, her uninjured arm—and the image, the very sight of her reaching out toward me makes my stomach feel like it’s filled with battery acid. She shouldn’t still be doing this; she shouldn’t still be reaching out. She should be pushing me away by now, but she’s not. I’m the worst kind of monster, because I’m relieved. So relieved my body feels like it’s going into shock. I walk toward her, not quite sure what to do when I get there. I don’t think I’ve ever been unsure of anything in my life. Ever.


  Sloane doesn’t seem to be having the same problem. She takes ahold of my wrist and tugs at me gently, pulling me down to sit beside her on the sofa. She places my hand palm up in her lap, and carefully traces her index finger across the lines, creases and callouses that I’ve collected over a lifetime. They’re not the focus of her interest, though. It’s the multitude of scars, deep and ugly, her fingertips linger over.


  “You might be responsible for the fact I’m not sitting at home, watching a rerun of Seinfeld on my own right now, Zeth. You might be responsible for the fact that I’m not voluntarily working an extra shift at the hospital. I had a safe life, I did, I know that, and it really does suck that being shot at is now a part of my everyday routine. But…” She takes a deep breath. “You heard what I said to Oliver. What I told him…how I feel about you. I did mean that. So while you’re responsible for a lot of crappy things right now, you’re also responsible for that. You’ve woken me up. You’ve made me stronger. You’ve made me feel something I thought I’d never feel.”


  My head is spinning. I want to curl my fingers closed and withdraw my hand from her touch, but that seems the coward’s way out of this conversation. I leave it where it is, forcing myself to hear it. To hear her say the words. To feel it, too.


  “I know you probably never wanted this, Zeth. I can understand why. But I do…I do—”


  “I know,” I say, cutting her off. I may have heard the words once today already, but she wasn’t actually giving them to me. Handing them over to me like a fragile, delicate gift. A gift so overwhelming, and confusing, and undeserved that I feel like packing up my shit and leaving the fucking state. She was telling someone else, and I’m not prepared for her to be telling me just yet.


  “What are you afraid of, Zeth?” she whispers. “Why am I scaring you so badly right now? It’s not like I’m expecting you to say it back.”


  I laugh, unable to fight it anymore. I just can’t help it. I close my hand into a fist. “I’m not scared of you, Sloane.”


  She gives me a sad look. It’s the kind of look that can make a man feel two inches tall. “Yes, you are,” she says. “Of course you are. You’re terrified.”
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  I wake up in a bed I recognize all too well—Zeth’s bed, from the night he hosted his party and I came to collect my phone. He carried me into this room, away from hungry, interested eyes, so he could have me all to himself. He’s not here right now, though. I’m alone, I’m cold and I’m seriously freaking sore. I’ve always wondered what it felt like to get shot, mildly curious, but now it’s happened to me my curiosity has evaporated, and I can’t wait for the throbbing, pounding pain to subside. If anything it seems worse today.


  A gentle knock at the door pulls me out from under the comforting blanket of sleep I am hiding beneath, then a voice. “Sloane? You awake?”


  It’s a soft, female voice. Can only be Lacey. “Uh-huh. You can come in.”


  The door cracks open and Lacey shuffles in, dressed in a huge T-shirt that comes down to her knees. I doubt this one is Zeth’s; it would even be too big for him. She closes the door and hurries across the room, hovering at the edge of the bed.


  “What time is it, Lace?” I ask, rubbing at my face. There are heavy, dark curtains at the windows—the kind of curtains people like me buy, who work nights and need to sleep during the day—so I can’t tell whether it’s morning or not. Certainly doesn’t feel like morning.


  “It’s ten minutes past five,” she whispers. Her bottom lip disappears into her mouth. “Um…” She shifts from one foot to the other, gathering the great swathes of t-shirt into her fist. In the half-light, she looks pale. Dark shadows underneath her eyes make her face look puffy and distorted. I suddenly realize what she wants. What she’s finding hard to say.


  “You wanna hop in?” I ask, lifting the covers.


  Lacey looks like she’s going to cry. She nods and I shift over so she can climb underneath the covers. I’m not sure whether I’m supposed to say anything or not, but I feel like I have to. She was so anxious at Pippa’s apartment, so absolutely crippled by fear. Her chanting, “Mallory. They’re here because of him. They’re going to take me away. They’ve found out about Mallory,” tells a story all of its own. “Do you want to talk about it?” I whisper.


  Lacey stares straight at the ceiling, her eyes open wide, unblinking. She’s still bunching and un-bunching her T-shirt under the covers. I let her lie there for a moment, not willing to push too hard. If she wants to talk, she now knows she can. I’m hardly a good substitute for Pippa when it comes to accurately treating mental healthcare patients, but I can be a good listener. I’m hoping she knows that, too, when she opens her mouth and a strangled sound comes out, like she was about to say something and cut herself off before she could form the first syllable. I root around underneath the cover until my hand meets skin—Lacey’s hand. I take hold of it and squeeze—it’s okay. Take your time.


  “I didn’t—” she chokes out. “I didn’t mean to do it.” Her voice sounds thick, as though her throat is closing up. “It was just—it was one of those things. I don’t normally get angry, I’ve never been that angry before, but that day I did, and I—I—I’d just had enough, y’know?”


  This is something important, I can tell. I rethink my line of questioning. Perhaps Zeth should be the person Lacey is talking to like this. Perhaps I should go and get him, wherever he is, and let them do this together. I’m on my way to suggesting this when Lacey lets go of my hand and turns onto her side, away from me, curling up into a ball. The sounds of her unmistakable crying are faint but heartbreaking. She’s crying like a child who has found herself lost and alone and in the dark, but too afraid to call out to anyone for help.


  I decide then and there I won’t be leaving her to get Zeth. I won’t be leaving her until I know she’s okay. Whatever it is she didn’t mean to do, I can be the person she confides in. “It’s okay, Lace.” I place my palm flat against her back, giving her that small sense of human contact. “Just tell me.”


  She sniffles. Carries on crying. “M—Mallory,” she whispers. The skin across her back breaks out into gooseflesh; I can feel it even through the T-shirt, as though the very name of this person is enough to grip her in an unbearable fear. “Mallory used to like…me to give him what he wanted, when he…wanted,” she stutters. “He would come into my room when I was in bed, and I would pretend to be as…asleep, but that never worked. I don’t know why I tried it every time. It used to make him so mad. If I didn’t get up quickly enough when he told me to, he would h—hit me with a leather strap. He carried it—carried it everywhere he went, just in case I misbehaved, he said.”


  My stomach is rolling. This person, this Mallory, he is the person Lacey spoke about the first time I took her to Pippa for treatment. He’s the sick son of a bitch who raped her over and over. The day she’d told Pip and me about that, her voice had been totally flat, lifeless, completely controlled. Now she’s the opposite; she’s distraught, her breath coming out in labored gasps. My heart is breaking for her. I rub my hand up and down her back, knowing what a small and inconsequential gesture it is, but doing it all the same.


  “Every Sunday he would take me to church. He said I was dirty. He said—” Her words catch in her throat.


  “It’s okay. Take your time,” I whisper, closing my eyes. This is so harrowing for her, but it’s also crushing me. I’ve never heard her like this before. Never. I’ve witnessed the way she can be—mood swings, depression, withdrawn into her own world—but this is different. This is so painful for her the both of us are shaking.


  “He said,” she continues, “that I was a whore. He said that I seduced him. That I was wrong to lead him on all the time. I was a bad girl for getting him so excited and I had to go to church to repent and clean myself of my sins. He would wait outside the confessional every week. Every Sunday for three—” She gasps. Breathes in deeply. Exhales. Her sobbing quiets a little, though by no means stops. And then in whispers, she tells me the rest. “He would wait outside the confessional every Sunday for three years. I wanted to tell the priest I didn’t want to do it, that he made me do it every single time, but I knew he was sitting outside, listening. It—it made him excited to hear me say it all. He would get really hard while he was waiting for me, and then in the car he would cry and say I was evil and torturing him. He wouldn’t touch me, though. When we got home, he would touch himself and he would make me watch. It would be Tuesday by the time he came to me again. Wednesday if I was lucky.


  “But this one week after church, Mallory didn’t touch himself when we got home. He was mad. The priest…the priest said it wasn’t my fault; he refused to give me any Hail Marys. Mallory made me tell the priest that his name was Curtis so he wouldn’t get into any trouble. But this time, the priest asked me how old I was. How old Curtis was. And I didn’t even think. I just—I just told the truth. I told him I was fourteen and that Curtis was forty-three.”


  Lacey falls silent—a good thing, because I need a moment to process what I’m hearing. Fourteen years old. Fourteen fucking years old. I wasn’t allowed out of my mother’s sight when I was fourteen. I resented the restrictions at the time, but now, with the hindsight of adulthood, I was so lucky. So, so lucky to have someone to watch out for me.


  “The priest wanted me to go to the police,” Lacey says. She sounds flat, and her shoulders have stopped shaking now. “But I said no. I knew Mallory would be mad I’d told the priest how old he was, but it was too late to take it back, so I did my best to keep my mouth shut. The priest said Mallory was sick in the head and needed help, and I needed to go away to a proper school or something.


  “I didn’t even finish confession. Mallory snatched back the curtain and grabbed hold of me. Dragged me out of there. He said we had to sit and wait in the car for a while, just in case the cops showed up. They didn’t. Mallory kept asking me why I was trying to get him into trouble when it was me who’d been bad. I knew I was going to be in trouble when I got back to the house anyway, so I just clammed up. And when we got back, I couldn’t—I couldn’t get away,” she sobs. “He beat me. He tied me to a chair in the kitchen and cut my clothes off me with scissors. He told me exactly what he was going to do to me. I was so afraid I…I wet myself. He got mad at me for that, too—untied me and made me clean it up, naked, while he watched, touching himself.”


  I can almost smell the urine and the cleaning products. I can hear fourteen-year-old Lacey’s frightened crying as she scrubbed, on her hands and knees, at the mess she’d made. I’m suddenly filled with such an overwhelming rage that I want to go and find this man and kill him. I want to hurt him badly enough that he can never use his manhood to pee again, let alone use it to hurt another poor little girl. I shuffle forward so I’m spooning Lacey, and I tug her to me so I can put my arms around her. She trembles against me so violently I can hear her teeth chattering.


  “And then he…then he really hurt me,” Lacey says simply.


  I want to know what she means, but I’m too revolted and hurt for the poor woman I’m holding in my arms to do it. I know enough. I know he hurt her so badly she’s still suffering at the memory of his hands nearly twelve years later.


  “Have you told anyone else about this, Lacey?” I ask, trying to keep my own tears at bay now.


  She shakes her head. “He was still asleep when I woke up the next morning. I had to make his breakfast. Every day, I had to make him eggs and grits and take them to him in bed. I was sore and I could barely walk, though. Everything was hurting me, and I just…I just snapped. I cooked his eggs and grits, and I put orange juice in his glass, but I didn’t fill it all the way to the top. I only filled it halfway.” She pauses as though she’s reliving the actions—sliding the eggs onto the plate, spooning out the grits, spilling some juice onto the countertop.


  “The bleach was still out,” she tells me. “From the night before. From when he’d made me clean up. I saw the bottle and I just—did it. I didn’t even hesitate. I filled up the rest of his glass from that bottle, and then I took it into him. He was already awake. He was in a good mood. He called me his sweet thing and stroked my cheek over the bruises he’d put on my face, and told me to sit with him while he ate. I didn’t want to. There were these pictures all over his walls of Jesus and Mary and all these angels flying around in Heaven, and I remember I didn’t want to sit there while they watched down on what I’d done. Mallory wouldn’t let me go, though.”


  She doesn’t hold back now; Lacey just lies here and sobs. I hold her to me, fighting back the urge to rush to the bathroom and throw up. She fed him bleach. She fed him bleach, and I can’t make myself believe it. My horror deepens when I remember the look on Lacey’s face when I took her to my parents’ house for the first time: the panic in her eyes when she saw the religious icons and paintings on my parents’ living room walls. Fuck. I left her there for days.


  “What happened, Lacey?” I murmur into her hair. I don’t really want to hear to be honest, but now that we’ve gotten to this point she needs to tell me. She needs to tell me every last detail; it’s vitally important she does. If she doesn’t, she’ll never face what happened. She starts tapping her fingers against the arm I have wrapped around her—pinkie, ring finger, middle finger, index finger. Index, middle, ring, pinkie. Back and forth, back and forth, clearly a nervous tic, a coping mechanism.


  “He…drank it. I checked first. It didn’t smell so bad. He didn’t notice there was anything wrong with it until he put down the glass. And then…and then he dropped the tray from the bed and the eggs went everywhere. He started shaking. There was…there was blood. I ran to the door, but I couldn’t go. I turned and pressed my back against the wall, and I watched. He was spitting blood everywhere and clawing at his throat. It went on for ages. I waited and I waited, but he just kept on clawing at his throat. So I knew what I had to do. I climbed back up on the bed. Mallory…” Lacey chokes. Breathes. “Mallory thought I’d come to help him. He looked so relieved. I took one of his pillows, and I held it over his face. I pressed down as hard as I could, and I screamed. I begged him to die. I told him he had to, and then he did. As soon as he went still, I threw up onto his bed and then ran out of the room. I had scrambled eggs all over my feet. I grabbed a bag, gathered some clothes, took the money Mallory hid in his Bible and I ran. I ran and I ran and I ran and I—”


  She continues talking, saying the same thing over and over again. I ran and I ran. This girl has never stopped running. I hold her to me as tight as I can and I let her cry. She’s hysterical for at least thirty minutes before exhaustion seems to catch up with her. That’s when I feel like I can talk to her and she will actually hear me.


  “Lacey?” She’s not going to like this. “You should not be feeling guilty. That priest was right—Mallory was a sick man. You need to talk to Zeth, okay? You need to tell him all of this. And you need to tell him he’s your brother.”


  She goes still, her crying slowing even further. “I can’t,” she says quietly.


  “Sweetheart, you have to. He can help you. He has a right to know you share the same blood.”


  The back of her head nudges my chin as she nods. “I know,” she whispers. “But I can’t tell him.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because he’ll know I’m dirty.” She shakes even more violently, sniffing. “He won’t…he won’t want me to be his sister. He won’t love me anymore.”


  A pain way worse than my gunshot wound lances through me, right down to the core. I’ve never experienced anything like it before. I’m crying before I can even pull myself together to speak. “That’s not true, Lacey. That can never be true. Nothing will ever stop Zeth from loving you, no matter what, okay? But more importantly, you are not dirty. You never needed to confess what he did to you. You were a child. He abused the power he held over you when he should have cared for you.”


  A shudder rolls through Lacey. It’s as though even imagining it—this Mallory guy being kind and caring for her the way he should have—disturbs her. “I know you think that, but it’s not the way I feel. I just can’t tell him, okay? I wouldn’t be able to find the words.”


  I hold my breath, trying to think of something, anything to make her change her mind. I come up blank. “Okay, sweetheart. It’s okay. Try and get some sleep.”
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  She does eventually go to sleep, although I don’t. I lie in bed, running over and over everything that she’s told me. It’s late by the time she startles awake next to me. There’s no brief moment where she doesn’t remember what took place when she came to find me last night. No, the pain and shame are already there, lurking in her eyes when she opens them and looks at me.


  “I’m sorry,” is all she says.


  I feel like hugging her again, although I can tell by the way she draws her hands into her chest that she’s not ready for that now. I just shake my head at her, letting her know she shouldn’t ever, ever be sorry. “I’ve been thinking,” I say carefully. “You can’t tell Zeth what happened. How would you feel if I told him?”


  She draws in a tight breath, and so do I. Neither of us exhale. We just look at each other, and I watch the internal debate going on in Lacey’s head manifest itself on her face—indecision, fear, panic. Maybe a little hope. She blinks first, then, carefully, slowly gives me a single nod of her head.


  “And…how would you feel about me telling him you’re his—that you’re his sister?”


  Lacey remains immobile; no blinking or nodding now. It takes her longer to come to a decision this time. Eventually, in a very small, tired voice, she says, “I think that would be okay.”


  “Okay.” I climb out of bed, and I’m hit with a wall of vertigo and nausea that make me regret the sudden movement. I feel like shit, there’s no denying that, but I can not stay in bed all day recovering. I just can’t even tolerate the thought of it. Every single part of me throbs, but I’d much rather be walking about and in pain than lying there doing nothing. Lacey grabs hold of my wrist.


  “You’re going to tell him right now?” The anxiety in her voice is sharp and obvious.


  “No, Lace. I’m going to take a shower. I’ll tell him when he and I are alone, okay?”


  She nods, looking relieved.


  The apartment is quiet, no boys around. I find Pippa still asleep on the floor of the main bathroom—Michael handcuffed her to the waste drainpipe last night and she’s been there ever since. Her eyes flicker open while I’m standing there, as though the pressure of my gaze alone is powerful enough to make her start from sleep. I give her a dry, “Good morning.”


  “Is it?” she replies. From where she’s lying, I don’t suppose the morning is looking all that great. The tiny key to the police-issue handcuffs sits on top of the window sill. I collect it and undo her restraints while she watches me with shocked eyes.


  “You’re letting me go?” she asks.


  “I’m un-cuffing you,” I clarify. “I wouldn’t try leaving this apartment if I were you. After the stunt you pulled yesterday, god knows what Zeth will do if you cause any more trouble.”


  “You’ll see I was only trying to help,” she tells me, sitting up. She rubs at her wrists, giving me a prideful, dignified glare.


  “I doubt that. You can go and get some food if you like, but I’d keep a low profile when Zeth shows up.” I turn and head for the door.


  “I’m not going to eat anything,” Pippa snaps angrily. “I’m not going to leave this bathroom until you see sense.”


  I don’t need this. Not right now. I roll my eyes, not even bothering to look back at her as I walk away. “Then you should make yourself comfortable, shouldn’t you?”


  I shower in the ensuite of one of the other bedrooms, doing my best to keep the dressing on my arm dry. My mind flies through a million different ways to impart Lacey’s information to Zeth and doesn’t find a single satisfactory way that won’t be like a ton of bricks coming down on him. Maybe I’ll just have to assess the situation when the time comes and make a judgment from there. I’m dashing back to my room, chilled from the cold air of the apartment, when I hear Lacey’s voice. She’s no longer in my room; she’s back in one of the rooms off the main corridor—her own room, I assume.


  “I know. Thank you. I’m…I’m glad, too.” I push gently against the door—is that Zeth she’s talking to?—to find her huddled into a ball on top of her messy bed, pressing that huge, chunky cell phone to her ear. She looks up and sees me, and her eyes go wide. “I have to go. Yes. Me, too. Bye.”


  “Was that Michael?” I ask, even though something tells me deep down it wasn’t Michael or Zeth. For some reason, from the horrified look on her face, it feels as though she’s talking to someone she shouldn’t be. Like she’s talking to Mallory from beyond the grave and she’s feeling guilty about it. That obviously can’t be the case, but still…


  Her eyes grow even wider. “No, not Michael,” she says. “Just a friend.”


  “Did I hear my name?” a voice asks behind me. Michael, wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt and loose cotton pants hanging off his hips. He scratches at the stubble marking his jaw, raising an eyebrow and wincing at the violent purple bruise on my upper arm that seems intent on spreading well past my fresh bandages. “Zeth’s just run out for a second. I saw you’ve un-cuffed your friend. She won’t come out of the bathroom.”


  “I know.”


  Michael shrugs, as though he’s used to dealing with difficult hostages. “You guys want breakfast?” he asks. “I’m making huevos rancheros?”


  I give him a brief smile, pulling my towel tighter. “Friend locked in the bathroom? World crumbling around our ears? Zeth already up and out the door? Sure, huevos rancheros sound great, thanks.”


  He gives me a dry look, winks, and then peers at the tiny woman bundled up on her bed in the room beyond me. “Lace? Lucky charms?”


  She gives him a watery smile and nods, and I’m hit with the realization that even though he might not know why, Michael obviously knows not to offer Lacey food that might involve either eggs or grits.
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  Lace and Michael have both eaten and disappeared by the time Zeth returns to the apartment, looking more than a little frustrated. He sheds his leather jacket, tosses it onto the sofa, and then vanishes into the same en suite bathroom I used and doesn’t come out until Michael’s done making breakfast. There are few things in this life that render me speechless, but when Zeth Mayfair walks into the kitchen of his apartment, dripping wet from a shower with nothing but a towel around his waist, I suddenly forget I have a tongue. Or rather, I don’t exactly forget. I’m all too aware of it, and what I would like to be doing with it. He looks horrified by my tragic attempts to eat my breakfast. Yes, I may be right-handed and yes, it may be my left arm that is completely out of commission, but cutting and stabbing and scooping one-handed is still pretty difficult.


  “Need some assistance?” he rumbles, opening the fridge and taking out a bottle of water. He pops the cap and drinks from the bottle long and deep, the muscles in his throat working, all the while staring right at me. I swallow the small amount of food I’ve managed to spear onto my fork.


  “I’m fine, thank you very much. Where did you go this morning?”


  He lifts one eyebrow. Stops drinking. Puts the cap back on the bottle. Not looking at me, he says, “Feeding a pet project I have in the basement.”


  I can tell from the way he mumbles he doesn’t want to tell me this information. That makes me mighty suspicious. “What pet project?”


  He leans back against the countertop and folds his arms across his chest. I’m not distracted by his biceps. Nope, not at all. That would be incredibly shallow of me. He gives me an appraising look, frowning slightly, and then says something that makes my heart leap into my throat. “Andreas Medina. Julio’s in town. He’s taken Cade.”


  “You have Andreas in the basement of this building? And what do you mean, he’s taken Cade?”


  Zeth prowls around the counter where I’m sitting, removing the fork from my hand. He slides some of the food from my plate onto it, raises it, and lifts both eyebrows. “Open, Sloane.”


  I can’t believe him. He’s just told me that he has someone held captive and that a very dangerous man has kidnapped his friend, and he wants me to eat. “I will not fucking open,” I snap. “Tell me what the hell is going on.”


  A small smile tics at the corner of his mouth. Those full lips of his pout a little as he puts down the fork. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”


  “How? How is it not as bad as it sounds?”


  “Because Julio won’t fuck with Rebel. Julio’s an insect compared to the Widow Makers. There’s no way he would kill one of their members, let alone the V.P. of the club. Not if he didn’t want his whole crew murdered brutally in their sleep.”


  “And what about Andreas? Why have you got him locked away in the basement?”


  Zeth shrugs. He swipes his index finger slowly through the maple syrup that I’ve put all over my breakfast—I’m sick, I know—and then lifts his finger up to my mouth. I’m kind of stunned. I’m not sure what he wants me to do—suck it? He smirks when I give him a questioning look, but then traces the pad of his finger across my lower lip. I’m a little dazed when he puts his finger into his own mouth and sucks off the excess maple syrup. I draw my lip into my mouth and run my tongue over the burning skin where he just touched me, my mouth watering at the explosion of sugar. Zeth leans forward, clenching his jaw, lowering himself so he’s at my level.


  “Medina’s tied up in the basement for three reasons, Sloane. Firstly, he came at me with a fucking knife—a pretty big fucking mistake on his part. Secondly, he knows where Cade is and I aim to make him tell me. Thirdly—” He’s staring at my mouth, watching me still sucking on my lip. “Thirdly, he acted in a very ungentlemanly way with you back at Julio’s. He also said some rather ill-thought-out shit when I dragged him back here. So I’m not exactly feeling like a gracious host, if you get what I’m saying.”


  I do get what he’s saying. He’s telling me that he has plans for Andreas Medina, and non-too-pleasant ones. “You’re not going to kill him,” I say.


  Something like amusement mixed with a little anger flashes in those deep brown eyes. “I’m aware of what I am and am not gonna do, Sloane. And no, I’m not gonna kill him, despite the fact the motherfucker deserves it. He and I had a little chat this morning. He gave me some information in return for my guarantee I’ll offer Julio a trade: my guy for his.”


  A chat? I have the worst images inside my head right now. They all involve blood. And very sharp objects. And a half-dead Mexican gang member. “What do you mean, you had a ‘little chat’? What kind of little chat?”


  Zeth gives me a blank look, tipping his head to one side. He walks over to the sofa where he tossed his jacket when he came in, rifles inside the pocket, apparently finds whatever he’s looking for, and comes back to the open-plan kitchen. He hands me a small black box.


  I look at the box, look back up at him. “I get the distinct impression there’s going to be a severed thumb inside. Is there a severed thumb in this box? Because if there is, I have seen enough of those in the ER to last me a lifetime, thanks all the same.”


  “Open it,” he growls. He doesn’t look impressed by my lack of faith in him. I open the box and inside there are a handful of…of paperclips?


  “What does this mean?”


  “Something the guys used to do in prison,” Zeth says, his voice utterly controlled. “Chino is…” He pauses, apparently intent on choosing his words carefully. “Chino’s a hard place. People construct weapons out of anything.” He selects a paperclip from the box and begins unbending it with those huge hands of his. The paperclip is then no longer a paperclip but a four-inch length of wire; Zeth holds it up for me to see properly. “The inmates had quite a few uses for something like this.”


  I can imagine all too well what the inmates might have done with something like that. The thought sends a jolt of horror sizzling through my body. Zeth was there. Zeth was inside while that kind of thing was happening all around him. I’m hit by a wave of worry that makes my mouth drier than the Sahara. “Did you hurt him?” I ask.


  Zeth places the wire down on the counter, picks up my fork again, still loaded with the food he put on it a moment ago, and looks at me. He looks me right in the eye with such an intensity that my skin feels like it’s humming with electricity. “Do you think I hurt him, Sloane?”


  This isn’t one of those off-the-cuff questions people ask and don’t really expect an answer to. This is a question about who I think he is, and he’s waiting intently for the answer. What I’ve thought has never been important before, but I can tell that now it very much is.


  I think on it so I know I’m going to be telling him the fully considered, fully weighed-out truth. I come to an answer pretty quickly. “No. No, I don’t think you did. I don’t think you would harm someone who couldn’t defend themselves.”


  That makes him smirk again. “You have a very high opinion of me, Sloane. Now, please, open your mouth.”


  I oblige him. He slides the fork into my mouth, and I take the food, enjoying the way he pulls the tines so slowly away from my lips. He watches my mouth closely, his expression carefully constructed into a blank mask. “I didn’t even touch him. This time,” Zeth whispers. “He gave me Julio’s cell number, and now I have to go see if I can get Cade back.”


  I’m not even going to ask about the subtle this time that he just slipped in there. That would only lead us to a dark place I’m positive I don’t want to go. “Are you taking Michael?”


  He nods. “You’re going to stay here with Lacey and your friend. Do not let either of them out of your sight.”


  I’m suddenly gripped by panic. I don’t want him to go; every time he leaves, something freaking terrible happens and I end up being pursued by the cops. Or shot at. Or both. “We need to stick together right now, don’t you think?”


  “No. I don’t. You’re injured, Newan’s an unwilling participant in all of this, and Lacey isn’t right at the moment. It would be a very bad idea to take one of you, let alone all three.”


  I’d argue this point, irrespective of the fact I can see where he’s coming from, but then Michael enters, wearing a T-shirt drenched with sweat. He left to go running straight after he ate. A bad idea in my book—running on a full stomach—but he seems to have made it work.


  “You ready?” he asks. It's like a wall shutters over Zeth’s face; the dark, brooding anger in his eyes is almost breathtaking.


  “Yeah, I'm ready. Time to teach that asshole he can’t get away with taking one of ours.”


  I feel like pointing out Cade isn’t actually “one of ours”, he's one of Rebel’s, but then the ingratitude of the thought hits home. Of course Cade is one of ours. He spent time in prison with Zeth, and he risked his own safety and freedom to come and help me when Charlie was at St Peter’s. It’s only right that the boys try and free him, but at what cost? That's what everything boils down to these days—the cost of our actions. There can be no more carefree or reckless decisions made within our group. Our group. I am a part of this now, and that knowledge makes me very uncomfortable.


  Zeth stands, finishes the bottle of water, crushes it and tosses it in the bin. He looks to me, two distinct lines marring the skin between his brows. “I mean it, Sloane. Do not leave this apartment.”


  I nod my head, trying not to look quite as concerned as I’m feeling right now. “I know, I know. There’ll be hell to pay.”


  Zeth smirks. “Oh no, angry girl. You’ll be paying me. And trust me—that is far, far worse.”


  He does something then that makes my fingers and toes tingle; he leans down and plants a whisper-soft kiss on the top of my head. “We’ll be back soon,” he tells me. “And we’ll have Cade with us.”


  The look on Michael’s face is classic—complete surprise. I think he’s as stunned as I am by his employer’s show of affection. Zeth dresses quickly and the two of them leave, and the spot where Zeth kissed me on the top of my crown still burns like crazy.


  



  ******


  



  Pippa is still refusing to come out of the bathroom. I don't want her to come out, so it's no great loss to me, but a small part of me does want her to be comfortable. And sitting on cold tiles all day and night definitely can not be comfortable. I'm too angry to go and talk to her, though, so I figure the next best thing is to rope Lacey into the task.


  I'm about to knock on Lacey's door when it flies open to reveal the girl’s pale face, eyes huge in her head as usual. She looks stricken. “Where's Zee?” she asks breathlessly.


  “He's just gone to handle a few things. He won’t be gone long. A couple of hours, max.”


  This news does not seem to please Lacey. Zeth didn't say goodbye to her, and for very good reason. She's never been good about him leaving her, but after yesterday's meltdown she probably would have flipped, not let him walk out the door. That's undoubtedly why he ran out without saying a word to her.


  “I need to talk to him,” she says. “It's important.”


  “Sorry, Lace. Honestly, though, he will be back soon.”


  Lacey blows out a frustrated breath, shaking her head. “You don't understand. Here, look.” She holds out something to me—her chunky cellphone—and on the screen a web page is loaded. I'm surprised the thing even has data. I squint at the tiny writing, trying to read the blocks of narrow, black text, but Lacey is twitching so much it's damn near impossible.


  “Give it to me.” I take the phone off her and read quickly, my head spinning at the content of what turns out to be a newspaper article. The spinning grows much, much worse when I see the name Oliver Massey, and the emblem of St Peter's Hospital a little farther down the page.


  



  ‘The woman, brought into St Peter's Hospital close to two weeks ago, has still not been identified. Her condition continues to worsen. Her doctors indicate the female patient, currently on life support, is unlikely to survive another twenty-four hours. Dr. Oliver Massey, of St Peter's, believes someone must be able to identify this woman. ‘It would be a devastating if this woman's family members missed out on the opportunity to say goodbye because they were unaware their mother or aunt or sister was in hospital. We would ask Seattle Tribune readers to look closely at the picture of our patient and search their memory. Do they know this woman, and if so, could they assist us in reaching her next of kin?’”


  



  Underneath the block of text there’s an image of a woman, pale, long blonde hair fanned around her head like spun silk, eyes closed, clearly in a coma. I recognize the woman straightaway. During the one incredibly hectic and stressful day I spent back at work, the nurses had filled me in on the Jane Doe in room 136. She'd been brought into the hospital by an anonymous member of the public, unceremoniously abandoned, and left to die. She'd already been in a coma then; I'm almost surprised she’s lasted as long as this.


  “What is it, Lace? Do you know this woman?”


  Lacey nods, head bobbing up and down. “She's the one who stabbed Zeth. She's Charlie's woman.”


  “And you think Zeth would want to see her?” That seems very backwards to me. Very backwards indeed. Lacey doesn’t bother to answer me, though.


  “If she's dying, then we have to see her. We have to. We have to go now. She might die before we get there.”


  I have no idea where this is coming from, but the frantic glint in Lacey's eye, coupled with the anxious tone of her voice, tells me the next words out of my mouth are going to cause some serious problems. “I'm sorry, sweetie. None of us are going anywhere until Zeth gets back.”


  I can practically see the thundercloud form over the tiny woman's nimbus of golden curls. She angles her head down, her chin almost touching her breastbone, and looks up at me with the most sinister look in her eyes. For a moment I don't even recognize her. “I'm going, Sloane. You can't stop me.”


  “The front door's locked, Lace. We are on the eighth floor. There are no fire escapes for you to bolt down. I don't need to stop you; I just won't give you the key.”


  “You will,” she tells me. “You will or I'll take it from you.”


  Alarm bells, no, a freaking klaxon begins to sound inside my head. I’ve never seen her like this before. I’ve seen her sad and upset, downcast and withdrawn, but I have never seen her angry and determined. I get the feeling an angry and determined Lacey might actually be a force to be reckoned with, even though she’s almost less than half my size.


  “Why do you need to see her, Lacey? Explain it to me and maybe we can work something out.”


  “I just do, okay?” She snatches her cell phone away from me, holding her hands to her temples. “It’s none of your damn business, Sloane. You think just ’cause my brother is fucking you that you’re gonna be around long enough to witness the next big fucking disaster that sweeps through our lives, but you’re not. You’re gonna be sick of us by the end of next fucking week. You’re gonna go back to live with your churchy parents. You’re gonna go back to wearing twin sets and playing golf with your doctor buddies, and your little slumming session with Zeth and his fucked-up sister is gonna be over. It’s gonna be me and him left to deal with all this shit. Me and him!” Those last words come out of her mouth as a choked sob. There’s so much rage and doubt in her. The quiet, reserved Lacey I know, who climbed into my bed this morning, has vanished altogether.


  “Don’t you think it’s time you admit that?” she asks. Her eyes are filled to brimming over with tears. “Don’t you think it would be better to just walk away now before you’re dragged into this any further and you feel like you have to stay because you have no other option? Because things have gotten so bad and so irreparable that you can’t leave?”


  With each word it feels like she’s slapping me around the face. When I first met her I was unsure of her, unsure of her connection to Zeth and therefore cautious, but recently I’ve cared for her. Looked out for her. Hell, she confessed she’d murdered someone to me only a few hours ago in my bed and I did nothing but hold her and tell her everything was going to be all right. So yes, it hurts incredibly that she’s speaking to me like this. It’s breaking my heart.


  “Where’s this coming from, Lace?”


  “It’s coming from a land called reality, where we have been living while you’ve been up on your little hill above the city, looking down on the rest of us.”


  “Lacey, I’m not—I’ve—”


  “She’s never worn a twinset,” comes a voice from my right. Pippa, leaning against the doorframe, arms folded across her chest. Finally she’s come out of the bathroom, probably just to watch this tiny woman kick my ass. That’s where things look like they’re headed right now. Lacey screws up her face, scowling at Pippa.


  “You’re just as bad,” she snaps. “You were mean about my mother, and you had no right. No right to say anything about her whatsoever.”


  Pippa retains that cool, calm, and collected exterior that she wears whenever she’s working with someone in her office. “You’re right. That was out of line. I’m sorry, Lacey. But you’re attacking the wrong person here right now. Sloane’s not a judgmental person, and she’s not one to commit herself to something and then bail. And that’s what she’s done here—she’s committed herself to you and Zeth. That’s why I’ve been so worried. Because I know there’s no way she’ll ever walk out on you now. She won’t even be dragged kicking and screaming. I should think yesterday’s events with the police were proof enough of that.”


  Lacey doesn’t back down. Not for a second. She’s bordering on hysteria; I can see it staring back at me out of her troubled eyes. “You’re not my family. You’re not my family. We need to be together again. Only family can protect family. Blood is thicker than water, Sloane. You have to let me go. You have to let me.”


  It’s pathetic but I’m beginning to take this personally now. I thought Lacey liked me. I thought she did think of my as family in some weird, warped way. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m sure Zeth will take you to see her as soon as he can.”


  Lacey covers her face with her hands, sucking in deep, erratic breaths, sobbing harder now. “Not good enough. Not. Good. Enough!” Her hands fly down, and Pippa sees what’s happening long before I do. Or maybe I do see it, but I just don’t believe it—Lacey coming at me, her mouth pulled down in grim determination. Pippa’s taller than I am, and stronger too, no doubt. I would have been able to hold my own, but Pippa practically takes Lace off her feet as she tackles her into the wall of the corridor.


  “Get off me! Get the fuck off me, bitch! I’m gonna kill you!” Lacey roars. I stand there, watching them struggle, completely confounded.


  “Sloane, a hand?” Pippa calls through gritted teeth. She’s managed to pin both of Lacey’s wrists behind her back, but the girl’s putting up a valiant fight. I step into the breach, grabbing hold of Lacey’s ankles. I get a kick to my injured arm and a shock wave of pain blasts through me, so sharp and potent, I gag. Pippa and I manage to carry Lacey’s screaming butt into a room at the back of the apartment. It’s the room I found Zeth sitting alone in the dark when I first came here. There are no windows, no other ways out of the room bar the entrance we just came through. It’s sparsely furnished, too—only a bed and a small side table, along with a wardrobe and a soft sheepskin rug on the floor. Pippa and I half carry, half drag Lacey to the bed where we put her down, and then Pippa has hold of me and she’s dragging me out of the room before Lacey can even get to her feet. The door slams closed, and Pippa is holding the handle shut.


  “Do you have keys for this thing?” she grinds out.


  “Uh, yeah. Yes, hang on.” I run back through the apartment, snatch the keys from the countertop where Zeth left them, and hurry back. It takes me a solid minute to find the right key, during which time Lacey kicks and screams and pummels her fists against the other side of the door, demanding to be let the fuck out.


  “Do you have any sedatives here?” Pippa asks.


  “Do you think I’d have let you stitch me up without any proper pain relief if I had my medical bag with me?” I snap. Now that the door’s locked, Pippa backs away, holding up her hands.


  “Just asking. My incarceration in this ridiculously over-the-top apartment would be a whole lot more bearable without that noise going on.”


  She’s right. It’s going to be a nightmare sitting here listening to Lacey lose her mind. I stalk through the apartment, wondering if I should call Zeth back. He told me she has these breakdowns but I wasn’t prepared for this. Not to this scale. Not being so abusive, and apparently out of nowhere.


  “I hate to be saying this yet again, Sloane,” Pippa says, following behind me. “But are you sure your new friends are the type of people you want to be associating with? I mean, with the police—”


  I turn around and stab my finger into her chest, trying to breathe through my spike of anger. “Don’t you even mention the police. You were the one who called the police.”


  Pippa looks like she’s about to defend her actions—god help her if she does—but the sound of a ringing alarm prevents it from happening. No, not the sound of a ringing alarm. It’s a ringing cell phone. Both Pip and I see it at the same time—the blocky cell phone Lacey was holding in her hand. It’s on the floor, lit up, flashing and playing that infamous old school ringtone that used to drive people mad all over the world. Lacey must have dropped the phone in the struggle.


  I pace over and pick it up, and Lacey goes silent—she must be able to hear the phone. On the screen, three words are blinking up at me:


  The Old Man.


  My stomach drops through the floor. I know who that is. I’ve heard Zeth call him that before.


  “Sloane? Sloane, let me answer the phone!” Lacey screams from behind the door. “I need to answer that. It’s for me!”


  It literally feels like the insides of my head are exploding. Seriously? Seriously, this is who Lacey has been talking to? Part of me just can’t accept or believe it. Won’t. I hit the answer button and hold the handset to my ear. My blood runs cold as soon as I hear the voice.


  “Knock, knock, sweetheart. You be a good girl and come and let me in, why don’t you?”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  



  I have to admit, I was as surprised as Sloane I didn’t get my hands bloody this morning. Andreas did give up Julio’s cell number without a fight; a brief conversation about loyalty—he still insists they know Charlie and I are working together—and one look at those fucking paperclips and Andreas Medina was an open book. He told me Julio and his boys were out somewhere near Mount Rainer, but he couldn’t give me a specific address because they’re moving around. Fucker better not have been lying.


  Michael and I almost at Mount Rainier, when I finally get through on the cell number Medina gave me. The line rings three times before someone picks up. “¿Hola?”


  Definitely the right number.


  “Hola,” I reply. “Quiero hablar con el jefe, por favor.” Hi, I wanna speak to the boss, please. I put just enough pep into my voice to sound like a cheerful Mexican telesales operative. I don’t normally do pep; my teeth feel itchy.


  “Who is this?” the person on the other end of the line asks in a thick accent.


  “It’s Zeth motherfucking Mayfair, bitch. Now put Julio on the phone.” There we go; that’s more my speed. The person on the other end of the line responds by swearing in Spanish. There’s muted chatter in the background and he’s there, the man himself, talking live and direct right into my right ear.


  “Zeth, my friend. So good to hear from you. I trust you are well?”


  “Never better,” I clip out. It’s started to rain. The windshield wipers in Michael’s sedan automatically begin to sweep across the windshield, blurring the lights of the other cars into long streaks of white and red as they pass us by. “I believe we have a small matter to discuss,” I say.


  “Oh? And what might that be?” There’s a layer of cordiality to Julio’s voice, but I can hear the violence beneath it. Men like him smile and say polite things while plotting all the ways in which they plan on fucking killing you. I know this all too well.


  “The fact you’ve taken a friend of mine. The fact I’ve taken a friend of yours.”


  Julio gives me a half-amused laugh. “I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about, Zeth. I have a missing member of a motorcycle club staying with me at the moment. His boss is on his way over here to retrieve him. As far as people on my end…” He sniffs, pauses for effect. “It seems as though everyone is accounted for over here.”


  Andreas is missing and he knows it; he’s just trying to be a smart motherfucker, make me believe he doesn’t care about his guy when I know all too well that he does. Andreas is a fucking liability. He’s hot-headed and reckless. Most people in Julio’s position would have killed him a long time ago, which means the gang lord must have a soft spot for him. I wouldn’t be surprised if Medina is related to him in some way. So how to play this? How to play this the right way? And why would Julio pick Cade up if he were planning on handing him straight over to Rebel? It makes no sense.


  “Fine,” I say. “So Rebel comes for Cade, and I dispose of my house guest. Permanently. You’re happy that this is how shit is gonna go down?”


  There’s another pause on the other end of the line—I can imagine the expression on Julio’s face, mouth pulled down in a pout of nonchalance, shoulders shrugged up around his ears. I can almost hear the fucking bravado. “Whatever, man. You do what you gotta do.”


  I grunt, nodding my head. I’m thinking. Thinking hard about what the hell our next move should be when Julio speaks again. “You should know you’ve made me very unhappy, ese. No, I’m not very happy with you at all.”


  “I can see why you might feel that way,” I concede. “If it’s any consolation, it was nothing personal. It was a favor for a friend.”


  There’s a rhythmic snapping sound down the phone—Julio tutting. “I don’t give a shit about the girl, ese,” he says. “I give a shit about you deceiving me in my own house. About you spying for Charlie.”


  It’s one thing to hear it coming from Andreas—the guy is paranoid as fuck—but now Julio thinks I came to the compound to do Charlie’s bidding? “I said I was there for the girl. I wasn’t there for Charlie, asshole. The motherfucker’s been trying to kill me for the past few weeks.”


  “Ha!” Julio’s loud blast of laughter almost deafens me. “So why the fuck did he come burning up here as soon as my guys told him you were here, huh? Why did he show up at my door only six hours after you left, when my home was in ruins, and pay me an obscene amount of money to not come after you? Why did he sign over his drugs business to me to settle the debt you owed, when your friends blew up my villa?”


  “What?”


  “He may have bought your life for you, Zee, but let me tell you this. If you come creepin’ up on me again, no amount of money in the world will save you.”


  Still focusing on the road ahead of us as he drives, Micheal’s eyes widen; he must be able to hear Julio. I try to comprehend what the guy is saying to me, but yet again it makes no fucking sense. I can’t remember the last time anything did make sense, but this? This is just off the charts fucking bizarre. Charlie paid Julio to keep him off my back?


  “Why would he do that?” I ask. I feel stupid. I feel like the guy who’s missing some vital, crucial piece of information everyone else is in fucking possession of but I am not.


  Julio gives me that laugh again—that arrogant, fuck you laugh. “It’s the same deal world over, my friend. It’s all well and good wanting to kill your family members when they’ve done something to piss you off. But if someone else comes along and fucks with them…that’s a whole different story.”


  Man, this guy just doesn’t seem to fucking listen. “I told you then and I’ll tell you now, asshole, I’m not part of Charlie’s family anymore. I left. I quit. I fucking walked away.”


  The quiet that stretches out seems to last a lifetime. This isn’t getting us anywhere. I need to get off the phone so I can call Rebel and find out what the hell’s going on. I need to—


  “Oh, come now, Zee. Even you should know this. You can never walk away from a man like Charlie Holsan,” Julio chides. “You might try and walk away from his organization. You probably wouldn’t live to tell the tale, but still you could try. You, on the other hand…he’ll never let you walk away from him.”


  “And why’s that?” I snap.


  “Because with a man like Charlie Holsan, you can never turn your back on blood.”
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  I hang up the phone, my heart in my mouth. It immediately starts ringing again. “You’re sure it’s him?” Pippa asks. She’s asked me this three times already, and I’m starting to get pissed off.


  “Yes! Yes, it’s him. What the hell am I supposed to do?”


  Pippa just gives me a pitying look—she doesn’t understand my panic. Doesn’t feel the full weight of it pressing down on her like it’s currently pressing down on me.


  “Here,” she says, holding out her hand. “Give it to me.”


  She wants the cell phone, and frankly I’m very keen to get rid of it. I slap the thing into her hand and cover my mouth with my fingertips, watching her to see what she’ll do next. The very last thing I expect her to do is to answer the damn call.


  “Dr. Pippa Newan,” she says calmly. Pippa’s face remains controlled, although her eyebrows twitch ever so slightly. I don't know what that means, whether it means anything at all. I just wait, holding my breath.


  “I don't think that would be a good idea,” she says calmly. She frowns some more. My heart clatters in my chest like a pair of castanets. She looks at me, eyes filled with sudden surprise. “There really is no need for that kind of language,” she says. “We are well within our rights to deny you access —”


  There's a sharp thud at the door, not from the top, as though someone has knocked, but from the bottom as though they've kicked instead. Through the three-inch thick solid wood door, a very bemused voice calls out. “I think you're getting confused, sweetheart. This ain't a fucking traveling door-to-door salesman. This ain't optional. Now open the fucking door.”


  Pippa drops the phone from her ear, turning the thing to look at the screen. She blinks at it. “He hung up on me.” She turns her back to me then, a look of mild panic forming on her face—the gravity of the situation finally appears to be hitting her. “I don't think he's going to leave.”


  “No kidding.” I hurry over to the counter where my bag is sitting—even through the panic back at Pippa's, Michael had the foresight to shove the thing at me so I didn't leave it behind—and I scramble through the items inside until I come across my own cell phone. I dial Zeth, my hands shaking as I hit the call button.


  



  



  The number you have called is currently busy. Please hang up and try again later.


  



  Currently busy? Zeth's on the phone. Typical. He's picked now to get a freaking social life? Who the hell could he be talking to? He's already with Michael, the only person who ever seems to call him. I hang up and then immediately dial Michael. His phone isn't busy, but it still doesn't get picked up. “Fuck!” A text message is the next best thing, though not ideal at all.


  



  Get bk here! Now!


  



  A series of heavy bangs rain down on the front door. “Might as well just let me in, Dr Pippa Newan. Me and my boys ain't goin’ nowhere. It would save an awful lot of time and a rather well-made door if you just do what I fuckin’ tell you to.”


  There's no way we are opening the door. No way in hell. I cast an eye over the apartment, searching for something appropriately heavy; the sofa that I bled all over last night's probably the most suitable option for what I have in mind. I hurry over and start pushing the thing, leaning my full weight against its considerable size. My shoulder is killing me; I feel sick, like I might pass out again. The wound I received yesterday was nowhere near as bad as it could have been, but it still ran fairly deep. The last thing I should be doing is trying to lift heavy furniture, but it doesn't look like I have much of a choice.


  “Don't just stand there staring at me. Get over here!” I shout at Pippa. Her gawking isn't helping anybody. In fact, her stunned inaction is enough to make me want to slap her all over again. She flusters, but then hurries to the other end of the couch, lifting it with me. Between the two of us we can barely get the thing an inch off the ground—it's one of those seriously weighty pieces of furniture with scrolled wooden armrests—but it's enough to awkwardly shuffle it toward the door.


  “He's not going to hurt you!” Lacey screams from the other end of the apartment. “He's come for me. Let me out and I'll go with him. He won't touch you, I swear!”


  The ferocity of the next series of impacts on the door suggest otherwise; the violence behind them suggests the person on the other side is not a patient, calm or reasonable person. It suggests that when the person on the other side has finally beaten their way through, they're going to keep on hitting things. And, yeah, I really don't want to be one of those things.


  I ignore Lacey and address the man on the other side of the door; I address Charlie. “Zeth's on his way here, asshole. I wouldn't want to be here when he gets back!”


  There's laughter through the door. “You mean the master of the house ain't at ’ome right now? Well ain't that just peachy. I wouldn't ’ave thought he'd leave his girls unprotected. That don't sound like ’im at all. And I so was ’oping to ’ave a little chat with ’im.”


  Crap. It’s likely Charlie suspected Zeth wasn’t here—admittedly, Zeth would have been at the door and shooting everyone in the head at the first sign of trouble—but I’ve just gone and confirmed it for him. Perfect.


  “Just let him inside, Sloane. This is none of your business!” Lacey yells.


  But it is my business. This is the guy who sent two men around to my house and tried to kidnap Lacey, who tried to run me off the road and nearly got me killed, who murdered an innocent girl, poisoned her, for no other purpose than to get Zeth's attention, with the lovely added bonus of ruining my fucking life. Even if I did have a guarantee he wouldn't hurt either Pip or me, which I'm pretty sure he will, I would never let Lacey go with him. Something's obviously happened here that I'm unaware of to make Lacey think it's safe to be with Charlie, but there's no doubt about it—she's not going anywhere. Not if I have anything to say about it. I head to the open plan kitchen, pull open a drawer and take out the largest knife I can find. I give it straight to Pip.


  “If they come through, use this. Don't hesitate.”


  Pippa's eyes are as big as saucers. “You can't be serious. There's no way I'm stabbing anybody.”


  “How about if they're trying to kill you? How would you feel about stabbing them then?”


  “Well, I suppose—”


  “Then get ready.” I walk away, hurrying through the apartment. I head straight for the room opposite Lacey's—the one I know belongs to Michael. Inside everything is immaculate, just as I would expect it to be with a man like him. I'd hoped to find some sort of weapons stash under the bed or something, but all I find are a pair of Armani slippers. No guns. No flamethrowers. No ninja stars. What kind of right-hand man is this guy?


  I do spot a baseball bat on the wall, though. It's mounted on a stand and looks like a player has signed it. It probably isn't something Michael would appreciate being used to cave someone's head in but it's going to have to do. I snatch it off the stand and head back out into the hallway. I cross straight over to the room where Lacey is still going crazy, hammering on the door, demanding to be let out.


  “I don't get it, Lace. You're gonna have to help me out here. Why do you suddenly want to go with Charlie? What's he told you?”


  She goes quiet, although I can hear her stuttering breaths; she's crying. “He's told me the truth,” she whispers. “All this time, all these years I thought Zeth was the only one I had. The only one who cared about me, even if he didn’t know I was his sister. But I was wrong. I had Charlie. I had…I had my dad.”


  My dad.


  There have been no words ever spoken in the English language that have shocked me more than these. I almost drop the baseball bat. “Lace, I don't think—I think you're mistaken. I don't think —”


  “He is! He's my father. It's the truth, I know it is.”


  “When did he tell you this?”


  “About an hour ago. The cell phone Zeth gave me…Charlie messaged it yesterday morning. He thought I was Zeth. He said he knew where I was. As soon as he found out who I was, he told me the truth. He told me that was why he tried to take me from your place. Those men, they weren't going to hurt me, Sloane. Charlie just wanted me to be safe. He wants me to be with him.”


  Lacey's been glued to that phone for the past two days. Two fucking days that Charlie Holsan has been filling Lacey’s head with lies. He must have a good read on people, or at least he must have studied Lacey in some way to know how important family is to her. He's taken the one thing that can flip her switches and turn her crazy and he’s used them against her.


  “He's lying to you, babe. I promise you he is. He’d say anything to get to Zeth. He almost killed me, remember? He tried to drive me off the road.”


  There’s silence at that. A thick silence, punctuated only by the sounds of one of the most dangerous criminals in Seattle trying to force his way inside the apartment. Lacey doesn’t say a word. She knows I’m right; she knows it deep down, and yet I know she’s not hearing me. I know her. She’s lost in this wonderful idea that she has a father. A real, biological father, who can take care of her and make everything right in her world again.


  “Lacey, your father was killed in a car accident. He’s been dead for twenty-six years.”


  “That man wasn’t my father. He was one of Charlie’s men. He stole me.”


  Oh, boy. There’s no way I can argue this out with her now. With a mind as sensitive to suggestion as Lacey’s, I’ll never be able to convince her she’s been fooled. Especially since she wants to believe this fallacy.


  “Sloane? Sloane! Get through here,” Pippa shouts. Her voice is three octaves higher than usual and shaky. I’ll have to deal with Lacey later. I run down the hallway, baseball bat gripped in two hands, only to find—


  “Oh, shit!”


  The door is off its hinges at the top left of the frame, and the paneled wood is splintering apart under the force of the kicks smashing into it. “You’re gonna be sorry you didn’t save my boys the time and energy, here,” Charlie tells us, and this time his voice is worryingly clear. We have seconds before they’re through.


  My cell phone starts ringing.


  My heart is hammering.


  Pippa looks like she’s about to throw up. I feel as though I’m about to throw up.


  “Stand there. Stay there. Don’t move,” I whisper, pointing at the spot on the ground right in front of the door where she’s already standing. She gives me a single, terrified nod of her head. I slip around the side of the door, twisting the bat over and over in my hands, waiting.


  This is so clichéd; I almost want to laugh. I would laugh, except for the fact that I’m shitting myself. I’m hiding behind a door, getting ready to smash a baseball bat into an intruder’s face. They’re bound to see this coming, surely?


  And then it happens. Except it's not like in the movies, where the door explodes from its hinges and the furniture flies out of the way. The door buckles and cracks open, creating a foot-wide gap, and then an arm, shoulder, and half the torso appear inside the gap and all I can think of is Jack Nicholson in The Shining, grinning at us and announcing, here's Johnny.


  Well here's Sloane, motherfucker. I don't hesitate; I forget about the whole leaping out from behind the door bit and instead bring the bat swinging down onto the shoulder of the man who is trying to shove the sofa out of the way. The wood connects with a satisfying crack, and the doctor in me immediately begins making calculations. Dislocation? Shattered joint? From the agonized cry that comes from the other side of the door, the chances are reasonably high that I’ve done some serious damage.


  “Ahhhh! Fucking bitch just hit me,” a voice cries. I lash out and hit the guy again, this time in the arm. “Fuck!” The arm attached to the man on the other side falls limp and dangles loosely as he tries to pull himself back through to safety. I'm feeling a little proud of myself when the guy's body vanishes and suddenly I'm staring into the face of a grey-haired, attractive guy in his fifties, with a glint of insanity lurking in his irises. I know this face. The cops passed a photo of Charlie around the hospital—he looked normal. Unassuming—when Archie Monterello was shot, but seeing the man in the flesh is entirely different. Way more intimidating.


  A labored silence follows where the man grins broadly at me, quick eyes giving me an amused once over. The sound of my continually ringing cell phone serves to make the moment even tenser. The man takes a step forward and places the muzzle of a large, heavy handgun through the gap in the wood. His grin expands even further, displaying a wall of perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth.


  “Well hello, Princess. Don't you think you ought to get that?”
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  Julio doesn't expand on his bizarre comment. He hangs up and I make a quick phone call to Rebel, but the words are lingering throughout the conversation I have with the president of the Widow Makers MC.


  Rebel answers quickly and efficiently, already well aware of who is calling him. “Well, isn't this a pleasant surprise?”


  “I'm sure it's not fucking surprising at all,” I reply. He'll never let you walk away from him.


  “Okay, maybe not. But I am honored that you've deigned me worthy of contact now, given I've been trying to reach you and your lovely girlfriend for some time. What can I do for you?”


  Because with a man like Charlie Holsan, you can never turn your back on blood. “Sloane’s business with her sister is exactly that—hers. If she hasn't been very receptive in responding to you or your wife, then maybe Alexis shouldn't have cut her out of her life and left her to worry for two fucking years.”


  Rebel makes a grunting sound on the other end of the line. “Not our fight to have, brother. This one's on the girls, but you know things are never as simple as they seem. Take this situation with my boy for example. Our Mexican friend has taken Cade and is telling me he'll only let him go if I’m present to collect him. Now, why do you think that might be?”


  So he does already know about Cade. As for his question, there's only one reason I can think of and that's a glaringly obvious one. “Because he's planning on killing you and he needs to know where you're going to be.”


  “Exactly what I figured. So here I am, on my way to pick up my boy, knowing Julio’s planning on shooting me in the face. Now why do you think that it is?”


  “Because Cade's your boy. And you have something on Julio. You must have for him to be so careful around you. Fuck, I hear you have something on everyone.”


  Rebel laughs again, his breath crackling down the line. “You might just be right, brother. It's always advantageous to have a few interesting pieces of information up your sleeve at all times, especially when dealing with people like these. With people like you.”


  If that's Rebel's idea of a subtle way to let me know he has information on me, he needs to work on his delivery. “Whatever, man. You have this Julio thing fucking handled or what? ’Cause I have other places I can be. I just wanted to make sure Cade was safe.”


  “You can rest easy. Cade’ll be fine, and so will I. Information isn't the only thing that I have on Julio Perez. I've had a gun trained on his back for the last three years. It's a good idea to plant a guy every once in awhile. An inside man, if you will.”


  This guy seems to have everything worked out. It's almost a relief; Rebel will take care of his VP, and I can go back to the apartment and have a conversation with Sloane. She needs to leave town for a while. She's not gonna like it, not one bit, but it's the only solution I can think of where she'll be safe while I deal with the Charlie situation.


  The fucking Charlie situation. You can never walk away from a man like Charlie Holsan. You can never turn your back on blood.


  I inhale sharply, trying to push that thought out of my head. There's no way Charlie is blood to me. No fucking way in hell. I would know. After all the years of working for him, living with him, doing exactly what he asks, I would fucking know if he was related to me. It’s just not possible. “When everything is squared away with the Mexicans, come by my apartment. I trust you know where that is?”


  “I may. Any chance you feel like telling me why?”


  “I have something I need you to take back to New Mexico with you.”


  Rebel's a smart guy; he knows what I'm talking about straight away. “Right. And is this package going to be screaming and punching me in the back of the head across numerous state lines?”


  My turn to laugh now. “Will that be a problem?”


  “Not at all. Can't say I'm not used to it. As soon as I've spoken to Medina and dealt with Julio, I'll be there.”


  My breath freezes in my lungs. “Medina?”


  “Yeah, Medina. He's my man inside. You've met the guy, right? Arrogant motherfucker. Owed me a debt. He'll let me know what Julio has planned before I even step foot into that meeting.”


  Oh. Holy. Shit.


  Well, this is just fucking perfect. Seriously, absolutely, typically motherfucking perfect. What were the chances? What were the chances it would have to be Medina? I grind my teeth together, cursing my luck. “Actually, we may have problem after all. Andreas Medina is currently tied up in my basement.”


  The line goes quiet. And then, “Why is he currently tied up in your basement?”


  “The fucker tried to kill me. Good enough for you?”


  More silence. Michael gives me a raised eyebrow—what's going on? I wait for Rebel to think on this for a moment, and then I say, “Maybe you’d better come to my apartment first instead.”


  There's a quiet, controlled way that Rebel speaks; it's the same way I speak when I'm trying my hardest not to lose my shit. “Seems as though you’re right. I'll be there shortly.”


  I hit end call before he can say anything else. Michael spins the car around without me even asking; he probably heard most of that. “How the hell are all these people so interlinked?” he says on an exhale. I'd love to be able to give him an answer. I'd love to know why every one of these fuckers is so far up in each other's business, but I honestly have no clue. It’s as though Lady Fate is in a serious mood to fuck with me.


  “Let's just get back there, Michael. Quickly.”


  Michael hits the gas pedal—he seriously should have had a career in NASCAR—and we're speeding through the night, back toward the apartment. The corner of his mouth is twitching, and I know he's dying to say something. The fact he's holding it in tells me that it's probably something I won't want to hear.


  “Spit it out, man. Things are about to get crazy here. If you have something to say, then say it.”


  “Okay, fine. Have you spoken to Sloane about sending her to New Mexico? She is not going to like that idea.”


  I give him The Look. “What do you think?”


  “Yeah. Well, if my cousin’s on his way here and you intend on sending her away with him, I would think a heads up would be in order. Don't just spring it on her, boss. It’ll end very badly.” Again with the taking liberties. No one else in the world would dare give me advice on anything, let alone how to handle a girl. A woman. My woman. Michael gets away with it most days, but he’s walking a fine fucking line.


  “I got it handled. You don't need to worry yourself over how Sloane's going to react to anything. If she's got any sense whatsoever, then she'll go without causing a fuss.”


  Michael pulls a cautious face. “No offense, Zee, but I think her feelings for you might outweigh any sense she may or may not have.”


  We are bordering on dangerous territory here. Michael and I never discuss anything so trivial as feelings. If we did, I might be inclined to tell him how fucked my head is right now. I'm trying to concentrate, trying to figure out how the shit with Julio, Cade and Rebel is gonna work out, how the hell I'm going to get Sloane to agree to leave Seattle without me, but I can't. All I'm thinking about is what Julio said. My brain is working overtime, so many cogs turning at once, and yet those words just keep on pushing their way to the forefront of my mind.


  You can never turn your back on blood.


  You can never turn your back on blood.


  You can never turn your back on blood.


  I know it’s not possible, but there’s this swelling knot of dread sitting like a lead weight in the pit of my stomach. Is there—is there any way it could be true? Fuck. I can’t. I just can’t do this right now. Michael’s right—I need to speak to Sloane, and soon. Sounds like Rebel will be right with us, and she really will lose her head if I don’t give her some notice.


  I haven’t stored any numbers in my current burner, though. There’s a real risk I could lose it or it could fall into the wrong hands, and I don’t want to give Charlie or the DEA direct access to anyone I care about. “Give me your phone,” I growl at Michael. “I need Sloane’s number.”


  He reaches into the inside pocket of his suit and slides it out, handing it over to me and doing a pretty damn good job of not looking smug. I know the bastard, though. He’s definitely fucking smug. I looked down at the phone and—


  What the fuck?


  



  3 missed calls


  The Doc


  



  I turn the phone on its side and sure enough the fucking button is flicked across, showing an orange indicator. It’s on silent. Michael sees what I’m doing and swears under his breath. “What? What is it?”


  I’m already calling her back, pressing the phone to my ear, my heart jack hammering away in my chest. “Your phone was on fucking silent, man. Sloane’s been trying to reach us.” He swears again, and I swear—she’s not picking up the phone. I hang up and try again, clenching and unclenching my hand into a fist.


  “Come on, come on, come on.”


  Nothing.


  If it’s at all possible, Michael drives even faster. “I’m sorry, Zee, I never put it on silent, I swear.” I know he’s telling the truth—he never would have, knowing the girls might need us—but right now I’m not feeling very gracious. I’m feeling like I’m being pushed toward the edge of a very steep cliff and I’m doing everything in my power to prevent myself from falling over the edge. I give him a tight glance out of the corner of my eye, waiting. Waiting for the sound of the ring, ringing in my ear to turn into Sloane Romera’s beautiful fucking voice.


  It just keeps on ringing.


  Part of me is being sensible, reminding me she could have wanted anything. There are a million reasons why she could have called Michael, but the rest of me knows better. That’s not how things in my world work. It’s always been the most dire outcome; the most serious result; the most dangerous consequence.


  “Should we call Rebel back? He might get there before—”


  “He’d better not get there before us. It had better not take us more than another few minutes to get back to that girl, otherwise I’m going to start breaking things,” I tell him. I’m fighting hard right now. I'm battling not to get seriously fucking mad at him—accidents happen, the buttons on cell phones get knocked onto silent mode all the time—but it's proving very difficult. I suck in a deep breath, blow it back out again. “Look, it's fine. I'm sure she just wanted to tell—” The ringing suddenly stops; I hear the click of the line connecting.


  “Zeth, where the hell are you?” Sloane's voice sounds stressed and angry, but it's still a relief to hear. “You need to get back here right now.”


  “I'm coming. What's happened, Sloane?”


  There's a pause, and then my worst fears are confirmed. “You have a visitor. Your former employer has broken down the door and is now demanding that Lacey goes with him.”


  This can’t be fucking happening. “What? Why does he want to take Lace?”


  “You do not want to know. He—” There's a scuffling sound, scraping, shouting, a high-pitched scream—not Sloane’s—and the muffled sounds of a cell phone being fumbled.


  “Hello, son. I ’ear you’re having a bit of trouble getting hold of your Mrs. I have to say, seeing her close up like this, I can understand what all the fuss is about now.”


  My blood is boiling in my veins. “Stay the fuck away from her, Charlie. I mean it.”


  “Oh, come on now.” He sounds almost offended. “What, don’t ya think it’s about time I met your beautiful girlfriend? Honestly, I’m nowhere near as bad as you’ve made me out to be in your ’ead, son.”


  That’s fucking laughable. “Charlie, I used to kill people for a living and even I think you’re evil incarnate, now get the fuck away from her.”


  “Alright, alright. I can sense there’s going to be drama here. I know ’ow sensitive you can be.”


  There’s talking in the background. Women talking and someone raising their voice. It sounds like Lacey. “If I come back there and you’ve hurt a hair on either one of their heads, I will skin you alive. That’s a promise. I’ll skin you alive, and I’ll fucking enjoy it, motherfucker.”


  Charlie tuts. “That’s a very nasty name,” he says. “Though I can’t say it’s totally undeserved. You don’t have a thing to worry about, though, my boy, I promise you. The Duchess is coming off life support. She’s gonna die today. I’ve sworn off all killing, maiming and actual bodily harm for the next twenty-four hours in ’er honor.”


  So the Duchess is finally on the outs. That’s hardly a surprise. However, if that’s the case, what the hell is Charlie playing at? He should be with her. “Why are you at that apartment, Charlie? Charlie? Charlie!”


  The line is dead. Charlie’s gone, and he’s at the apartment with the only two people in the world who mean anything to me. I suddenly feel vicious, like I want to soak my hands in blood. The blood of absolutely anyone who thinks twice about coming between those girls and me. I throw the phone into the foot well between my feet and press my fingertips into my forehead. This is fucked. This is so, so fucked.


  “Get me to that apartment right now, Michael. Run every red. Break every speed limit. Get me to that fucking apartment.”


  



  



  *******
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  Charlie Holsan is a fucking pig. I’ve never thought ill of anybody so badly that I’ve wanted to see them suffer. It’s sick to admit this, but I don’t even hate the guys who took my sister as much as I hate this man. I despise him all the more right now because he has let Lacey out of her room and is currently walking out of the front door with her.


  I feel so pathetic; there’s nothing I can do to stop them from leaving. My wrists are locked behind my back, tied together, burning like crazy. “Lacey, please don’t do this.” I’ve been trying to appeal to her common sense, but it seems to have fled her entirely. She’s looking up to this guy like he’s the freaking Dalai Lama, not the murderous, vile piece of scum that he is. Charlie’s got his two asshole henchmen—the same ones who I dealt with back at my place what seems like forever ago—standing in between Lace and me, blocking my path. One of them is clutching his right arm with a look of violence in his eyes—directed at me, of course.


  “You heard me, princess,” Charlie says to me, his arm falling over Lacey’s shoulders. “The woman who has stood by me for the past thirty years is about to die. I’m filled wiv very benevolent, sad feelings right now. But don’t fuckin’ push me, girl. Just because you’re whoring yourself out to Zeth don’t mean much to me.”


  Lacey’s eyes are filled with tears. She’s reverted to the calm, quiet girl I’ve gotten to know. I can’t believe how she changed so drastically. “I’m sorry, Sloane. I didn’t mean what I said,” she whispers. “I’m just—I’ve never had parents before. Can you tell Zeth I’m sorry, too?”


  I’m at a loss for words. I literally can’t think of another thing to say to her that will make her change her mind. I’ve tried everything. It’s Pippa, wrists tied behind her back on the floor in the corner of the room, who tries to talk her around.


  “Lacey, remember how we talked about this in your last session? I told you I thought your relationship with your brother was a little unhealthy. We discussed how you had transformed him into a father figure because you so desperately needed that person in your life? This man is taking advantage of your need for a father figure. Do you really think he’s going to take care of you? He’s a horrible person. Stay here with your brother and with Sloane. They’re the ones who really care about you.”


  After being so severely let down by Pip, this statement goes a very small way toward me forgiving her. Not even close to all the way, but a step closer. Even she can see it’s not in the fragile girl’s interests to be taken away by a homicidal maniac. Charlie’s gone beet red, though; it appears he doesn’t appreciate her butting in as much as I do.


  “I’d take care of what was falling out of my mouth if I were you, sunshine. Irrespective of whatever bullshit you’ve been filling my daughter’s head wiv, she is my daughter and I will be taking her with me.”


  “How can she be your daughter, Charlie?” I snap. “You said it yourself—you’re going to see the woman who stood beside you for the past thirty years. Lacey and Zeth’s mother died in a car accident.”


  Charlie just shrugs at me. “My Duchess is Lacey’s mother. The bitch that stole my kids away from me was just some whore one of my boys was screwing. She wanted children, couldn’t ‘ave any of her own, so she took mine. I couldn’t ’ave that.”


  He couldn’t have that? That sounds particularly ominous. And this new piece of information certainly explains a lot—why Lacey went crazy earlier, screaming about going to see the Duchess. He’s told her she’s her mother, and poor Lace is just about broken enough to believe it. I’m about to ask him how the hell he can be trying to pass off something so blatantly untrue as gospel, but Charlie’s had enough. He bends down and shoves his face into mine. “When he gets home, you tell Zeth that I’m very disappointed in ’im. He’s been very disrespectful toward me. Most fathers wouldn’t tolerate that kind of behavior. Lacey’s been a good girl, though, haven’t you, sweetheart?” He casts a look over his shoulder at Lace, who beams back at him like he just made her entire year. “She’s asked me not to hurt him. Because she’s been such a good girl, I’m going to let Zeth come home. His place within this family is still available to him, if he can agree never to question me ever a-fucking-gain.” He leans forward, grabs hold of my face with one hand, fingers digging into my cheeks, and he kisses me squarely on the mouth. I purse my lips together, fighting against it, but he presses down even harder, forcing my mouth open. I practically gag when he shoves his tongue into my mouth. I taste blood—he’s split one of my lips. Too late, I think of biting his fucking tongue off, but Charlie’s already let me go and is standing up.


  “You know, back in medieval times in England, it used to be that the lord who presided over an area could fuck any girl he wanted on their wedding nights. Or whenever he wanted to really. And that included the cunts their sons were sleeping with. Lucky for you, I have somewhere I need to be, princess, ’cause I’m pretty sure I could fuck you ’til you begged me to stop.”


  My stomach is rolling; I think I am literally going to throw up. I spit on the floor, trying to rid myself of the taste of him. I’m not surprised when I see the blood in my saliva. “How about you do me a favor? How about you don’t even fucking imagine touching me. I feel dirty enough already as it is. Zeth’s going to kill you, you realize. And if he doesn’t, I will.”


  I’ve never threatened to harm anyone before, but I mean this. I really do. I probably couldn’t do it if it came down to it, but right now I want to do him some serious damage.


  Charlie gives me a pitying look. “Oh, princess. You think he’s gonna kill me and risk hurting his sister so badly? I don’t think so.”


  He points at Lacey, but his point falls a little flat; she’s not looking quite so adoringly at him anymore. Her forehead is creased into worried lines. She just watched the bastard try to choke me with his tongue and threaten to fuck me right in front of her. Even I can see his halo has momentarily slipped in her eyes. It doesn’t seem to faze Charlie, though. He turns to his thugs.


  “Come on. Time we get out of ’ere.”


  He exits first, followed by the two men who herd Lacey out between their bodies like they’re afraid she might bolt. She leans back, her eyes locked on mine over her shoulder, suddenly looking a little anxious. “I’m sorry, Sloane. I’m really sorry.”


  And then all four of them are gone.


  Holy fucking crap.


  



  ******


  



  Twenty minutes later, Zeth’s shouts are ringing up the stairwell outside the apartment. The door is still hanging off its frame in long, shattered splinters and both Pippa and I, despite some joint-wrenching efforts to resolve the issue, are still tied up like complete morons.


  Zeth barrels through the door, alone, chest heaving, and simply looks at us. “What the…?” He appears to be lost for words. He hurries to me first and cuts through the zip tie that’s locking my wrists together with the knife I gave Pippa to defend herself with. Fat lot of good it did her. She dropped it as soon as Charlie’s boys broke through the door. I would never have expected it from him, but Zeth pulls me into his arms, holding me tightly to his chest. I’m so shocked I can barely breathe. The fear and anxiety from the past hour by no means vanishes, but it definitely wanes a little. I suddenly feel very, very safe. I can hear Zeth’s heartbeat slamming in his chest; he’s freaking out big time.


  “Where’s Lacey?” he rumbles.


  I’ve been dreading this bit. Absolutely dreading it. How the hell can I tell him all of this in one go? It’s too much. He’s going to lose his mind. “She’s—gone,” I mumble into his T-shirt. “Charlie took her.”


  Zeth pulls back. hands on the tops of my shoulders, avoiding my wounded arm, which is absolutely killing me. Having my wrists tied behind my back hasn’t done much to help the healing process. “He did what?” he says.


  “He took her with him. We can get her back, though. He’s going to the hospital to see the Duchess.”


  I think this is what it would be like waiting for a nuclear bomb to go off. Zeth’s whole body starts to tremble; his arms are locked rigid by his side, and I can tell it’s coming any second now. He’s going to go supernova.


  “Whoa, looks like I missed the party. Am I too late to join in the fun?” a voice asks behind me. The words may be joking, but the tone is far from it. I know the voice and I can’t believe, on top of everything else that’s going on, that this is happening, too.


  I turn around and there he is, like some freaking walking tattooed Hugo Boss advert. I spin back to Zeth. “Really? Really? You brought Rebel?”


  “He came for Cade,” Zeth snaps. He still looks like he’s about to light up the Seattle skyline, but I think we’re at DEFCON 2 instead of 1 now; Rebel’s arrival appears to have forced him to get a grip.


  My brother-in-law steps over the shattered door, giving Pippa a curious glance. “You seem to have a thing for keeping people tied up in your apartment,” he says to Zeth.


  “Another minor setback,” Zeth replies. “I’m not gonna be able to help you with Cade. I have to go get my sister back.”


  My stomach lurches. He said it; he used the word. Sister. She must have told him. He must have figured it out. But how? I’m too stunned to say anything, and by the look of her open mouth, so is Pippa. Rebel, on the other hand, doesn’t have the same problem. “You’re the one that’s fucked up my game plan with Julio, buddy. You removed my one chess piece from the game. That means it’s on you to help me get my boy back.”


  I have no idea what Rebel’s talking about. Zeth scowls at him—he’s about three seconds from smashing this place to pieces and Rebel laying it on thick isn’t helping. I need to calm him down or there’s going to be some serious fireworks. I walk up to Zeth and I place my hands on his chest. I’ve found that before with patients—even the smallest physical contact with another person can bring their panic or anger down a good three notches. “It’s going to be fine. We’re going to get both of them back. Don’t worry.”


  He looks down at me and it’s like the focus of his eyes sharpens, as though the blinding wrath that overcame him has cleared a little and he’s noticing me for the first time. His eyes narrow, and I realize what he’s looking at. His right hand comes up to my face, his fingertips touching my split lower lip.


  “What happened to your face, Sloane?” And then, whispering, “What the fuck happened to your mouth?”


  This is going to be bad. This is going to be really bad. I don’t really want to tell him, but he has to know. “Charlie did it.”


  “Charlie did it how?” Zeth’s head tips to one side, his frown growing deeper. “He hit you?”


  I’m about to say yes—I feel disgusting enough as it is without telling Zeth what Charlie did—but Pippa beats me to it. “He kissed her. He forced his disgusting tongue into her mouth and I had to watch while he did it, the sick fuck. Now can someone please untie me?”


  The whole room goes deadly silent. Zeth just stares at my lip, his body shaking, and I feel even more violated than I already did. Zeth looks horrified. Oh my god, he thinks I’m tainted now. He thinks I’m freaking soiled or something. I suck my bottom lip into my mouth, trying to hide the evidence. He flinches, staggering back three paces. That’s when Michael shows up. He’s breathless, panting, his suit jacket missing.


  “Where did they go?”


  “The hospital,” Pippa says softly. From the expression on her face, she’s realizing what she’s done by opening her big mouth just now. Zeth backs away from me another few paces. He looks numb; he reaches into his pocket and tosses a set of keys to Michael.


  “The car I stole the other night is still in the basement. Get rid of it. Take Rebel and fetch Medina. Go help him get Cade back.”


  “What are you—”


  “Just do it.”


  Michael doesn’t question him again. Rebel gives Zeth a steely look and follows his cousin out of the room. I feel like a hole has been punched through my chest and Zeth’s staring directly through me to the floor on the other side. I take a step forward but he holds up a hand.


  “I just—I just need a minute,” he says, his voice oddly flat. He puts down the knife he’s holding, turns around and walks slowly down the length of the corridor away from me.


  “Sorry,” Pippa says. “I really didn’t mean to cause more problems.” I pick up the knife and storm over to her, non-too-gently freeing her from her zip tie. “It’s okay, it’s not your fault. You only told the truth.”


  If that’s true, then why do you feel like utter shit right now? the Pippa voice inside my head asks. It’s just rude that I have to deal with that voice when I also have to deal with the real person looking up at me disapprovingly. “If you’re about to give me a lecture on walking away from all of this right now, please just keep it to yourself,” I snap.


  “Actually, I was going to ask you what the hell you were doing standing there staring at me when you should be with him?” she says.


  “What?” There’s no way I just heard her right. Absolutely no way.


  She sighs, struggling to her feet. “He needs you. I’ve seen plenty of people shut down like that, and I’m telling you…he really needs you right now. I may not like it, but it’s the truth. Go.”
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  Zeth is sitting on his bed, the bed I slept in, with his head in his hands. The moment I see him my panic vanishes. I was nervous; I was worried about coming in here and disturbing him when he said he needed some time, but as soon as I lay eyes on him I know that Pip was right. He is not okay.


  Going after Lacey will just have to wait. This isn't something that can just be put aside. This is something that needs to be dealt with now. I walk into the room and sit down beside him on the edge of the bed, leaning forward, elbows resting on knees.


  “Is this about—”


  “Sloane, I can't.”


  His voice is quiet, almost a whisper. In the whole time I've known him, Zeth has always had a deep baritone, a rumbling timbre to his voice that's been able to shake me down to the bone, but this voice sounds like an admission of defeat. I'm not used to it; he sounds like he's beaten, and now that's what's shaking me down to the bone. “You can,” I say. “You can tell me what this is, Zeth. You need to. You may still feel like you're doing this all alone, that you are in control of everything, but you're not. I'm a part of this now. I don't know if you've noticed or not but I'm not exactly the sort of person who defers to her man in absolutely everything. I have opinions; I have feelings and I am pretty good at dealing with shitty situations. I'm a member of this team now, and you have to trust me. I've given you my trust time and time again, even perhaps when I shouldn't have. You have to do the same.” I surprise myself by how firm I sound. It's true, though. Everything I said is true, and he has to see that.


  He turns his head sideways, those dark eyes of his locked onto me. They are filled with anger and doubt, but mostly they are filled with pain. “I’m not the kind of person who can do that, Sloane. I’m not that guy.”


  “You've already been doing it. You just haven't admitted it to yourself yet. Just because you've never been in this position before doesn't mean you’re incapable of making it work. All you have to do is tell me. Tell me why you're freaking out right now. You know I didn't want to kiss Charlie, right?”


  He laughs a shaky laugh. “Yeah. You’d have to be out of your mind to wanna kiss Charlie.” He inhales and then rubs his hands over his face. “I am struggling to deal with this shit right now because you didn't want to. Because he forced you.” He turns to look at me again and I can see the well of hurt that exists inside of him. He’s breathing down his nose, his eyes so dark and severe, and I can practically feel the hatred pouring off him. It’s palpable. This anger has nothing to do with Lacey being taken now; it’s about me and what’s been done to me. “He made you bleed. I'm gonna kill him, Sloane. I'm. Gonna. Fucking. Kill. Him.”


  I don't really know what to say to that. I've never been the sort of person to revel in a guy's overprotectiveness, but I'd be lying if I said I wasn’t massively relieved right now. He goes back to staring at the ground again, burning holes into the section of polished floorboards between his feet. “I'm not—this isn't easy. But my mother…” He shakes his head. Tries again. “My mother was caught up in some bad stuff. When I was a kid she used to turn tricks to make ends meet. I saw her once, some guy treating her badly, and I was too small to do anything about it at the time. But I'm not small anymore. I can take care of what is mine, Sloane. I'm so sorry I wasn't here. I'm going to get Lacey back, and I'm going to hurt that bastard for what he's done.” He stops talking, and the two of us just sit there, stewing over the words he's just said. His mother was a prostitute. I'm sure if Pippa were here right now, she'd be scribbling furiously into her notepad about his need to protect women at risk, that this has to be the reason why he helped me find Alexis. Perhaps even why he prevented a man he knew to be violent toward women from buying me the first time we met.


  “I just don't get it. I just don't get why Lacey would go with him,” he says softly.


  This is going to be the worst part. I take a deep breath, praying that this goes smoothly. I haven't been able to come up with a satisfactory way of telling him any of this, but at the end of the day there’s no way to sugarcoat it.


  “Zeth, Lacey went with Charlie because he told her she was his daughter.” I stop there, let that sink in. Zeth continues staring at the floor, his eyes locked in one place, unblinking. He's holding his breath—I can tell by the rigid angle of his shoulders and the way the muscles in his jaw are jumping. “You said Lacey was your sister just now. How did you know that?”


  “My mother,” he says. “She's the spitting image of my mother. All that blonde hair. Her smile. The fucking sadness in her eyes. She showed up on my doorstep one day with no explanation or reason and just moved herself right on in. Who else could she be? I don't just let random, broken women insert themselves into my life without purpose. I didn't know for definite, of course. But I did know. I just figured she'd tell me her story when she was ready.”


  I can’t believe it. All this time. All this time and he's known all along. It makes perfect sense, really. They've shared such a strong bond; the bond of a brother and sister. He's cared for and protected her for months and months. Of course he's known. I take a deep breath; I'm going to need it to get this next part out. “Well if you know that Lace is your sister, and Charlie is saying he's her father—”


  “Don't. Don't say it,” he says. “I remember my father. He was a weak piece of shit who never took care of my mother or me. He let drunk and dirty bastards fuck my mother for money and he never lifted a finger to help her. He was the worst kind of man alive, but he wasn't Charlie fucking Holsan.”


  “Are you sure? I mean, what's your earliest memory? Can you say for definite this guy with your mother wasn't just one of Charlie's men? That's what he's saying, that your mother left with one of his guys and ran away with you.”


  Zeth does think on this for a moment. And then, “I can't remember anything before the beach. That was my earliest memory, the day my mother got hurt.”


  I don't want to press him about that. It sounds like a seriously painful memory from the way he chokes over the words. He looks completely destroyed over the fact that what I'm telling him could potentially be the truth.


  Charlie Holsan might be his father.


  He sits upright, visibly drawing himself together, and then turns to face me. “It doesn't matter who he is. He's a fucking psychopath and there's no way I'm leaving Lace with him for a single day.” He seems stronger now, a little more resolved. “I understand if you want to back the hell away from this situation.”


  “Why? Why would you say that?”


  “Because this isn’t what you deserve, is it? No one should have to deal with this shit. And I’m a fucking coward. I’m sorry, Sloane. I ran after I heard what you said to that guy on the phone,” he says. “I heard you, and it scared the shit out of me because I believed it. I know you love me, and I don't deserve that. I didn't want to stick around and hear you say it to my face because I don't know—I don't know how to even say those words. I don't know what kind of man you think I am. I can never fucking reconcile the fact that when we met I tied you to bed and screwed you, and now you're here, wanting to be with me like what I did wasn't the shittiest thing on the face of the planet.”


  My heart feels like it’s beating out of my chest. What he’s saying is true. I understand how on paper this whole thing is fucked up beyond measure, but that’s just how life is sometimes. Fucked up. “I hated you,” I whisper. “Afterward, for two weeks, I hated you. I imagined your face, what you would look like, and I imagined what it would feel like to hurt you. For a long time I wanted to cause you pain, but then—then I realized it wasn't you I was angry at. It was me. Because despite the situation and despite not getting the information that I wanted about Alexis, I'd enjoyed being with you.” I can't help but stifle an ashamed laugh. “I enjoyed your hands on me, Zeth. I enjoyed you being inside me, and that felt so, so wrong. I was supposed to be devastated over my sister and instead I was replaying our meeting and—and missing it.”


  Zeth just looks at me. He really looks at me, as though he's peering into my soul and finally seeing himself reflected right back at him.


  “I'm sorry for the way that happened,” he tells me, and he means it. “But I am glad it happened. And I'm glad you’re here.” He reaches up and brushes his fingertips over my swollen lip again. “I'm going to take this away,” he says. “I'm not going to let his mouth be the last one that touched yours for long, Sloane. I promise you that. I just need a bit more time.”


  I nod, knowing that he's telling the truth. So many cards have been laid on the table in the last few minutes; everything feels different now. I feel like…I feel like there’s hope. Zeth gets to his feet, holding his hand out to me.


  “There’s one last thing you should know about the way we met,” he tells me. I take his hand, letting him pull me up. He gathers my wrists behind my back, locking them together in one of his strong, powerful hands. The action is barely effective, though. He’s gentle, clearly taking my sore arm into consideration.


  “What? What is it?” I don’t think I can take anymore bad news for one day. The way he’s half-heartedly restraining me makes me think he suspects I’m going to hit him. He bends down and whispers his secret into my ear.


  “The man who was going to buy you…was Rebel.”
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  She took it about as well as could be expected. The whole time we’re in the car, heading for the hospital, Sloane is swearing under her breath. “That sick bastard’s married to my sister, and he tried to buy me! Who does that? Lex can’t know. She’d never stay with him.”


  I keep my mouth shut. I have other things on my mind. Like the fact that Sloane told me Lacey was talking to Charlie for days, and it was my fucking fault. She didn’t actually say that, but it’s true. The cell phone I gave Lace, I should have wiped it. I should have switched out the fucking SIM before I gave it to her. I should have realized, if Charlie bugged the phone I destroyed weeks ago, it was likely he bugged every single one of my phones—burners, disposables, every last one of them. As soon as the fucking thing was switched on, it must have been like a goddamn signal flare going off in the bastard’s office. The only reason I can trust the one I have now is because I bought it after I found out about the surveillance. Now I’m heading toward a clusterfuck of a situation with Lacey and the old man, and I have no idea how it’s going to play out. I’ve made a very tense deal with Sloane’s friend—she heads inside the hospital and recons the area, tells us whether there’s any security we need to avoid in order to get up to the Duchess’ room, and in return we let her go. We’re not going back to the apartment anyway, and she has no way of contacting us after we part ways, so we lose nothing by freeing her. We won’t have to listen to her bitch and moan anymore, so it’s actually a bonus.


  Newan is sitting in the backseat of Michael’s sedan—the Chevy was gone when we hit the garage—pulling sour faces at me. I’ve finally figured her out. Or at least I think I have. Suffice it to say, it’s not so much the fact Sloane picked me over another guy and I’m a bad choice (which I am). I think it has more to do with the fact that Sloane picked me and not her.


  “You got this?” I ask pointedly into the rearview. “You’re going to come back out and let us know what the deal is, and then you can return to your privileged life overlooking the park. Got it?”


  “Oh, I’ve got it all right.”


  “And you know what’ll happen if you call security or you don’t come back?”


  “Yeah. You firebomb my apartment with me inside it.”


  I was just gonna say she’ll never see Sloane again—her friend will never forgive her if she betrays her twice in one week—but now that she’s mentioned it, firebombing—


  Sloane slaps my shoulder. “Just please, Pip. Just do this one thing for us, okay?”


  I pull up outside St Peter’s and Newan gets out. She looks like shit, which I’m sure is making her even madder. She’s normally so damn perfectly turned out that her dirty hair and three-days-lived-in clothes are undoubtedly doing nothing for her mood. She pauses by Sloane’s side of the car and it looks as though she’s going to say something to her. I know what—this is the last time I’m going to ask, Sloane. Leave this guy. Walk away. Come with me now and you’ll never have to deal with any of this nightmarish stuff again. Sloane can read it in her eyes as well; she gives Pippa a cold look that stops her short. She just nods and then walks across the lot and inside St. Peter’s.


  Sloane stares out the windshield, hands clenched together in her lap, and I feel like a massive fucking dick. She has to come back here after everything that’s happened, to the place she poured her blood, sweat and tears into, but now she’s reduced to sneaking in through service entrances like a petty criminal. Even her work colleagues must think she’s involved in the death of the woman Charlie picked at random off the street. Fucking Charlie. The man has the touch of disaster to him. Everything he comes into contact with ignites, crashes and goes down in an epic ball of flames. Including me.


  “What happens after this?” Sloane asks. “What happens once we have Lacey back and Michael’s helped deal with Julio?”


  I maybe shouldn’t have told her about Rebel earlier; now that I have to try and persuade her to head back to New Mexico with him, convincing her that going anywhere with him is a good idea is going to be fucking impossible. Worth a shot, though. “You’ll have to leave,” I tell her.


  Her head whips around, eyes sharp and spearing straight through me. “What?”


  “You’ll have to leave. With Rebel. Just for a couple of weeks until this Charlie thing is done.”


  “Won’t it be done with today? If we get Lacey back, what’s to keep any of us here?”


  She poses a solid question. She must know, though, that letting Charlie live is a bad decision. He’s touched in the head; he will never, ever stop searching until he finds us, and I can hardly put an end to him in a fucking hospital. Not without being recorded by a thousand CCTV cameras committing the act. “You know why,” I say.


  She’s prepared for this answer. “If Julio’s so scared of Rebel, why isn’t Charlie? Can’t we just walk away? Let the threat of Rebel protect us?”


  “Only sane people can be reasoned with, Sloane. Charlie’s out of his mind. There’s nothing on earth that’ll deter him from what he wants anymore. Too much coke. Too much fucking and drinking and killing. He thinks he’s untouchable. And I think—think he’s sick.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  I think back to the old man’s bedroom, the day when the Duchess stabbed me in the stomach. There was the blister pack of drugs on the nightstand. What were they called again? The brand name of the drug comes back to me, small black letters printed on silver foil. “Degarelix. What’s Degarelix used for?”


  Sloane’s eyebrows shoot up. “Usually prostate cancer. Depends, though.”


  That makes a whole lot of sense. Prostate cancer. I mull that over for a moment in silence. A minute longer and then Newan’s hurrying out of the main doors of St. Peter’s, hair flying everywhere in the brisk wind that’s tearing through the city. “That was too quick,” I say. “She can’t have done a proper sweep. Something’s up.”


  Something definitely is up. Newan’s a couple of feet out of the doors before they slide open again and a guy dressed in scrubs hurries out.


  “Oh no,” Sloane hisses. “Oliver.”


  I have a thing for faces—I remember them very clearly, and this guy has a face I fucking recognize. He was there the day I came to tell Sloane I was leaving to find her sister. He came out of the change rooms hot on Sloane’s heels and looking flustered. I didn’t like him then, and I sure as shit don’t like him now. “What the hell does he want?”


  Across the parking lot, this Oliver asshole is grabbing hold of Newan’s arm and pointing back at the hospital. Newan’s shaking her head, and then the Oliver guy is folding his arms across his chest. Newan’s shoulders slump and that’s when I know she’s going to bring him over to us.


  “We have to go.” I start the car engine, but Sloane blows out a frustrated breath, placing a hand on my arm.


  “Just—just see what he wants.”


  “Bad idea, angry girl.” But I can’t say no to the look on her face. It’s like my IQ is dropping daily when I’m around this girl; I keep finding myself doing the stupidest shit.


  Just as I predicted, Newan leads the guy straight to us. He takes one look at me sitting in the driver’s seat of the car and he turns to stone. Pissed-off, rough-hewn stone that wants to come crashing down on me in an unstoppable landslide. Bring it, motherfucker.


  Sloane buzzes down her window and Newan is already apologizing before my girl can get a word out. “He saw me, okay? It wasn’t my fault.”


  Sloane pinches the bridge of her nose. “What do you want, Olly?”


  “You’re fucking crazy coming here.” He says this to Sloane, but his eyes are still focused on me. Oh, this one hates me already, I can tell. It’s rolling off him in a territorial stink that can be smelled a mile away.


  “We’re just looking for our friend, Ol. She’s in trouble. That’s the only reason we came.”


  Newan winces, wrapping her arms around herself against the cold. “Yeah, Lacey’s not here I’m afraid. Seems that woman, the one in the coma, was moved this morning.”


  “Moved?” Sloane swivels in her seat to face me, panic written all over her face. “They moved her. That means—that means they could be anywhere.”


  Oliver nods, arms still crossed, veins popping in his forearms. The guy’s ripped and he’s tensing every muscle in his body, trying to make sure I know it. “She was taken to hospice somewhere. The woman had no insurance or recorded next of kin, and her discharge papers have conveniently gone missing. I saw the guys who wheeled her out of here, though, Sloane, and trust me…they were not health care professionals.” They were scum. They were like the guy you’re sitting next to right now, not a motherfucking saint like me. I want to punch this guy in the face, but his evil looks and bad attitude are the least of my concerns right now.


  “So she’s gone,” I say under my breath. “Lacey’s really gone.”


  “He wouldn’t have taken her back to his place?” Sloane asks.


  I shake my head, no. “He knows I’d come there looking for her. He has a thousand places across the city he could have taken the Duchess to die. We’ll never find either of them unless he comes to us.” Fucking typical. The desperation is back again, threefold now. I slam the car into gear, ready to burn out of the place—these two can’t help us now.


  “Wait!” Oliver slams his palm down on the hood of the car. He’s fucking lucky this isn’t the Camaro or I’d be out and laying into him before he could blink. “Wait. Sloane, I know you don’t wanna hear this but that DEA woman was by here yesterday. She said she wasn’t interested in you or him. She just wants to know about your sister and the guy she’s with. If you tell her what you know, she says she’ll clear the slate. For—for both of you.” His eyes are on me again; it was hard for him to spit that last part out. Sloane’s jaw muscles tighten. She’s listening to him. “You could come back to work,” he continues. “Nothing will have changed.” He pulls a white rectangle of card from the pocket of his scrubs and passes it to her through the window. I see the DEA symbol on there and know it’s Lowell’s direct line. “Just think about it,” Oliver says.


  Sloane palms the card into the pocket of her jeans and nods. “No promises.”


  This doesn’t appear to be enough for Oliver. He opens his mouth again, but I’ve had fucking enough. Lacey’s not inside so there’s no point us being here. Newan’s done her bit and this Oliver guy is just begging me to lay some hurt on him. I gun the engine, spin the steering wheel, and then we’re screaming out of the parking lot. Oliver and Newan are tiny, stunned Lego characters who shrink and fade in the rearview as I stretch the blacktop out between us.


  “I should have said goodbye,” Sloane whispers.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry,” I tell her. “Unfortunately, I get the feeling that won’t be the last we see of either of those two.”
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  We don’t go back to the apartment. We don’t go back to the warehouse. Once we’re on the freeway, Zeth drives like a model citizen—exactly on the speed limit, indicating when turning, wearing his seatbelt, checking his blind spot, the works. He makes sure there’s absolutely no reason for highway patrol to pick us up. We sit in a stony silence. I can’t help but play what Oliver told me on repeat over and over in my head. A clean slate for me and for Zeth. How many times is that going to come around in a lifetime, especially for Zeth? I mean, I know he’s been involved in some seriously dark crap, but I don’t know the true extent of it. I don’t want to know. For them to offer him the whole get-out-of-jail-free ticket, whatever Alexis has gotten herself involved in must be pretty serious.


  Agent Denise Lowell: the name on the card. The name of the woman who covertly threatened me and told me she was the one who shot my sister in the back. It’s also the name of the woman who could change our prospects forever. I could go back to work. That’s just as attractive an idea as Zeth being record-free on the national police database. And Rebel hasn’t exactly done much to put himself in my good graces right now. Alexis either. I mean, what do I really know? What can I tell the cops? I have a telephone number for Rebel and an address in New Mexico, which is out in the middle of nowhere.


  I know Rebel’s the head of a motorcycle club, and I know my sister thinks she’s in love with this psychopath. Lastly, most importantly, I know Rebel is the evil son of a bitch who put up huge money to screw me.


  I suddenly can’t take it anymore. I have to know. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? About Rebel? You knew he was trouble, but when we found out about him and Alexis you didn’t tell me.”


  Zeth’s voice is back to a low rumble when he answers. “I’ve heard so many crazy things about Rebel—that he fucks girls and does some seriously grim stuff to them, then leaves them for dead. I’ve heard a lot of different things about his sexual proclivities that even made me fucking blush. His name is attached to a string of girls who get bought and are then never seen again, Sloane, but the moment I met the guy I knew it was bullshit. He may be fucked up, and he may be into some weird shit, but Rebel doesn’t hurt girls. I don’t know why he wanted to buy you but it wasn’t to fuck you and kill you, I promise you that. Have you seen the way that motherfucker looks at your sister? There’s no way she’s been in danger from him for a single second.”


  That’s not what I wanted to hear from him. He is a good judge of character. He sees people quite unlike anyone else I’ve ever met. I was waiting to hear what a terrible monster of a man Rebel is, but instead Zeth has just confirmed that niggling little voice in the back of my head—he actually seems like a good guy.


  Damn it.


  “We’re almost there,” Zeth tells me. I don’t know where there is and I don’t ask. I just want today to be over. The kid in me figures I can just go to sleep and Michael and Lacey will both be with us and everything will be fine. The cops won’t be after us. Charlie and Julio will both have died in some horrific, fluke gas explosion that will also have killed both of their crews. Not a single man left standing. Alexis will be back at college finishing her degree, still too naïve and young to even look twice at a biker and consider him suitable husband material.


  Everything would be perfect.


  Except, it wouldn’t be perfect, because Zeth isn’t a white-picket-fence guy. Even in this dreamed-up reality of mine, Zeth is still a brooding, dark creature who I don’t entirely understand. Our situation might change but he will always be who he is. Not for the first time, I take a beat to sit back and think about this. Do I want your traditional happily ever after with this man? Would I want to do that to him, even, sending him out every morning to go participate in a blue-collar workforce with a home-made lunch wrapped in a brown paper bag?


  The answer is immediate: no. No, I do not want that.


  That is not the kind of happily ever after Zeth and I will ever share. Our version of a happily ever after…I don’t know what that looks like just yet. But I know it would be wrong to try and picture this man beside me in any other way.


  “What’re you thinking, angry girl?” he rumbles.


  I look at him, the cuffs of his tight black T-shirt rolled up a couple of times over those massive arms of his, his ink spiraling over his skin in waves of black and red and green, the always rigid set to his shoulders, and the intense way he’s glancing at me every few seconds out of the corner of his eye. I like the way he asks me questions; not the questions themselves, but the way that he asks. Everything Zeth says is said with purpose. He wastes no words. If he tells you something, it’s because it’s important, and it’s the truth. If he asks you a question, it’s because he really wants to know the answer, not because he wants to fill the silence, or because he’s dreading what you might say.


  I realize that’s not a bad way to be. “Are you sure you want to know?”


  He grunts, as though he knows he might not like the answer, but then says, “Hit me.”


  “I was just thinking that I’m not afraid of you anymore.”


  That seems to catch his attention. I get a longer look out of the corner of his eye; he seems so serious, but for some reason I feel like giggling. It’s not I’m-a-stupid-little-girl-giggling-over-a-hot-guy-wow-have-you-seen-those-biceps laughter. It’s the maniacal laughter of someone who knows they’re choosing a hard road for themself, filled with potholes and dangerous hairpins that could easily end up sending them toppling over a forty-foot drop, but still choosing it anyway. Still choosing it, knowing it’s perilous, and hitting the gas pedal instead of the brakes. I bite my lip and then smile at him. “I’m not afraid of you, and I’m not afraid of what you represent. For me.”


  “What do I represent for you, Sloane?” he whispers.


  Again I ask him the same question. “Are you sure you want to know?”


  He gives me one short, curt nod. That mouth of his lifts to one side, though it’s not a smile. It’s bemusement of some sort; not mockery. It’s as though he’s just intensely interested in what I have to say.


  “You represent a lifetime of worry and potential pain, Zeth. You represent countless sleepless nights while I worry about you, where you are, whether you’re okay. If you’re hurt. You represent the repeated sheer terror of finding out you are actually hurt and the subsequent sheer terror that comes with trying to save you. You represent heartbreak and fear and loss.”


  Zeth absorbs each word, hands gripped tightly on the steering wheel, eyes no longer even pretending to watch the road. “Sounds like a great relationship,” he murmurs. There’s a level of resignation that transforms his face as he breathes in, holds the breath for a moment, then breathes out.


  “That’s what I’m thinking about, Zeth. I’m not afraid of that anymore. I’m willing to accept all of that, because I’m also thinking about the other things you represent to me. You represent freedom. You represent forgiveness. You represent loyalty and love,” he flinches, “and honesty and protection. You represent strength, not just physically but mentally. When I’m with you I’m not the scared girl I used to be. You challenge me every single day. I don’t want to give that up. I don’t ever want to give you up.” I shrug, suddenly feeling very much like I just poured my heart and soul out to him, and he’s recording and remembering every second of it in that complex, strange head of his. “So…,” I say, closing my eyes, losing my nerve. “That’s why I’m not afraid of you anymore.”


  The car swerves a little, and I crack one eyelid—we’re pulling into an extremely dodgy-looking motel: The All Nite Long Rest Stop. Pendleton’s #1 quality accommodation. It sure as hell doesn’t look like quality accommodation. It looks like it was built in the sixties and hasn’t had a refurb since. “This is where we were headed?”


  Zeth parks the car and removes the keys from the ignition. “No.”


  “Then why are we stopping here?”


  “Just wait in the car. Lock the doors,” he commands. He gets out, and I think about throwing up in the footwell. I should never have opened my mouth. He’s so freaked out by my little speech he had to pull off the freeway for a moment to get the hell away from me. His brows are banked together in one stressed line as he jogs away from the car toward the reception of the motel.


  “Fuck.” I lean forward, pressing my forehead against the dash. I close my eyes and count, trying to calm myself down. It’s not that bad. It really can’t be that bad. He’ll take a quick walk, maybe punch a wall or two and then come back right as rain and moody as hell like always. I must stay there for at least five minutes, telling myself the same things over and over, before there’s a tap at my window. I look up and there he is, standing in the rain. When did it start to rain? I have no idea, but he’s standing in it and he’s pretty much soaking wet. He looks angry.


  “What are you doing?” I ask.


  He jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Get out of the car, Sloane.”


  My fingers feel like they’re made out of wood as I open the door and climb out. As though mother nature knows the exact moment my feet hit the parking lot, the rain hardens, lashing down on the asphalt. “Ahhh! What the hell, Zeth?”


  He doesn’t say a word; he takes hold of my hand and begins to drag me toward the motel, though not to the reception—to the rusted stairway that leads up to the second floor. To the rooms. “So we are staying here?”


  Zeth doesn’t reply, but it seems as though I’m not moving quite as quickly as he would like; he pauses his stride long enough to turn and pick me up at the waist, throwing me over his shoulder.


  I scream a wordless cry. The world is suddenly upside down and Zeth Mayfair is running up a set of very creaky, dangerous steps, his strong arms wrapped securely around my legs. We’re at the top of the stairs, then we’re moving quickly down the long walkway that leads to the rooms. He doesn’t put me down. He pulls a key out of his pocket, opens the door he’s stopped in front of, rushes inside, slams the door, and that’s when he puts me down. I land with a rush of air from my lungs as my back hits a very lumpy, springy mattress. “Uffff!”


  Zeth wipes a hand over his face, ridding himself of the rivers of water that are still running out of his hair. He opens his mouth, flaring his nostrils, and then changes his mind. He starts pacing up and down the twelve-foot-long area between the door to the room and the bathroom at the other end. His hands are balled up into fists, his eyes on fire every time he spins around and glares at me until he gets to the other side of the room and turns his back on me again. I’ve never seen him this angry. I’ve never seen him this…I don’t know what this is but it’s a little frightening.


  Maybe I spoke too soon. Maybe I should never have said I wasn’t afraid of him. I scramble off the bed and find my feet just in time for him to spin and come stalking toward me, chin dipped low into his chest, dark eyes burning into me like brands. He gets halfway to me, his pace quickening, and then stops, shakes his head. He spins, paces back to the far wall by the bathroom, and then launches his fist into the plasterboard, roaring at the top of his lungs. “FUCK! Fuck, Sloane.”


  His hand actually disappears through the plasterboard. White powder and dust flies everywhere when he pulls it out. He faces me, his chest heaving, his mouth open, and I see what he’s feeling right there on his face. Total, complete anguish. “Fuck, Sloane.” He holds his hands to his head for the briefest moment then everything happens quickly. “Fuck it,” he hisses, and then he’s rushing toward me.


  My heart jumps up into my throat—what the hell is he going to do?—and then his hands are on either side of my face and his chest is crushed up against mine and my back is slammed into the wall and Zeth Mayfair’s mouth is on mine. Zeth Mayfair’s mouth. Is. On. Mine.


  My mind goes blank.


  It takes a moment to truly register what’s happening. He’s…he’s kissing me. A ball of fire launches itself from the pit of my stomach all the way up to my head, stealing the oxygen out of my lungs as it goes. Despite the ferocity with which he launched himself at me, his lips are soft against mine, careful. Unsure. His breathing is erratic and all over the place, but then so is mine. I can’t pull enough air into my body to fuel the many reactions taking place right now. I’m frozen solid, standing stock still with my palms pressed against the wall behind me, suddenly not sure what to do. Should I move? Should I kiss him back? I only know the answer to that question—fuck yes!—when he grows more insistent and teases my mouth open. That might not have been enough on it’s own, but the choked groan that slips free from his mouth sends a violent, delicious shiver straight through me. He presses against me even harder, as though he can’t possibly get close enough. It could just be my imagination, but I almost think I feel his hands shaking as he touches me. He’s enjoying this—I can tell from his labored breathing and the lust filled sounds that he’s doing a really bad job of keeping at bay—but I also think he’s freaking out. Good job, because I am, too.


  I’ve imagined it enough times to have worked out how this whole thing will go—noses aligned perfectly, not too much saliva, just the right amount of pressure—so when our teeth do crack together, I’m thrown for a loop. This is real. This is ours and this is happening now. I need to get my head in the game. Like one of Medusa’s frozen statues coming back to life, my hands all of a sudden remember how to work. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold on tight, and he responds in kind, burying his hands into my hair.


  I feel small and vulnerable with his great mass pinning me in place, but there’s nowhere else in the world I would rather be. The All Nite Long Rest Stop might as well be St Paul’s Cathedral right now. It doesn’t matter that I’m soaked to the bone and I’m unemployed and I have no idea whether I’m wearing my good underwear. All that matters is Zeth’s lips working over mine, his hands in my hair, his hips pressing up against mine.


  He makes a choked, breathless sound at the back of his throat, and then he does something that makes my head explode: he slips his tongue into my mouth.


  I know the guy is devilishly talented with that tongue. Certain areas of my body have been on the receiving end of its charms many times before, but this is different. This is careful and intense and warm and sweet, and nothing else in my life will ever compare to this moment. He works his tongue over mine, exploring me, tasting me, and I lose it. I claw at his wet T-shirt, desperate to get the thing off. That’s obviously not what Zeth has in mind, though. He takes hold of my wrists and lifts them high over my head, securing them with both of his hands. I know he wants me. I can feel his erection digging into my belly, but Zeth breaks off the kiss and looks down at me, panting, and shakes his head. He licks at those full lips of his, as though they’re tingling just as much as mine are.


  “Not yet,” he growls. “I’m not done with you. Fuck, Sloane, your mouth has always been perfect when it’s been on my cock, but on my mouth…” His eyes look hazy, like he’s been drugged. “On my mouth, your lips are sensational.”


  A small part of me dies inside, in the very best way. I am ridiculous, and I am totally in love with this man. I’ve peaked. This is it, the pinnacle of my entire existence. He leans down and starts the whole thing all over again, except this time there’s no teeth cracking or me standing there like a frozen idiot. It’s perfect and deep and breathtaking, and feels like it will never end. There has never been another kiss like this one in the entire universe. This is the kiss.


  The kiss to end all other kisses.


  Zeth forgets all about soft and gentle. He owns me in this, just like he owns me in everything else. It’s not long before his hands are sliding down my body, exploring over my hips, my butt, my thighs, up and over my breasts.


  “You want me, angry girl? You want me inside you?” he pants into my ear. His mouth grazes my jawline, and then travels down toward my neck. I am a shivering mess of nerves; my body can only take so much. I go limp in his arms, which seems to drive him crazy. He grabs hold of me underneath my thighs and hikes me up so my legs wrap instinctively around his waist. He’s still kissing me, pressing his lips against my neck, my jaw, my shoulder. I can’t help the senseless noises that are coming out of me. I’m one of those clichés you watch on television that completely come undone when their man lays one on them. I am that person.


  Zeth carries me to the bed and instead of throwing me down on it, this time he sets me down carefully and then stands back, scanning me from head to foot. I think he’s going to climb up on top of me but he doesn’t. He grabs the single, worn chair from underneath the peeling veneer desk in the corner of the room, spins it so that it’s back to front and sits down, arms folded on top of the backrest. “Take your clothes off, Sloane.”


  There are no nerves anymore. No internal dialogue. There is just me taking my clothes off. I stand up and hitch my shirt over my head, and toss it to him. He catches it, completely straight-faced, and buries his nose into it, making a deep humming sound. It’s not seedy, the way it would be if he’d done that to my panties. He’s just breathing me in, the same way I would do to him if I had the nerve.


  “Pants, Sloane. Take off your pants.”


  I flick the button on my fly, lower the zip and do as he asks. Somewhere out there, there’s a woman who could wrestle out of wet jeans in a sexy fashion, but that woman is not me. I have to stand on the damn things once I’ve got them around my ankles in order to yank my feet free. Zeth laughs, rests his forehead against his folded arms as though he can’t look, and a gutting sensation hits me. He laughed. He looked shy, almost. For that fleeting moment, he was the guy he would have been if all this crazy shit hadn’t happened to him. The smile fades from his face as I shimmy out of my bra and panties. He becomes serious again, gripped by a lust I can see right there in his eyes.


  Apart from the dressing still wrapped around my injured arm, I’m totally naked, and I’m not even slightly embarrassed. I take three steps forward so I’m standing right in front of him and I place my hand on the back of his neck. He’s warm, and for some reason that is so reassuring. He dips his head low, letting me rub my hand softly up the prickly, short hairs that have been shaved at the base of his head.


  “This can be different,” he says, breathing hot air over the bare skin of my stomach. “But it will never be that different. I’m always going to own you, Sloane.”


  I shiver, feeling…feeling relief. “That’s what I want. That’s what I need.”


  It’s as though he’s been holding back and I’ve suddenly said the magic words that cut the ties restraining him. Zeth rockets to his feet, kicking the chair out of the way. I’m tall for a woman, but I feel so small when he looms over me with that look in his eyes. “Get on the bed. Now.”


  I walk backward until my legs hit the mattress, and then I lie back down, my rapid breathing lifting my ribcage up and down, up and down.


  “Spread your legs for me.” I do it. Zeth nods his approval, growling deep in the base of his throat. “Now touch yourself for me.”


  The first time he asked me to do this for him, I was horrified. Now I don’t even hesitate. I slide my right hand down my body, cupping my breast with my left. When I reach my pussy, I slowly rub the tips of my fingers against myself, softly stroking my clit. I’m wet already, of course. That kiss alone would have been enough to prime me. Zeth watches me—his eyes intent and stoic—but I can tell what’s going on inside his head. He wants me. He wants to tear into me. To devour me. Instead he refrains, holding himself back.


  He waits until I can’t help myself anymore and I quicken the pace, working my fingers through the slick folds of my pussy, bringing myself closer and closer to the edge.


  He undoes his belt.


  “Stop, Sloane. Stop.”


  I stop.


  “Get on your hands and knees.”


  My heart rate has kicked up a notch at the sight of the leather belt in his hands. He hasn’t used a belt on me since the first time we were together, but I want it. He’s used his hands to cut off my air supply, but it seems a little more dangerous with the belt. A little more savage. Am I sick for being this excited? I might be, but so what. He would never hurt me; I know that. I trust him. I love him.


  I turn over and get up on my hands and knees, and Zeth comes and stands in front of me. He gently, slowly loops the belt over my head and tightens it, and then he does something that surprises me—he hands me the remaining length of leather, so that I’m the one in charge of how tight it becomes. He crouches down so we’re face to face; those big brown eyes are soulful and yet demanding. “It’s up to you, Sloane. You can do this, or I can. I know how much you can take, but—”


  I immediately hand the end of the leather strap back to him. My actions are final. This is how our relationship will be now and forever more. Zeth knows how much I can take, and I trust him with that responsibility. A lazy, sexy smile transforms his face into a dark mask that sends a shot of adrenaline around my body. This is it. He tugs lightly on the end of the strap and my pulse begins to throb at my temples. “Be my good girl and don’t fucking move,” Zeth says. He lets go of the strap long enough to pull his T-shirt over his head and throw it aside. His shoes, jeans and boxers go next. I’m faced once more with this beautiful, magnificent man who is perfect in his nakedness, and my heart sings because he’s mine. His cock is already hard and ready for me; he takes it in his hand and I’m blown away by how hot the sight of him touching himself is. He pumps his fist up and down the length of his erection, breathing sharply as he stares at me. The leather strap goes back into his free hand, then, and I’m straining forward, waiting for him to move.


  “Patience, angry girl. You’ve not been good enough yet.”


  I whimper, needing him. Needing to taste him. He keeps on pumping himself with his hand, though, just out of reach. The muscles in his thighs are raised and defined, tensed hard, as he works his hand over himself.


  “Please, Zeth. Please,” I whisper—it’s all I can manage. My body feels like tempered steel. I feel strong right now, even though I am not in the position of power. I feel strong because I know I’ve conquered a considerable amount of fear to allow myself to be here, and that in itself is an accomplishment.


  “Please?” Zeth says softly.


  I nod. “Please.”


  “You’re very good to ask so nicely, angry girl.” Zeth takes a step forward, keeping the tension on the strap taut, but it’s still not close enough. I still can’t get to him. He slows down his movements, drawing them out and squeezing his hand around his cock hard enough to make himself shiver. I want him. I want him so badly, and I want him now. My arm is throbbing, like a pulsating live wire of electricity, but all I can think is that I need this man. Nothing else is important.


  “I’m going to put my dick in your mouth now, Sloane,” he says, his voice breathless. “And I want you to be a good girl and suck it.”


  I nod, curling my hands closed so that they’re gripping at the over-starched, crinkly covers. Zeth takes that final step forward and closes the gap between us, and I am finally able to take him into my mouth. Never, ever before in my life did I think I’d be the type of girl to crave this. Giving a guy a blow job always seemed faintly scary—how the hell do you do it right?—but now that I’m literally face to face, or rather face to cock with Zeth, I can barely control myself. I’m not thinking about technique or what I’m doing with my tongue. I don’t care that I can barely breathe or that the tip of him is grazing the back of my throat, triggering my gag reflex. All I’m thinking about is how absolutely amazing it feels whenever his breathing quickens or he makes a choked gasp, and I know I am the one responsible for eliciting those responses.


  Zeth grabs hold of a handful of my hair and tugs my head back, and there he is, towering over me, looking me in the eye as I slide his cock in and out of my mouth. The smile that spreads across his face is perhaps the wickedest one he’s treated me to yet. A spike of courage courses through me, and I apply a little teeth, though nowhere near as much as last time back at Julio’s place. I don’t want Zeth to throw me across a room; I want him to come. I want him to come really badly.


  At the slight pressure from my teeth, Zeth lets out a tortured hiss. His head kicks back, and I get to watch the muscles in his throat work as he chants something over and over again under his breath.


  “Oh fuck. Fucking perfect, Sloane. You’re fucking perfect.” I’m so hungry for him I don’t stop when he gently strokes my hair and tells me he’s going to come. “Sloane, you’d better—oh fuck. Ahhh, screw it!”


  He gives the belt a firm but controlled tug and breathing becomes next to impossible. A second later, Zeth’s coming in my mouth and my head is bursting with black pinprick fireworks. The belt instantly eases, and I swallow the fluid at the back of my throat, not quite sure what to expect. Pippa always said it was disgusting and it was much better to spit it out, but when it’s right at the back of your throat, there’s not much to taste. The texture’s sure not pleasant, but the expression on Zeth’s face makes it one hundred percent worth it. Every ounce of tension and pressure has vanished from him, and the blissed-out, heavy-lidded look he turns on me sends a wave of pride through me.


  “Shit,” he sighs. “You’re—that was…” He can’t seem to decide on what he wants to say. “Get on your back, angry girl. Time to return the favor.”


  I’m on my back in a heartbeat. Maybe another girl would feel awkward about receiving head from a guy once he’s already come—the situation becomes incredibly one-sided—but not me. Not right now. I want to feel his tongue on me. I want to feel like I’m sliding off the face of the earth.


  Zeth climbs up onto the bed and prowls up my body so he’s hovering over me on his hands and knees. I always thought guys lost their erections once they’d released but Zeth, once again, appears to be the exception to the rule; he’s as hard as ever and coming straight for me. He unties the belt from around my neck, takes hold of my hands, loops the leather around them once, twice, and then secures them to the wrought iron headboard above my head. He’s tied me up before, but looser than this. My hands are already burning, my sore arm screaming from the pressure and lack of blood supply by the time he positions himself over my body and stares me straight in the eye. Do I stop him? No, I don’t. I can live with the pain—it seems a fair trade for the exquisite bite of pleasure coursing through my body at the same time, muddying both sensations so that I can’t differentiate between the two. All I feel is alive.


  “If you make a single sound, Sloane, I will stop. I will stop and I will leave you here like this. Do you understand me?”


  I open my mouth—how the hell am I supposed to not make a single sound?—but then I see the warning look on his face and I close it right back up again. He’s not kidding; he really will leave me here trussed up and naked like a Christmas turkey if I so much as squeak.


  “Do you understand?” he asks again. “We can’t continue until you let me know that you do.”


  I nod, because it’s the only way of giving him an affirmative answer.


  “Good.” He leans down and places a kiss directly onto my forehead, right between my eyes. He’s almost in a push-up position, holding himself up with his arms, hovering no more than an inch over my body, and the heat rolling off him is enough to make me dizzy.


  From my forehead, Zeth kisses my temple, my jaw, my neck. He lowers himself ever so slowly, his weight increasing, increasing, increasing until it feels like I’m drowning in this huge man on top of me, and it feels like the best way to die. His hands are all over me now, all over my breasts, my hips, my thighs. Between my thighs… I gasp, inhaling quickly at the sudden contact of his fingertips against my clit, and he freezes, eyes narrowed at me. “Careful, angry girl,” he growls. “That almost counted.”


  So I can’t even breathe loudly? This is going to be seriously hard. It becomes infinitely harder when Zeth descends down my body, leaving a trail of burning kisses over my skin. He reaches the juncture between my legs and that low rumble from the drum of his ribcage sends a wave of electric current fizzling across every square inch of my bare skin.


  Then it’s not just his fingers on me, it’s his tongue as well. The next three minutes are a blur; I’m fighting to keep my vocal chords from destroying me, while Zeth licks and sucks at me, tracing the length of his tongue over my pussy, circling my clit, driving me closer and closer to madness.


  I begin to mouth curse words when Zeth inserts one finger, then two inside me as he does his thing with his mouth. That’s nothing compared to what happens when he withdraws them and slides his thumb inside me, though, using his fingers to massage my pussy as well as the tip of his tongue to flick over and over on my swollen clit.


  I nearly fail his test. I writhe on the bed, biting ferociously hard on my bottom lip, just waiting for the urgent scream hammering against my blocked-off throat to break free. Zeth grabs hold of my hips and pins me in place, continuing his assault. I think I hear that vindictive chuckle of his, but I can’t be sure because my head is pounding. Screaming. Swearing.


  It builds then, my impending orgasm. It feels as though the lengths of nerves running through my body are expanding their network, tiny filaments of new connections spreading through me like the roots of a tree, and each last one of them is on fire, burning and evaporating, only to have new ones take their place, burning twice as hard.


  I am cinder and ash by the time it overtakes me. I want to scream out as my whole self ignites, but there’s nothing I can do, so I let my body contort, my back arching to painful degrees as I’m blinded by the tsunami of pleasure that crashes over me.


  When I can think coherently again, the sound of Zeth’s deep voice is the first thing I register. That and the high-pitched ringing in my ears. I open my eyes—I don’t even remember screwing them shut—and he’s there, still propped up between my legs, watching me with a steely gaze. “That was perfect,” he informs me, and then, to my horror, kisses me between my legs.


  I try to scramble away from him, not quite so unashamed as I was ten seconds ago, but he grabs hold of me and pins me again. “Sloane, you’re fucking beautiful and amazing and you taste incredible. I want to live down here.” He kisses me again, and I fight the urge to try and squirm away from him again. He gives me a hard look and then slaps my thigh, hard enough to leave a hand mark. I go still on the bed, still not talking, not sure if I’m allowed to yet. Zeth gives me an approving nod and lifts himself, rocking back onto his heels. I know from the devious look that suddenly forms on his face he’s about to do something that might bother me, and he doesn’t disappoint. He slowly inserts every single one of the fingers he used to touch my pussy into his mouth and he sucks them clean. He ends on his thumb, his eyelids lowering as he traces my slickness all over his bottom lip. “If I told you that you were allowed to speak now, Sloane, and I asked you if you still want to kiss me, what would your answer be?” he asks.


  My throat, all of a sudden, feels scratchy and terribly dry. I answer him, my voice a cracked whisper. “Yes. I would tell you yes.”


  Zeth’s heavy weight is on me in a heartbeat, and his mouth is pressed against mine for the second time since we stepped into this room. I can smell and taste myself all over him, and I don’t mind a single bit. I love it, in fact—that he loves being marked with me like this.


  There are girls in movies who cry after sex; I’ve never understood that before—they look like freaking psychopaths, it’s no wonder the male lead always runs like crazy—but at this moment I honestly do feel like crying. Or laughing hysterically, or something. I’m just so overwhelmed by everything, by the amazing orgasm I’m still aching from, by Zeth actually, finally kissing me, that I can’t seem to handle it.


  Zeth’s mouth is careful but demanding now. It’s as though he’s wanted this one final thing from me for a while and he’s only now able to claim it. That’s what I feel: well and truly claimed. It’s the best feeling in the world.


  Zeth huffs heavily out of his nose. His lips stop moving against mine and he just rests his forehead against mine and stares at me.


  I nearly jump out of my skin when there’s a hammering at the room door. “Time!” a voice yells through the flimsy MDF board.


  “What the hell?”


  Zeth lifts himself up and sets about untying me, biting back a smile. “One minute, asshole!” he yells.


  “What the hell does that mean, time?” I scuttle off the bed and start throwing my clothes on. Bra first, T-shirt next. Zeth snags the panties out of my hands, shakes his head at me—mine—and they disappear into his back pocket.


  “This place charges by the hour,” he says.


  I put on my wet jeans without the benefit of any underwear, which is extremely uncomfortable, and then there’s more banging on the door. No, not banging—hammering.


  “Sounds like there’s a line forming out there for me. You mind waiting in the car?” Zeth quips, raising his eyebrows. He’s miraculously somehow dressed, hair pointing in every direction and looking like he totally just fucked my brains out.


  “Oh, you’re funny?” I say, as though this is a shock, which it kind of is. “Who knew?”


  He rubs ruefully at the stubble on his jaw. “Yeah,” he tells me. “Who knew?”
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  Medina grins like the fucking cheshire cat when we let him out of Zeth’s quiet little corner downstairs. Surprising, really, since he has a gunshot wound to his leg and he looks like he’s on the verge of passing out. We have to practically carry him to the car. He speaks in Spanish to Rebel the whole way across the city, as though he thinks somehow I’m uneducated and don’t have the first clue what they’re talking about. Rebel drives his Humvee—we ditched Zeth’s stolen Chevy like he asked, and a bike would have been impractical for this trip—and I sit in the passenger seat. Rebel’s snitch sits in the back, spitting out hard vowels and cracking his knuckles like he’s preparing for a fight.


  Medina: Voy a matar a ese cabrón. (I’m going to kill that bastard.)


  Rebel: Lo necesitamos vivo, ¿Te acuerdas? (We need him alive, remember?)


  Medina snorts: Necesita vivo. Lo necesito para sufrir. Él me dejó por dos dias sin darme algo de comer. No podia ni siquiera ir al baño. (You need him alive. I need him to suffer. He left me for two days without feeding me. I couldn’t even use the bathroom.)


  Rebel: Lo sé. Tu apesta de orines. (I know. You stink of piss.)


  Medina glowers at the back of my cousin’s head, eyes narrowed into angry slits. “You may need that motherfucker for a while longer, but let me tell you, when you’re done with this little game you’re playing, I’m going to fuck him up real good.”


  Rebel arches an eyebrow, glancing briefly in the rearview at our grumpy car companion. “You think you can take Zeth, be my guest, buddy. If I were placing bets, I sure as fuck wouldn’t be putting my money on you, though.”


  Medina growls under his breath, his knee bouncing up and down. We stop at a low rate drive-thru and get him some food to shut him the hell up, and then we drive for half an hour in silence. I keep my mouth shut, though I am interested in Rebel’s aforementioned ‘little game’, and why he apparently needs Zeth. I’ll be sure to ask him later. My cousin and I used to be close, but the last couple of years have been a silent void between us. We used to be tighter than brothers. Now I’m the family member who finds out the other guy’s married two years after the fact.


  People have always had trouble believing Rebel and I are blood relatives given the fact that he’s white and, well, I’m obviously not. His Caucasian uncle, my dad, married my African American mother et voila! I am the resulting by-product of this meeting of hearts and minds and…other body parts. I just happen to be a little blacker than white, and that suits me just fine. Rebel’s father, my uncle, hated me on sight. I’ve always thought that was the reason why Rebel and I were so close. There are many misnomers and inaccuracies in circulation about the man sitting beside me, but the one I know to definitely be true is that he hates his father more than any other person on the face of the planet.


  “We’ll drop you here.” Rebel pulls the Humvee over to the side of the road, four motorcycles drawing tight formation at the rear like Rebel’s the damn Pope and in need of protection at all times. He probably is in need of protection at all times, but I’m not feeling very generous toward him right now. Sue me. He puts the car into park and twists in his seat, facing Medina. “This is it. You get out of the car, you go to that payphone. You call Julio, find out where he is, tell him you got the jump on Zeth and you want to meet up. Go to him. Once you’ve found out what they’ve done with Cade and where we’re supposed to meet, you let me know right away. And for fuck’s sake, Andreas, do not breathe a word to anyone you’ve seen me.”


  Medina’s jaw muscles pulse, like he’s grinding something small between his front teeth. “I got it, man. And then after this, you and me, we’re done. I don’t want nothing to do with your bullshit anymore.”


  Rebel gives him a solitary nod—whatever—and then Medina is getting out of the Humvee and hobbling very slowly across the busy road toward a bank of payphones.


  “You think he’s going to do what you’ve told him?” I ask.


  Rebel grunts. “If he has any sense, he will. There’s a bounty on that guy’s head down in Colombia. One phone call and there’ll be some very interested members of the cartel flying in to pay him a visit.”


  Since it’s just Rebel and me in the car now, I could ask him anything I want to about Alexis and this DEA bitch they have hot on their heels, but I don’t say a word. I’m not exactly in a chatty mood. Plus I’m waiting on Rebel to kick this thing off; it’s on him. He’s the one who vanished into thin fucking air.


  Rebel doesn’t say anything, though. He drives us around, his club guys taking it in turns to peel up ahead and scout out a safe driving path for us. I get a text from Zee letting me know Lacey’s not at St. Peter’s, Charlie’s taken her somewhere else, and that he’s moving Sloane to a temporary safe house not too far across the border into Oregon. He also tells me the DEA are trying to swing some sort of deal with Sloane—a fresh start in exchange for my cousin. I don’t even bother to ask about the deal; I know Zeth won’t be keen on taking it, so Rebel has nothing to worry about on that front. The place in Oregon, I’ve been there before. I text him back and tell him I’ll meet him there as soon as Julio’s dealt with.


  “You like working for this guy, Mikey?” Rebel asks—he must know there’s only one person I would be communicating with right now, and he sounds a little suspicious.


  I close down the message and place the phone back into the inside pocket of my suit jacket. “Yep. You know I do, man. I was happy enough to stay here and work for him six, seven, eight years ago, when you came to me and asked me to move out east. Nothing’s changed.”


  “A lot’s changed,” Rebel disagrees. “I have a proper operation now. There’s a lot I need to tell you. It’s time you come work for me.”


  Rebel’s most annoying trait, aside from being arrogant as fuck, is that he likes to tell people what they are going to or not going to do. Doesn’t matter what plans you may have made for yourself, Rebel knows better, always has, and you’d better be prepared to do as you’re told with him otherwise you’ll be finding out the shitty way what it’s like to get on the wrong side of him. It’s a trait that’s been passed down to him by his father. His old man does the exact same thing, but woe betide anyone who might point this out to Rebel. The least said about his father, the better.


  I sigh and stare out at the road. No point in arguing with him. I’ll just let him take my silence on the matter as an agreement until the time comes when I tell him to fuck off. I may not want to discuss my work arrangements with him right now, but there are a few things I’m curious about. “What the hell were you thinking marrying that girl, anyway?” I ask. I wasn’t going to do it; I was going to keep my cool, but some things just need to be said. “You bought her from a pimp, man. What kind of asshole are you these days, because the guy I knew would never have needed to grab himself an over-the-counter wife.”


  Rebel huffs out a breath, slapping his palm against the steering wheel. “Don’t—seriously, Mikey. You really don’t know what you’re talking about. Please don’t bring her up again. I would really hate to have to beat your ass for you.”


  “Try, man. Just try.”


  Rebel looks over at me, and a grin blossoms on that too-handsome-to-be-a-criminal face of his. Fucker. “You know I can take you,” he informs me. The truth is that he can, but I honestly wouldn’t mind going a few rounds with him anyway, even if he would end up beating me. I’d get more than a few good shots in, and he deserves every one of them for bailing on me.


  “You’re mad at me,” he says.


  “Yes, I’m mad at you.”


  “Why? You’ve known where I was this whole time. You could have come to me.”


  “I didn’t want to come to you, Jay. I didn’t want to work for you back then and I definitely don’t wanna work for you now. You have money; I get that. But we are equals. You are never going to be my employer. You’re my cousin and you were my friend, but it appears that as soon as some hot piece of ass comes along, you forget your boy’s phone numbers.”


  Rebel shakes his head some more. He clenches his jaw, runs his hands through his hair, does everything but look at me or talk to me for the next fifteen minutes. The asshole doesn’t even deny he ghosted himself out of everyone’s lives.


  Another fifteen minutes of driving, and driving in silence. This whole waiting on Medina is getting old. The guys on the motorcycles behind us—no cuts, don’t want to draw any attention to themselves—are even getting pissy. It’s raining, of course, and it can’t be much fun sitting out in that, covered in sodden leather.


  Eventually Rebel pulls into a gas station and kills the engine. “Wait here,” he tells me. He probably needs a piss. Our entourage of bikers draws up beside the Humvee and three of them climb off their rides and follow Rebel not to the bathroom out back, but into the actual station. The only Widow Maker who stays behind is Carnie, a guy I already know pretty well. He came up here with Cade to try and persuade the Doc to go help out with Alexis. They never got the chance to try and convince her, though. Charlie went nuts and attacked that girl at another of Seattle’s fine gas stations, which initiated a series of events that have led us here, to me, simmering on low in Rebel’s Humvee, and Carnie scratching his ass, soaked to the bone.


  The door opens, startling me, and Rebel hops back up into the driver’s seat. “That was quick.”


  He tosses a packet of something silver and shiny at me, starting the engine again. “Didn’t need much. Just thought you might appreciate those.”


  There’s a pack of collector cards in my lap—baseball cards. That’s what he went into the gas station for. I give him a dry laugh—ha, ha, very funny motherfucker—but I still pick them up and run my fingers across the foil wrapper. Matt Shoemaker’s on the front, mid-way through a pitch, with a look of concentration on his face I recognize all too well. I was supposed to be Matt Shoemaker. I was supposed to make those pitches.


  “Never did come pick up your collection,” Rebel says. “Figured you could start a new one.”


  “That collection’s worth thousands of dollars, you bastard. This”—I wave the pack in his face—“is worth seventy-five cents.”


  “Dollar ninety,” he shoots back. “Price has gone up since we were eight.”


  I let myself laugh. I have to. Rebel laughs, too. This is his way of apologizing. It’s a shitty way of doing it, but the effort’s there. It’s almost a record-breaking effort on his part, in actual fact. An apology is an admission of weakness; that’s what his dad says. Rebel clears his throat.


  “Listen, things with me and Soph—Alexis,” he says, correcting himself. “They’re way more complicated than they look on the outside. Trust me when I tell you I have not bought myself an over-the-counter wife. Not even close.” He laughs, and it’s the laugh of a man who might prefer an over-the-counter wife instead of what he actually did get. I know he’s joking, though. “I swear I’ll explain everything, but all in good time. Right now, I just wanna get Cade back.”


  As if right on cue, the cell in Rebel’s drink holder starts to ring, blaring out a loud, tinny rendition of A Boy Named Sue by Johnny Cash.


  “What the fuck?” Doesn’t seem like a song choice Rebel would have gone for.


  He mutters something about someone driving him crazy and picks up with a brisk, “Tell me.”


  There’s talking on the other end of the line, almost audible though not quite, and then Rebel’s hanging up again. Just like that. “What’s the deal?” I ask.


  “They’re at the Downtown Marriott. Julio’s planning on slitting my throat open and letting me bleed out.” He says it so casually that it almost sounds as though he’s talking about going out to grab a bite to eat, not heading toward a meeting he’s not supposed to make it through alive.


  “So, you have a plan?”


  “Sure. Andreas is gonna plunge a knife into that fat fucker’s heart before he can lift a finger. We’re gonna take Cade and then we’re gonna go and get something to eat. Chinese food. I think I could go for some Chinese food.”


  Now he actually is talking about grabbing a bite to eat. He’s always been crazy but this is cavalier, even for him. I guess I wouldn’t know, though. Maybe this is who he is now, a man completely unfazed by the world.


  Rebel sends a text message to Julio—where are you?—because we’re technically not supposed to have that information yet, and ding, ding, two seconds later we have confirmation Andreas has told us the truth. The Downtown Marriott is, indeed, the venue for this showdown.


  Fifteen minutes later, Rebel’s parking the Humvee and we’re heading into the hotel—standard chain hotel. Obscure glass balled objects stacked in beaten copper bowls that are apparently pieces of art, generic, non-offensive contemporary paintings in neutral tones, plush carpets, and polished tiles. We draw attention to ourselves; of course we do. Five guys dressed in torn jeans and covered in tattoos, and a black guy in a pristine dove-gray suit? Yeah, there’s no way we’re not noticed. We head to the eighth floor, and then Rebel’s knocking on the room door, 8205, and this is all happening very quickly.


  This is one of those situations you can never really prepare for, though. What would be the point in pausing to take a moment, talk the whole thing through, when the events of the next few minutes are completely out of our control? Someone is going to try and kill Rebel, and since I’m with him the likelihood is that they’re going to try and kill me, too. I have a gun; I have a knife. I am forewarned and forearmed. There’s nothing else for it.


  The door opens and a pair of almost-black eyes are sizing us up. A tall Mexican guy, ripped, covered in ink—I’ve not seen this guy before but he’s clearly no stranger to this type of situation. “Only you, man,” he says, stabbing an index finger in Rebel’s direction. “Julio said ain’t no way you bringing anyone else.”


  Rebel raises his eyebrows. He passes me a look, then glances at his boys. From his jeans pocket he pulls out a small black clip, opens it, and takes out a toothpick. The toothpick goes into his mouth. “I’m not leaving them out here, friend. So you can tell Julio that. You can also tell him that if I have to turn around and leave this building without my boy, I have some delightful repercussions for him to deal with.”


  The guy with the gang tats blinks at Rebel, and then he closes the door.


  “Well, that went well,” Rebel says. He flicks the toothpick over to the other side of his mouth and braces his hands against the doorframe, waiting. When the guy returns, his expression is even harder than before. “You’re choice, ese, that’s what Julio says. You friend ain’t looking so well. He might need to see a doctor. Better you get in here and take him now than wait much longer. You might be carrying him out of here in pieces, otherwise.”


  This isn’t the kind of attitude that my cousin appreciates. Never has been. He nods, glancing at his feet—his boys behind him are fighting back knowing smiles. They see what’s coming before the guy at the door does. Rebel reacts quicker than lightning, throwing out a powerful right hook that smashes directly into the guy’s throat. He bends at the waist, staggering backward, hands fumbling over his chest as he tries to fight the urge to clasp at his throat and instead reach for the weapon tucked into his waistband. Rebel makes a tsking sound between his teeth and steps into the hotel room, landing a solid front kick into the guy’s stomach just to finish him off. I’m right behind Rebel, and so are the other guys.


  We walk into chaos.


  A chorus of yelling erupts, a mixture of Spanish and English, and suddenly there are twelve guns pointed at us. Each of those guns is in the hand of an angry gang member, and each of those gang members looks pissed. Julio Perez sits on a sofa amongst all of this with a displeased expression on his face. The fat bastard is wearing sunglasses indoors.


  “What the fuck are you thinking?” he asks quietly. The moment he opens his mouth, his men fall silent so he can be heard. “This is very poor etiquette. While I’m here, this hotel room is my home and my men are my guests. You can’t just assault them without my permission.”


  “I don’t really hold with the whole while under my roof bullshit,” Rebel replies, giving Julio a dazzling smile. “You invite me somewhere, Perez, you invite my guys, too. You asked me to come here for a pick-up, so I’m here for the pick-up. Where is he?”


  It’s true that I don’t see Cade anywhere. I don’t see Medina anywhere, either. Julio sucks on his teeth, as though he has a sour taste in his mouth. “I thought we might have a conversation first, Rebel. There are some things I’d like to discuss.” He gestures to the couch directly opposite from his. “Perhaps you might ask one of your men to remain with you, and the others can wait outside?”


  Rebel gives him a look that could freeze an ocean. “I don’t think so.”


  Clearly not the answer Julio wanted. His jowls shake as he tries to marshal himself. “As you wish.”


  Rebel walks farther into the room, ducking around the men with guns as though he neither sees nor cares about them. He throws himself down on the couch and toys with the toothpick he still holds between his teeth. I sit beside him; his guys position themselves around the room with their own guns out now, openly hostile.


  “And what is it that you’d like to talk about?” Rebel enquires.


  “Debts,” is Julio’s response. “A dealer in debts, Rebel. You’re a man who collects debts and makes good use of them. I have never been fond of debt. I’ve never lived beyond my means. I’ve never borrowed money or drugs. I’ve never taken anything that wasn’t owed to me without a clear knowledge of the consequences. I have been very careful about this all of my life, and yet these past five years I have found myself owing you something. I have to tell you, that does not sit well with me. Not well at all.”


  Rebel sits and listens to this, twisting the toothpick over and over between his fingertips. “I don’t know what to tell you, my friend. We all find ourselves in uncomfortable situations from time to time. I wouldn’t lose sleep over it.”


  “But I have lost sleep over it. It’s a terrible way to live your life, knowing that one small aspect of it is being controlled by someone else. So when I saw one of your little companions had wandered from the coop, I thought you coming to collect him might be an ideal opportunity for us to discuss this debt that you hold over me.”


  “I don’t see that there’s much to discuss, but I’m willing to listen while you state your case,” Rebel says.


  Julio turns and nods to one of his men, the guy who Rebel throat-punched at the door. He glares malevolently at Rebel as he crosses the room and disappears into a room beyond. I think he’s going to fetch Cade, but the man he returns with isn’t a Widow Maker at all; it’s Andreas Medina.


  His hands are tied behind his back, and his mouth is bleeding. He can barely stand properly without the other guy propping him up. It’s only been an hour since we let him out of the Humvee and he looks like he’s spent the last few days being tuned up. Fair enough, he had a couple of swollen bruises and a hole in the leg from Zeth’s attentions, but this…this is something else altogether. Rebel does the eyebrow thing again, looking to Julio.


  “Last time I checked, my boy was a little paler than that guy.”


  This isn’t looking good. I know it; Rebel knows it; Julio knows it, too. “Please, Rebel, no more games.”


  I get the feeling Julio’s not exactly happy he doesn’t know Rebel’s real name. If he did, I’m pretty sure he’d be calling him by his title the same way he does with Zee when he’s mad at him—Mr. Mayfair. Rebel’s been extraordinarily careful to make sure no one knows who he is, though. Julio could turn over every single rock and stone between here and Washington State and Washington DC and not find a scrap of a clue as to who the man is. Or was, before he walked away from his old life.


  “Don’t let him do this,” Andreas croaks. “You said you’d protect me.”


  Julio and Rebel both ignore the man. “I don’t have any problems with you keeping an eye on me from time to time,” Julio grunts. “That’s smart business. But when I found out you’d been planting people in my own house, spying on what I was eating for my fucking breakfast, I couldn’t have that. I was going to kill him right away, but then I realized that this was an opportunity. A good opportunity to muddy the water a little, if you will.”


  “You had him feed me incorrect information,” Rebel says.


  “If you want to put it like that, then yes. I know that he told you I brought you here to slit your throat, for instance. But I didn’t bring you here to kill you, Rebel. I brought you here to show you something. First things first, though—” Julio gives the guy holding Medina upright another nod, and the man reacts quickly, pulling a knife out of nowhere. It’s an automatic reaction; I reach for my weapon, but I’m already too late—the blade slices across Medina’s throat. An arc of bright red arterial blood sprays from the guy’s throat, his eyes bulging out of his head. Julio’s guy lets go of Medina and he drops to his knees, hands scrabbling at his neck in a futile attempt to close the wound. He dies with a look of horrified surprise on his face. A thick, viscous pool of red spreads slowly out from around his head in an almost perfect circle. People never really realize that that much blood, it has a smell. It fills my nostrils, the sharp, bitter tang of metal.


  “Was that entirely necessary?” Rebel asks. He sounds bored, but I know my cousin; he’s furious.


  “It served a purpose. I’m assuming it caught your attention, and right now I need to know that you’re very focused, my friend.”


  “What do you want?”


  “I want your files. All of them. I don’t just want what you have on me; I want it all. And I want it in three days time, otherwise—”


  “Otherwise?”


  Another nod from Julio. This time it’s aimed at a guy on the other side of the room, who pulls out a cell phone and tosses it to Rebel. There’s a video already loaded on the screen; a big white arrow is blinking at him when he lifts the thing. He hits play.


  The screen stays dark for a moment, but the speakers explode with sound—a woman, screaming. “Omg, no, no, no, please stop! Stop! No! HELP! Please—”


  A pale face appears on the camera and Rebel goes stiff next to me, the tips of his fingers bleached white from his strained grip on the phone. I hadn’t recognized the voice—it was too gripped by fear—but I do recognize the face. It’s the face of a ghost. A dead girl. A girl I never thought I’d see again. Her name is Laura. She is the reason why Rebel became the man he is today. Her face is thinner, more drawn, devoid of the plumped youthfulness that always made people gravitate toward her like they would gravitate toward the sun. And there’s a gloved hand around her throat.


  “What the fuck is this?” Rebel chokes out.


  “I think you know what this is. This is an ultimatum. Your information for this girl. Does that not sound fair?”


  Rebel’s whole being is vibrating; the bikers at our back are shifting uneasily from foot to foot—this wasn’t something we expected. Fighting, killing, running, maybe, but not this. I think Rebel’s going to start shooting people, but somehow he manages to crank down his fury. “I want proof of life,” he hisses.


  Julio appears to consider this reasonable. The owner of the phone retrieves it, dials in a number and then holds it to the side of Rebel’s head. A look of devastation travels over Rebel as he listens. His voice is cold as ice when he speaks. “Lo? Lo, say something.”


  I don’t know what the person on the other end of the line says, but Rebel exhales sharply and tears his head away from the phone, as though the very sound of the person’s voice is enough to destroy him. The call is ended and the room remains silent as Julio lets that sink in.


  “I’ll give you what you want,” Rebel says eventually. The other Widow Makers look shocked, but they don’t say anything. Julio smiles a sickly smug smile; he struggles to heave himself out of his seat, but fails on the first attempt. Second time lucky, he gets to his feet and paces slowly out of the room. At the door, he turns around, his men shuffling out of the way so that the fat Mexican can have the last word.


  “You’ll find your friend in the other room. He has a strong force of will. I admire that kind of loyalty. You should reward your pet dog, Rebel. I will see you in three days.” He shuffles out of the room, his men following him with guns still drawn, masks of aggravation on their faces, and then we’re alone.


  Well, not alone. We’re left with the still-warm body of Andreas Medina, which is going to be a problem.


  “Go check on Cade,” Rebel orders. Carnie and one of the other Widow Makers rush into the room Medina appeared out of; their immediate shouts and curses can probably be heard three floors up. Stepping over Medina, I rush into the room and I’m hit with a wall of rust and sweat. Cade is lying on the bed in a pool of his own blood. His face is swollen so badly that I wouldn’t recognize him if it weren’t for his tattoos. His right arm is bent at an ungodly angle, clearly broken, and a sharp shard of pure white bone protrudes from a wound on his forearm.


  “Holy fuck, man,” Carnie yells. “They’ve almost fucking killed him.”


  Rebel appears in the doorway. He’s very pale, but there’s a hardness forming in his eyes. He takes one look at Cade and I know that regardless of what he told Julio, there’s no way my cousin is giving him what he wants. He’s never gonna let him get away with what he’s done.


  Cade groans, head rolling to one side on the blood-stained pillow, and a bolt of relief shoots through me—at least he’s alive.


  “Get him up. We’ll take him out via the service elevator,” Rebel snaps.


  “What about Medina?” Carnie asks.


  “Leave him.”


  It takes three of them to lift Cade off the bed, and then a man under each arm to drag him out of the room. Rebel puts a hand on Carnie’s shoulder as he passes him.


  “Make sure you get him somewhere safe. When you’re done, head back to the others. Tell them to get their shit in order.”


  Carnie grunts, slapping Rebel on the back. “What have you got in mind, boss?”


  Rebel’s eyes flash when he says, “We’re going to war.” Carnie leaves, and then it’s just the two of us. Rebel puts his hands on my shoulders, eyes burning through me with a righteous fire that I know all too well. That fire won’t be quenched until Julio Perez is dead. “So you were saying…you trust this guy, Zeth?” he asks me.


  “Implicitly.”


  “Good. Then take me to him.”
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  I can’t think about Lacey. I fucking can’t. I know she’s safe—Charlie’s a fucking psycho but he won’t hurt her physically. Not his own daughter. I’m more concerned about the lies he’s filling her head with right now. He’s told her the Duchess is her mother, which is out and out impossible, and Lacey will have believed him. She needs a mother figure even more than she needs a father figure. And so the girl’s going to follow along at Charlie’s heels to fawn over this miraculous new mother, only to have that new mother die a few short hours later. That’s the most damaging part. Lacey already lost her mother once, but she wasn’t old enough to feel the bite of that loss. The Duchess’ death will be hard for her; a woman she believes is her blood, so close, only to slip through her fingers again. She won’t be able to take it.


  I have to find her, but I can’t do anything until Michael shows up. Sloane and I traveled the remaining thirty minutes from the motel to the safe house on the shores of the McKay Reservoir, Sloane’s face pressed up against the window as we arrived, eyes huge as she took in the mass of water. The reservoir’s almost frozen over. That doesn’t normally happen until January, but this year’s been particularly cold. White frosting coats everything from the blades of grass on the sides of the roads to window panes of the single-story wood cabin I’ve owned out here for years. It’s old, really fucking old, but it has heating and cell phone reception and that’s all that matters right now.


  We carry our bags inside—feels weird not to have my duffel—and Sloane doesn’t complain about the cobwebs or the musty smell in the air. Her cheeks are flushed from the short dash in the cold, and the tip of her nose is red; she looks fucking beautiful. I can’t stop staring at that goddamn mouth of hers. I didn’t think I could do it; I didn’t think I would ever be able to kiss a girl like that. I never even thought I’d want to. The very thought used to make me break out into a cold sweat, but now…


  “Feel like lending me a hand here?” Sloane’s balling up paper from the stack of five-year-old newspapers—Crime Boss, Wendelson, Dies at 67! Where did he hide his millions?—sitting next to the open fireplace. It looks like a family of raccoons has been living in the space behind the grate. I brush off the thick layer of dust that’s collected on top of the pile of wood to the other side of the fire and set about tenting a handful of kindling.


  “This is very domesticated,” Sloane observes. “On the run from two different gang leaders; pursued by the police; making home in a chilly lakeside cabin. Our version of domesticated, at least.”


  I’m shot through with vertigo when she says that. Our. I’ve pushed her buttons and cajoled her relentlessly since the moment we reconnected back at the hospital, if you can call it that. And yet now that she’s talking about ‘our,’ I’m paralyzed by the concept of it. Not because I’m frightened of it. Not because I don’t want it. I’m paralyzed because it seems like a fragile idea, the partnership of Zeth Mayfair and Sloane Romera, and I know something shitty’s going to happen to fuck it up. Not only that, but it will undoubtedly be my fault.


  The fire’s roaring by the time Michael gets in touch.


  “You arrived, Boss?”


  “Half an hour ago. Is Julio dead?” Julio being dead will solve a third of our problems at least.


  “No. From the look on Rebel’s face, he’s shortly going to wish he was, though,” Michael replies. I’m given a brief overview of Andreas Medina being killed and the surprise reincarnation of some girl called Laura who everyone’s assumed dead for the past five years. I’m not even slightly remorseful Medina’s no longer around. Maybe that makes me a bad person—that I don’t even experience a flicker of remorse that someone has been murdered—but the truth is I’d be lying if I pretended I hadn’t thought about doing it myself. And I don’t lie. “We’ll be there in a couple of hours,” Michael says.


  A couple of hours will mean Michael and Rebel are going to be showing up here at one in the morning. “You’re still planning on sending me away?” Sloane asks. She’s wearing a huge sweater I left here a long time ago, which continually slips off her bare shoulder. Give me the sight of that bare shoulder over a low cut top and pushed-up tits any day of the week.


  “Yes.”


  “For how long?”


  “As long as it takes.”


  Sloane scowls into the fire, knees folded up underneath her chin. “If I go…you have to promise me something,” she says.


  “I have to?” I almost laugh. No one’s felt like they can tell me to do anything in an awfully long fucking time. It’s rather novel. Sloane shoots me a sharp look over her shoulder.


  “Let’s make a deal. You can control me in the bedroom, Zeth, but out of the bedroom, we’re partners. I act under advisement, and so do you. Fair?”


  This woman, all folded up neatly like origami in front of the fire, has balls. I like it. “Very fair.”


  “So you need to send me away, but I need—I need for you not to get hurt. Can you please do that for me? At least try?”


  I expected her to ask me not to break any laws. Not to kill anyone. But she asks me to consider my own well being instead. I haven’t done that in a while. “I can try.”


  “Good. Thank you.” She buries her face into her folded arms, staring at the flames. “When am I supposed to be going with him?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  She nods at this, still not looking at me. “If I’m going tomorrow, then—then I want to sleep with you tonight. Not sex. I want to share a bed with you.”


  Fuck. I can’t do that. I’ve overcome one pretty big fucking hurdle today, but that one might as well be Mount Kilimanjaro in comparison. “Not gonna happen, Sloane.”


  “Why not?” She looks hurt. Wounded, like it’s the thought of having her next to me that’s the reason behind my firm refusal. “We slept together after we had sex at Julio’s that time. Was it that awful?”


  I get up and start pacing. “Yes. Yes it was fucking awful. I nearly broke your neck when I woke up, remember? That wasn’t a one-time thing, Sloane. That’s me.”


  She ponders this, watching me pace. I get the feeling she wants me to sit down and be calm, but the idea of sharing a bed with her again and potentially breaking a few of those delicate bones of hers, well, that doesn’t exactly leave me feeling easy.


  “Why does it happen?” she whispers.


  Things have come a long way with Sloane and me over the past few days, but this one last thing—I can’t part with it yet. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to. I give her enough to let her know I’m not dismissing her, but nothing more. “It’s a bad dream, Sloane. A very bad dream, and I’m always going to have it. That’s all there is to it.”


  Before she can try persuading me to explain it to her, I leave the cabin, slamming the door behind me. It’s started to snow. Light spills out of the cabin windows, and I feel the cold bite down into my bones a little deeper; it’s warm in there. Warm and bright and comforting with Sloane and her if-only wishes. I stand on the edge of the lake, and I know this is all a choice. I could choose to turn around and walk back inside, choose the warmth and the light and Sloane’s tempting offer of a bed with her in it. I think about taking the steps. Turning around, left foot, right foot, left, right, and then I’d be back in there with her. The mechanics of it are easy, but the reality of it fucking isn’t. I’ve once more chosen the cold, uncomfortable, solitary route, because I’m not ready to face that demon yet. The demon that plagues me in my sleep.


  An hour later, Sloane opens the cabin door but she doesn’t come out. I hear the unmistakable scrape of ceramic on stone; when I turn to investigate, there’s a chipped white mug on the doorstep of the cabin and great wafts of steam are rising from it.


  Hot chocolate. She must have found the kitchen alright, then. I didn’t even know I had hot chocolate. I collect the cup but I don’t drink the liquid inside. I just hold it, staring down at it until it goes cold and no more steam rises of the sweet smelling liquid, considering what it means to have someone to care for me. To not want me to get myself hurt. To look out for me.


  A pair of headlights appear around twelve thirty, winding down the dirt track toward the cabin—Michael and Rebel, early. A black, mud-splattered Humvee pulls up out front and I can see exactly what Michael was talking about on the phone; Rebel looks pissed. He climbs out of the driver’s side and slams the door so hard the echo of the sound barks across the reservoir.


  “Didn’t need to wait up for us, Dad,” he says. “Where’s my sister?”


  “In-law,” I reply. Sloane would shit herself if she heard him calling her that. “She’s inside.” Michael slaps me on the shoulder; he looks exhausted, the look he gets when he’s propped up by too much coffee.


  “We need to talk to her. To both of you,” he says.


  I don’t particularly like the way Michael’s talking in we’s now; Rebel’s his cousin, I get that, but he’s been working for me for years now. More than that—he’s been my friend. I can do all of this on my own if I have to, but it’s a whole lot easier knowing he has my back.


  We head inside; Sloane’s already on her feet and looking tentatively pissed off before she even lays eyes on Rebel. I know what’s on the horizon before she gets the opportunity to open her mouth.


  “There she is,” Rebel says. She walks straight up to him and slaps him across the face. His head kicks to the side, and I have to fight the urge to smile. My girl’s got grit. I sincerely doubt there are many people in this world who could hit Rebel and get away with it. He nods, running his tongue over his teeth, as though he earned that one.


  Sloane looks like she’s going in for a second, though. Rebel ducks backward, just narrowly avoiding the flat of her hand again.


  “You’re a sick fuck, you know that?” she hisses.


  “You’re sister’s told me a couple of times, yeah,” he responds. I’m waiting for him to say the wrong thing to her—I will lay his ass out cold—but he doesn’t. “Can I ask what I’ve done to deserve such a warm welcome, or is it just a general greeting that I can expect from here on in?”


  “You tried to buy me,” Sloane snaps. “You were already with my sister by that point, and you tried to fucking buy me.”


  I don’t know what it is about Sloane getting mad, but her cursing always serves to make my dick really fucking hard. A highly inappropriate reaction for right now, though. I’m actually very interested in what the guy has to say about this. Rebel looks taken aback. His surprise is short lived; he’s back on form within seconds, shrugging his shoulders. “Yeah, I was with Soph by then. But I haven’t stopped buying girls just because I’m with your sister, Doc.”


  Michael flinches.


  I flinch.


  Sloane goes fucking postal. “Are you—are you fucking kidding me right now?” She charges, and I have to grab her up before she can reach him. Her arms and legs are everywhere, and she is far stronger than she looks. I grunt, trying to get a proper hold on her without doing any damage. I manage to send Rebel my coldest glare while doing this.


  “You’d better explain what you mean by that or I’m letting her fucking go, and when she’s done I’ll be taking a turn,” I growl at him.


  Rebel holds up his hands. “I buy girls. I buy them before they can disappear down the cracks. I find them a new place to live and a job if I can, and I make sure they don’t end up hooked on heroin or dead in a dumpster somewhere. Some of them end up in the fucking dumpster regardless of what I do to help them, but they end up there on their own terms, not because they’ve been kidnapped or coerced.” He gives Sloane a flat look, folding his arms across his chest. “Or blackmailed.”


  Sloane goes still in my arms, and I can feel her heartbeat thumping like a trapped bird’s underneath my hands. “You weren’t—you didn’t want to—?”


  “I knew you were her sister, Sloane. I’m not a fucking pig. Well, maybe sometimes I am but not where that’s concerned. I lost my claim on you. I panicked. I came back to Seattle to check on you but you seemed fine. A little frayed around the edges, but you were going to work. You were living. I figured everything worked out for the best, and I did not tell Soph.”


  Everything worked out for the best. That’s pretty fucking ironic. I bought Sloane. I bought her and I took her virginity because I thought I was protecting her, and it was the shittiest thing I’ve ever done. She would have been better off if I’d just let Rebel take her.


  “Oh,” Sloane whispers.


  I feel like I’m dying on the inside.


  “So please, feel free to slap me as hard as you like, Doc, but maybe we could do it later? I have something I’d like you to deal with first.”


  I put Sloane down. She gives me a conflicted glance over her shoulder, tucking her hair behind her ears. “What do you want me to deal with?” she whispers.


  “Michael tells me you’ve had some run-ins with a friend of mine? Denise Lowell?”


  Sloane hugs her arms around her body, suddenly focused on Rebel. “You could say that.”


  “She made you a deal, right? She said if you handed over information about me and my crew, you’d get your life back. Clean slates all round?”


  “She didn’t offer it to me directly, but yes. That’s what I was told.”


  Rebel clenches his jaw, a set look forming on his face as though he’s resolving himself toward something. “Good. Then I need you to call her. I need you to call her and tell her you want to make the deal.”


  [image: Image]


  



  



  “You sure you know what you have to say?” Michael’s prepping me like I’m about to go live on air, defending myself against spurious murder charges. I feel dizzy and my palms are sweating like crazy, but I know what I’m supposed to say. I nod, and he hands me over his cell phone. “Remember. Keep it short. The movies are hardly ever realistic, but they can track you if you keep the line connected for too long.” I nod again—yes, I’ve got it—and my eyes meet Zeth’s. His jaw is set and his eyes are distant, and for once I know exactly what’s going on in his head. He’s reeling from Rebel’s little revelation. Rebel the fucking superhero, not Rebel the rapist. He may not have done the awful things Zeth and everyone else in the underground crime syndicates believed he did, but he still kept my sister away, and I still don’t like him.


  Everything just got so confusing. I have to sit here and make this call, now, with the three men staring at me, and all I want to do is crawl into a corner and mull over the complexities of my situation from the start.


  Rebel clears his throat. “It’s the middle of the night, so this will actually work in our favor. She won’t be expecting a call from you at all, let alone one this late. You’ve got the number?”


  I hold the card up. “Let’s just get this done.” Zeth, Michael and Rebel have their arms folded across their chests, frowns on their faces, and their own brand of tense energy pouring off them. And they’re all staring at me. Jeez. I twist on my seat so that I don’t have to look at their stern expressions. I make the call.


  The line rings four times. Five. I get to the seventh ring and a wash of relief overcomes me. She’s not going to pick up. She’s not going to pick up, which means I’m not going to have to do this.


  “Lowell,” a hoarse voice says into my ear.


  Damn it.


  “Detective Lowell,” she says again clearing her throat, sounding minutely more awake. “It’s you, isn’t it? Dr. Romera?” She knows it’s me. So much for not expecting me. Maybe I’m way more predictable than Rebel thinks.


  “Yes,” I say. “Oliver told me what you said to him about the deal. Is it true?”


  The line’s quiet for a moment while I hold my breath. “I told your colleague that you had a way out of this if you wanted one. I can make sure you’re safe. I can make all of your problems disappear, Dr. Romera, but this is a two-way street. You have to give me what I need, too.”


  “What do you need?” My heart is contracting too painfully in my chest—too much adrenaline assaulting me all at once.


  “I need your sister. I need Rebel. I need his whole crew. I need all of it.”


  Even though Rebel’s standing in front of me, nodding at me to say yes, I still feel weird about this. “What’s going to happen to Alexis?” I ask.


  Lowell’s answer is immediate. “If she cooperates, nothing bad will happen to her. I know you might not believe this, Sloane, but I’m actually trying to help your sister.”


  “That’s why you shot her in the back, right?”


  Michael makes a hurry up motion with his hand. I’m almost out of time. “I did my job, Dr. Romera. I’m counting on the fact that you can be reasonable and see that. And I’m counting on the fact that you want to get back to your job. You do want that, don’t you?”


  “Yes. We need to meet then, and I want this on paper. Our agreement, for me and for Zeth.”


  Silence. If she refuses to clear Zeth of any and all charges against him, related to whatever it is she’s working on and unrelated, too, I am hanging up this phone. But then she says, “Fine. I’ll have the paperwork drawn up.”


  “Have it ready for tomorrow. I’ll call you with a meeting place.”


  “I’m going to need some assurances that—”


  I hang up the phone, cutting her off. Michael takes the cell and switches it off, and Rebel slumps down beside me onto the beaten old leather sofa that I’ve been sitting on.


  “That’s that, then,” he says. “Now we just wait for tomorrow.”


  



  



  ******


  



  Zeth flits back out of the door once the arrangements for the morning are made—I let him go earlier because he needed the space, but now I go after him because I need something. I need to talk. He may not like it, but it’s going to happen. He’s not standing by the water, stewing, this time; he’s almost disappeared from view, headed off on an unseen path, by the time I’ve pulled on an old, damp-smelling red Parka I’ve found and hurried out after him.


  He turns at the sound of the door, a serious grimace on his face when he sees me. “It’s cold, Sloane. It’s late. Go back inside.”


  It is cold. It’s so cold I can’t feel the oxygen slipping in and out of my lungs as I jog toward him in the dark. There’s no arguing with the fact that it’s late, either, but that’s not reason enough to put off this conversation. “We need to talk.”


  Zeth sighs, billows of steam pluming from his mouth in the frigid air. He turns and starts to walk again. “It doesn’t really need to be said, does it? I was wrong about Rebel. I was the bad guy. I haven’t hidden that from you, Sloane. I’ve told you from the beginning, that’s who I am.”


  “Yeah,” I muse. “You’re the big bad wolf. I remember.” I don’t say it to mock him. I say it because it’s true, and I know it’s true. But it’s not the only truth. He has a warped view of himself, and we need to iron that out. “You did take advantage of a really crappy situation, I’ll admit, but you were trying to protect me. You’re not—you’re not evil, Zeth. You’ve done some very fucked-up things, but you’ve done so much since I’ve met you to help me and protect me, not to mention what you’ve done repeatedly for Lacey.”


  His sister’s name sticks in my throat. Michael’s working on tracking down Charlie and Lace as we speak; until we find out where the hell she is and if she’s okay, even speaking her name is hard. Zeth winces, feeling it, too.


  “I shouldn’t have interfered,” he says, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his thick jacket. “I should have stayed the hell away from you. You were better off when you were clueless, getting your work done. You should be dating that fucking Oliver guy right now, sharing inside jokes that no one else gets about surgery and bedpans and shit.”


  Oliver? He thinks I should be with Oliver?


  “Oh, come on, Sloane. Don’t look at me like that. You can’t tell me you don’t know that fucking preppy fuck is in love with you. He wants you bad.”


  “I’ve—I’ve thought he’s maybe had feelings for me for a while, yes, but that’s not what the look’s for, Zeth. The look is because you think I’d rather be with him than you.”


  Zeth makes an exasperated sound deep in the base of his throat. He walks faster, head locked straight ahead, not looking at me. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have fucked you in a dark hotel room. I’m sure he wouldn’t have screwed up your whole life.”


  I can’t. I can’t listen to this anymore. I stop walking, throwing my hands up in the air. “Stop feeling fucking sorry for yourself, Zeth!”


  That gets his attention. He freezes, spins around and paces back to me so that his face is in my face. “What?”


  I jab him in the chest with my index finger to punctuate the words that come out of my mouth. “Stop. Feeling. Sorry. For. Your. Self.”


  He doesn’t like the chest jabbing. He starts walking again. “I’m not feeling sorry for myself, Sloane. I’m feeling guilty.” He says the word as though the emotion is an unwelcome houseguest who’s shown up on his doorstep and refuses to leave.


  “Well, you’re gonna have to suck it up because I don’t need you to feel guilty, Zeth. I’m not angry with you anymore. I’m in love with you. And you’re just scared because you know you feel the same way, too.” The words just race out of my mouth. I regret them as soon as they’re said, but it’s too late now—they’ve already escaped me. They’ve already been heard. Zeth halts in his tracks again—he never gets more than five feet from me. He narrows his eyes.


  “You think you’ve got me all figured out, is that it?” he murmurs. He stalks toward me, and for the first time in days a good dose of real fear swells in the pit of my stomach. His eyes are sharp, intent, and I realize he does look a little wolfish in the pale moonlight. Our surroundings don’t help matters, either. The woods that cloak the reservoir; the lightly falling snow; the irony of the fact that the over-sized Parka I’m wearing is bright crimson.


  “I haven’t figured you out, no. But I know that I’m right about this.”


  He pauses, close to me again, and I look up at him, trying not to freak out. He looks like he might want to drag me out onto the cracked, icy surface of the reservoir and throw me under. I reach up and carefully, very slowly, place my hand against the rough stubble of his cheek. Zeth’s eyes widen a little; he seems surprised by the action. We stare at one another. One, two, three whole seconds, and then it’s as though something breaks. I can practically see it happen. The tension releases its grip on his shoulders, and Zeth lowers his head, closing his eyes. My heart begins to beat again when he tilts his face toward me, into my palm.


  “I don’t know how to feel what you’re telling me I feel,” he whispers. “I don’t know if you’re right.”


  My eyes are pricking like crazy. This huge, strong, colossal entity of a man is crumbling before me and I’m suddenly breathless, terrified by the prospect. I ask him the one question that will change everything for us. It will dictate the rest of our lives, whether we spend them together or apart. I know it instinctively. “Do you want it, Zeth? Do you want to love me? Only you can release this unbearable grip you’ve got around your heart.”


  He opens his eyes, so dark, so hard and frightening. Even when he’s laying his cards on the table, showing his hand, he still has the ability to make me tremble with one look. I think he’s going to say no. I believe it with every last fiber of my being, but then he takes a deep breath and says, “Yes. Yes, I want that. I want you.”


  I reach up on my tiptoes and I gently place my lips against his. My other hand finds the center of his chest; I can feel his heartbeat there, faster than normal, like the steady, insistent knocking on a door. “Then all you have to do—is let go,” I tell him. “We’re going to get Lacey back. We’re going to get a fresh shot at this whole thing, Zeth. We’re going to make it work, no matter what it costs.”


  “It’s probably going to cost us everything,” Zeth tells me, his arms carefully, tentatively wrapping them around my waist, drawing me to him.


  I nod, because I already know this. I already know it, and I’ve made my peace with it. “Then that’s what it takes.”
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