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 Her Brawlers 
 
      
 
    She fought her way in. We made her ours. 
 
    Now our roles are threatened, because she’s left. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    We can’t fight what we can’t see. 
 
    We can’t love what isn’t there. 
 
    But I won’t take this lying down. I’ll fight for what’s mine. I’ll take her back, if I have to. 
 
    We are Jameson. Don’t forget it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Holy hell. Speeding through the night in a truck I wasn’t sure was steady enough to keep its tread as we plummeted down a long stretch of highway, taking turns wide, and rocketing over bumps and potholes, I was sure we were going to die. 
 
    The cop chasing us with his lights and sirens blaring was more sobering than I could’ve imagined. All the alcohol I’d chugged in response to my fight where I’d killed another girl had evaporated with the cool air pushing in through the rear sliding window. 
 
    My chest rose and fell as my breath became shallower and more rapid. I glanced at Stryker, certain he had lost his mind, or maybe he was drunk which didn’t make me feel better about the situation. Had he had anything to drink? For the first time since I’d met him, I hadn’t been focused on what he was doing. That attention was back on him, solely anchored in the masculine control he exuded. 
 
    Dark hair fell across his forehead. The old school green lighting from the dashboard of his 1957 Ford pickup didn’t do his silver eyes justice. He narrowed his gaze, his strong hands gripping the steering wheel with a tight determination that made my mouth dry. 
 
    I was definitely sober at that point. Honestly, every ounce of alcohol had fled at the first flash of the lights behind us. 
 
    My best-friend, Sara, sat beside me, heaving a gasp as we rounded yet another tight corner. 
 
    “Hold on!” Stryker’s shout filled the cab, reaching out to Gunner and Brock in the bed of the truck. I hoped they were still back there.  
 
    Throwing two bottles at the windshield of a cop car had put us all in danger. I wasn’t sure what they’d been thinking, but those Jameson boys sought revenge with persistence and sometimes no planning. The fact that they sought it over brights that weren’t turned off on a dark country road only made it seem more forbidden and rash. 
 
    I had no idea how we were going to get out of the situation we were in. I wasn’t sure we deserved to get away with anything. 
 
    Swallowing, I clutched at the waist seatbelt buckle holding me firmly in place as we jostled to the left, across the center line of the backwoods road and then to the right as we reclaimed our side. 
 
    The night couldn’t have been darker as the blue and red lights flashed around us, like a tractor beam determined to snag us in. The cop’s determination was no match for our desire to escape. All of us had too much to lose. Too much at stake. 
 
    Stryker didn’t slow as we hit the next corner. I’d learned in physics that if the center of gravity of an object topples, then the object will crash. We were that object and if Stryker wasn’t more careful, we would roll. Thankfully, we pulled ahead enough on that corner that Stryker used the next curve to put a big chunk of distance between us and the police car. 
 
    Stryker suddenly jerked the wheel to the right, bouncing over the edge of a ditch and into a half-hidden dirt road overrun with waist-high grasses and weeds. As the brush scraped along the bottom of the truck, bringing a gasp from my mouth with its loud noise, Stryker stared into the rearview mirror. 
 
    He turned off the engine, killing the lights and taking his foot off the brakes. In neutral, we continued coasting forward, disappearing deeper into the tall grasses. 
 
    The sudden dark was all-encompassing. I stared out the windshield, straight ahead, terrified to even turn around and see if the cop car slowed as it approached. Off in the distance, the siren blared and my stomach clenched. 
 
    If we were caught there, we had no where else to go. No where to run. Trees blocked the truck and if the cop stopped, we would be penned in. My claustrophobia reacted like I’d been penned into a cage with my hands tied behind my back. I took a shuddering breath, but kept it as controlled as possible. 
 
    Silence smothered us. I closed my eyes, the relief from the consuming darkness brief and minimal. I knew what it hid. Not much. Inside my own head, I could feel the grass and the trees pressing in on us. I breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth. 
 
    Pressure increased as the sirens blared, getting closer, louder, closer, louder. I tightened my fists, clenching my fingers until I could feel my nails digging into the flesh of my palms. Biting my tongue, I refused to cry out in fear. I wasn’t going to let anyone know I was afraid. 
 
    “What if they find us?” Sara’s whisper made me snap my eyes open and I reached out, clenching her hand in mine. I’d forgotten I wasn’t alone. I shook my head to tell her not to talk, but she couldn’t see me in the dark. 
 
    No one moved. I could hear my heart pounding over the sound of wind moving in the treetops outside the rear sliding window for easy access to Gunner and Brock.  
 
    The sirens got louder. 
 
    With my head still turned toward Sara, I caught a glimpse of red and blue on the pine boughs around us. Grasses moved in the breeze and I hadn’t realized the rain had stopped in my panicked state. 
 
    “We’re going to jail.” Sara broke into a full-on sob. And even though I knew the cop in the car couldn’t hear, my blood still ran cold and I tightened my hold on her hand. 
 
    Louder yet, the sirens soared around us. 
 
    “Sh. Sh.” My mouth went dry. What was she thinking? She had to hold it together. She had to be more stable than she was being. Come on, Sara. I wanted to scream it at her, but that wouldn’t help anything. 
 
    Just as fast as the lights penetrated the trees and the clearing around us, they disappeared. The sound of the sirens drowned out the rumble of the engine of the speeding cruiser as it disappeared into the night. 
 
    I whipped around, watching the lights fade on the road. It seemed too good to be true. They’d passed us. My relief didn’t last. We couldn’t stay where we were for too long, but where could we go? 
 
    Ryker started the motor again, hitting reverse and peeling out of the dirt road backward. He tore onto the now-empty street facing the opposite way we’d driven in; opposite the way the police had chased. 
 
    Shifting into first, Stryker revved the engine and in seconds he shifted into second and then again into third. Each shift released another hold on the walls around me and I could feel myself breathing a little easier. 
 
    Wind ripped through the window. The tarp fluttered in the bed over the boys, the flapping audible in the pause between shifts. I hoped they were still alive back there. We hadn’t heard from them in a while. That was something we would have to check on when we found a stable place to stop and rest. 
 
    Stryker finally turned the lights on after we’d driven about a hundred yards, releasing some of the tension around my chest, but not all of it. How could I fully relax with the cops after us and a death on my hands? 
 
    Without using his blinker, Stryker turned left before we hit the next curve in the road. I hadn’t noticed the residential-style road on our first tear down that strip. 
 
    We thundered down the street, A farm-style house on a rise took the brunt of our headlights until Stryker turned down another deeply rutted driveway, without the bumpy ditch. Gravel lined two trails that ran parallel to each other which led the way for the four tires.  
 
    Lilac bushes encroached on the drive like it wasn’t driven much and the heavy purple laden branches brushed against the truck, disappearing from the headlights as we passed under them. Another twenty yards and we pulled into a clearing strewn with car bodies and a barn with peeling paint. At least what we could see from our lights.  
 
    The barn or shop, I wasn’t quite sure, missed windows and doors in various places and a painted sign above the gaping maw of a two-car opening read Tiny’s Motors. The blue-white of an LED motion light tinged the still-wet grass with an over-bright whiteness that left shadows in stark relief. Light flooded the yard and Stryker shut off the truck’s lighting system. 
 
    He drove the truck off the driveway and around the rear-end of the large barn. He parked it between a Volkswagen van with missing windows and no tires and a Chevy Impala missing rear panels. 
 
    He shut off the engine, pulling the keys out of the ignition and tucking them into the visor above the steering wheel. Complete silence held us hostage as we gathered our thoughts. 
 
    The dark didn’t seem as intimidating this time. The cop hadn’t followed us as far as I could tell and Stryker finally turned his eyes toward me. “Come on. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Here. Where was here and why did my momentary calm flee with the break in our eye contact? 
 
    “Everyone out. Gunner, grab the tarp and throw it over the front. Brock, do you have your pocket knife? Do some damage.” Stryker stepped from the truck and bent down. After a minute, he stood back up. He jerked his chin at me, his eyes hard. He wanted me out of the truck. Got it. 
 
    The light from the front of the barn gave me enough illumination I could see without feeling like I was on display. Nudging Sara with my knee I started sliding toward the passenger door, opposite the driver’s side. 
 
    Sara seemed frozen and it took a couple more nudges before she moved like she pushed through sludge. She slid from the bench-style seat and I followed, falling from the height to slippery grass where I stumbled to the side, striking my ankle on a chunk of cement protruding from a pile of broken concrete.  
 
    I didn’t cry out. It didn’t hurt that bad, not compared to everything else. We had other things on our minds and a bumped foot wasn’t a big enough deal. Sara closed the door quietly and we rushed to the back of the truck, crossing our arms over our chests as we watched Stryker and his cousins. 
 
    The air was both humid and chilly, creating a clinging trait to the cold. 
 
    Stryker held a rock the size of a cereal bowl. Brock ripped a corner of a canvas cloth draped across the side of the Impala and handed the jagged square to Stryker. He wrapped the cloth around the rock, and hefted it toward the window, breaking the glass with a muffled snap. 
 
    My eyes widened and I bit my lip. Why were they ruining their truck? Stryker nodded toward Brock who whipped out a knife with a shining edge. He bent down, shoving it tightly into the curve of the tire. He wiggled it side to side and stabbed it again, making the same side to side motion as he pulled it out. 
 
    Gunner kicked his boot into the grass, tearing aside the top layer of sod, exposing mud and rocks. He bent down, grabbing up a handful of wet dirt. Stepping back, he pitched a handful at the side of the truck. The dirt landed with a thud. He stepped close and smeared it around with his hand. 
 
    Finished damaging two tires, Brock copied Gunner’s movements and dirtied the truck with a thoroughness I couldn’t help but admire. 
 
    I glanced at Stryker. His somber expression gave me pause. After a moment, he moved to the front of the truck and the hood popped up, blocking him from view. 
 
    The grind of metal on metal pulled me toward the front of the victimized vehicle. 
 
    Drops of rain sprinkled around us in little silver drops that caught the light just before it turned off. Motion lights weren’t on long before they shut down to wait for another movement to trigger them. The lack of light wasn’t as disturbing this time around. We weren’t running from the cops in the immediate moment and my feet were solidly on the ground. 
 
    Stryker bent at the waist, putting the battery he’d pulled from under the hood on the ground and shoving it under the front of the truck. As a final measure, he kicked grass around the core. He stood, calling out without being too loud, “Gunner, grab the license plates. We gotta get the girls out of the rain.” He shot a glance at me then disappeared behind the hood. 
 
    I moved to rest my hip on the front panel of the truck so I could see him, watch what he did in the sprinkling weather. 
 
    He reached into the cavity of the engine compartment and yanked out a wire, pocketing the piece like he would return. After staring into the engine space for a drawn-out moment, Stryker slowly lowered the hood but didn’t close it. He left it ajar by about a foot, wedging a piece of wood he grabbed from the ground into the corner space to hold the hood up. 
 
    Brock pulled the tarp out, half-draping it across the back of the truck as if to cover the vehicle but not really caring. He nodded to Stryker and Gunner and they turned to us. 
 
    Without a word, Gunner led the way around the side of the barn, away from the truck, carrying two license places sandwiched together. 
 
    I studied Stryker as he waited for me to fall into step behind Gunner. What was going through his mind? True, the cops were initially after the boys in the back because of the bottles, but what would have happened if they’d caught us? They would have discovered underage drinking and a girl wanted for killing another fighter in Washington with a warrant out for her arrest as well as revenge directed by the Russians – if not yet, then soon. 
 
    Who knew how many cops were in the Russians’ pockets? The potential for corruption hit every level. 
 
    There was nothing safe about anything we did or were doing. The thought alone made me nauseous. That and the alcohol I was no longer buzzing from but my body still carried around. Yeah, I wasn’t going to drink again any time soon. My regret mingled with the aftereffects of drinking. 
 
    Before following Gunner around the side of the barn, still protected by the darkest of the shadows, I braced my arm on the scratchy wall and leaned over. I heaved, trying to stay quiet as the many drinks I’d had over the last few hours worked to be expunged from my body. 
 
    My limbs wobbled and I did everything in my power to stand straight as I pushed off the wall. I couldn’t fall yet. I couldn’t give into my weakness, my doubt, my fear, and the terror coursing through me. Not yet. We weren’t out of danger yet. 
 
    A strong hand reached out, the heat on my back comforting without the zing of physical awareness. I glanced back, finding Brock rubbing the space between my shoulder blades, concern on his features. He nodded. His normally taciturn and angry expressions replaced with a reassuring tilt to his lips. “You’re doing good. We’re almost there.” 
 
    How had he known? How had he recognized my need when I wasn’t even sure what that need was? He’d reached out, bringing me comfort in a time when I doubted comfort could be found. 
 
    I accepted his offer, nodding as I turned back to follow Gunner’s disappearing form. 
 
    In front of the barn, I glanced around. The motion light had tripped on again with Gunner’s movements, displaying the same scene we’d driven onto but from a different angle. 
 
    The barn and car corpses were at the bottom of a gently sloping rise that crested to a flat plateau where a humble rancher-style home stood guard. A weakly glowing orange porch light illuminated the front patio, earmarking the front door and setting itself as a beacon for the rest of the property. 
 
    We didn’t head toward the house as Gunner motioned for me to follow him into the barn. 
 
    How could that be a safe move since the barn looked like it was missing more wood than glass? I followed him anyway. Where was I going to go? The forest around the barn? The cops would find me just as soon as a bear or whatever else lived in the trees.  
 
    The smell of mouse waste hit me with the force of a gas bomb. Eyes watering from the strength of the ammonia odor, I pressed the back of my hand to my nose as we got closer to the door.  
 
    He wanted me to go in there, too? Where it stank to holy hell? Goosebumps covered my arms as I followed Gunner inside, my shoes crunching on gravel. I glanced down, trying to discern what I walked on. A part of me worried it was the skulls of mice because the smell was so strong. 
 
    As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, I realized I walked on a dirt floor. The flooring wasn’t even concrete. Did the barn count as a building then? Without proper flooring was I essentially inside or was it more of a shelter than a barn? 
 
    I had focused on the wrong things, my thoughts struggling to stay away from the realities I ran from. 
 
    A muffled noise behind me drew my attention to Sara. She followed close to my back, holding her hand over her mouth and nose in weak imitation of my own stance. 
 
    “What is that?” She obviously had no problems speaking in the dark. 
 
    “Mice. It’s not a big deal.” Brock spoke behind me, answering her question as if he really believed his words that it was no big deal the barn was swimming in mice. 
 
    My leg muscles cramped at the thought of how many mice it must have taken to make that strong of a smell. A breeze wafted through the broken windows and open doorway, taking the smell out with it. The brief abatement allowed me to drag in another deep breath before the smell gathered again. 
 
    “Come on.” Gunner whispered as he stood at the bottom of a set of stairs. He pointed up and glanced at me, his eyes full of questions. Questions I couldn’t answer. I wasn’t sure where we were going or what we were doing, but I could see I had nothing else to do but follow their directions. For the next few days, I was nothing if not beholden to them. 
 
    That rubbed me the wrong way, but I gritted my teeth and gingerly stepped up the wooden slatted steps. 
 
    Each foot placement made a creak I was sure could be heard across the county. My hands shook as I reached out and gripped the makeshift railing to help me climb. The steps turned sharply to the left as they traced along the wall of the barn. In seconds we’d reached the top and I stopped, staring at the loft-style room in front of me, illuminated in part by the still-on motion light out the window leading to where we stood. 
 
    How much longer did we have of light? A couple minutes at most. 
 
    Wooden floorboards covered in dust spanned the length of the loft. Stacks of different sized used tires leaned here and there, creating an illusion of half-formed rooms. 
 
    I shivered, rubbing my lower arms and biceps as I waited for some kind of direction to go, something to do before the light turned off and I could no longer see what I was doing. 
 
    Stryker brushed by me, his hand reaching out to steady me as he passed. He didn’t look at me, his jaw tight. 
 
    Had I done something else to make him mad? His moods were going to make me dizzy. One second he’s supporting me and the next he can’t even look my way. 
 
    Maybe he was starting to see me for what I was – a killer of innocent girls. 
 
    I blinked, turning my head to the side as if that would help me escape the accusatory thoughts in my head. As if anything so simple could give me a break from what I’d done. 
 
    Sara tugged on my arm as I let the rest of them pass. She stared at me, shaking her head as if she could read my thoughts. “No. Stop thinking about what happened. We need to try to get some rest. We’ll deal with real life in the morning.” She nodded at me, as if I couldn’t argue with a simple command. 
 
    In that moment, I couldn’t. I was grateful someone else had taken the reins. I needed the comfort of Stryker’s presence, with or without his moods, and apparently that was something Brock and Gunner could offer as well. Even Sara had the ability to calm my nerves. I was just manic enough in that moment to greedily seek out the comfort from anyone willing to offer. 
 
    Friends or not, the Jameson boys had joined me in my chaos and I owed them for getting me out – so far. 
 
    The heat in Stryker’s eyes as he turned to look at me from beside a stack of tires left no doubt what he would demand in payment. A thrill shot through me – past the chill of my guilt and shame, past the worry we were going to get caught either by the police or the land owner – and sent a lightning bolt up my spine. 
 
    What if he wanted me the same way I wanted him? What if we made it out of that weekend without too many chains? 
 
    Could I ask him what he’d be willing to accept from me? What he’d be willing to give? I wasn’t sure what I was open to, but there had to be an answer for the heated pull between us. I could explore what that was without worry, if he was up for it. Could he separate his apparent need to keep me in place at school and in town from the tug my body had toward his? Monday wasn’t that far away. 
 
    How much of our lives was going to be able to go back to normal? After killing someone, I wasn’t sure I’d ever view Geometry the same way again. 
 
    I stepped forward beside Sara and decided it didn’t matter what Monday held. Whatever Stryker was willing to offer right there in that loft, I’d take without question or commitment. I needed an escape and Stryker’s gaze promised more than an adventure. Maybe he could give me peace at the same time. 
 
    Something in my gut warned me there was nothing peaceful about the Jameson cousins – least of all the leader. 
 
    My gut also told me that wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Stressing about the cops or getting caught by the Russians wasn’t going to fix anything. I tried to relieve the tension in my shoulders as I watched Gray in the light of the motion light. Her incredible blue eyes were wide and she nibbled on her full lower lip. If she didn’t stop, I was tempted to teach her a thing or two about what those lips were meant for. 
 
    But she’d had eyes for Gunner and she’d won over Brock whose tenderness outside the barn had left me speechless. What was it about Gray that had gotten through the Jameson shell? I wasn’t sure I was strong enough to find out. 
 
    The inside of the loft had a melancholic feel as I tried to see it through Gray’s eyes. 
 
    Dusty tires, some with tread and some without, created the layout of the fairly open floorplan. A guardrail had been set up along the catwalk side of the loft where more tires and boxes of screws, nuts, and bolts had been stacked, reinforcing the warning to stay away from the edge. 
 
    The fact that I’d just damaged a bunch of my truck left an aching hole in my chest. Brock and Gunner didn’t address it. They knew I only did it out of desperation. My dad and I worked on that truck together. Memories I couldn’t replace were attached to every piece of that vehicle down to the date and our initials we’d carved into the back of the instrument panel before he’d been deployed on his last mission. I was twelve when we finished the truck. Thirteen when he died. 
 
    Right then wasn’t the time to wallow in self-pity or memories. I waited for Gray to join us by a pile of moving blankets Tiny stashed up there. With only a small layer of dust, they were clean enough to sleep on and more than acceptable to use as we escaped reality for just a couple hours.  
 
    My foot nudged a snap trap on the ground beside a stack of tires and I wasn’t going to deny the relief that the mice were allowed to live without rules on the lower level of the barn, but there in the loft, traps had been set to keep them at bay. It was easy to accept the smell when your life depended on the place to stay. 
 
    Gunner, Brock, and Sara moved past me, each following Gunner’s example and wrapping two blankets around themselves as they settled on the floor behind the tires. If someone came up the stairs, they wouldn’t initially see us. 
 
    Gray moved toward the group with jerky movements. I had no doubt she was traumatized. There was a lot going on and even less time to understand it. 
 
    Her heady lidded gaze broke to me multiple times and I recognized the weak-defying set in her jaw as she rolled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. I found it oddly comforting that she not only fought me, but everything in her life – including her exhaustion and mental state. 
 
    Before she could collapse, I stepped forward, wrapping my arm around her back and catching her arm with my other hand. I’d read her body language correctly as she slumped against my side. She shook with a different shiver than if she’d been cold. This shuddering was all-encompassing, ensnaring her soul and tightening around her all the way to her feet. I wished I could take her struggles from her; help relieve the pain she had to be going through. I couldn’t, but I wanted to. 
 
    Stooping, I bent down and scooped my arm under her knees, pulling her against my chest in a cradle hold. “Come on, I think you’re in shock.” My murmur wasn’t loud enough to reach the rest of the group which wouldn’t have mattered as Sara had slumped over in the corner, blankets pulled under her chin. Brock and Gunner had rolled up side by side facing away from each other as sleep had already claimed them. 
 
    I was the sober one which meant, I’d keep watch until they had all slept off some of the alcohol and exhaustion from the night’s excitement. 
 
    Tightening my fingers around Gray’s arm where I’d anchored my hold, I kicked a few of the last blankets to the side and shoved my back against the wall to slide down in a sitting position beneath the window and light. 
 
    With my knees drawn up, it was easier to hold Gray against me without dropping her to the floor. 
 
    The motion light shut off and the room was thrown into complete darkness. Gray mumbled something, reaching up and twisting her fingertips in the t-shirt material just below my collar. She curled into me, rocking to her side to face me. She lifted her head to rest her cheek on my chest. 
 
    Without over-analyzing anything too much, I reached to the side with the arm I’d had under her legs and yanked a blanket over the two of us, careful to make sure the dusty material didn’t get in her mouth or cover her pert nose. I carefully adjusted the blanket around us. 
 
    Had she changed the smell of her lotion or shampoo? I hadn’t been able to identify her scent completely past the fact that I was heartily addicted to whatever her scent happened to be. 
 
    Gray’s slight frame in my arms reminded me how strong she was for her size. She hadn’t moved me when she’d punched me the few times, but she hadn’t been easy to ignore either. If I hadn’t been prepared, things would have been different. I had no doubt she could drop a man, especially if she had the element of surprise. 
 
    What kind of a game was she caught up in?  
 
    Dominick wanted Gray for some reason I couldn’t identify – so much so that he had his whore after Gray’s dad. 
 
    The fact that the Russians were after Gray as well now just added more fuel to the fire. What could I do to help her? An absolute fact though was that I couldn’t turn Gray over to Dominick. 
 
    My cousins and I didn’t trust him. We wouldn’t ask Gray to go with him. For whatever reason, he had an interest in her and her father. I had to figure out what that was before I could move forward with any orders he’d given me. 
 
    Her lashes fluttered over her cheeks, casting a shadow in the moonlight shining through the clouds and window. She took a deep breath, her chest pushing against mine and not for the first time I noticed the swell of her breast and the heat in my skin at her contact. 
 
    I shifted her in my lap so she wouldn’t be aware of my longing while she was also traumatized – she’d killed a girl in the ring. I wasn’t sure how she’d ever want to fight again. The cops were after her and now they were after us. We had a lot to worry about. What I wanted to do to her physically wasn’t going to be added to the list. I didn’t even want to focus on the Russian mafia and all of the connotations associated with that group. 
 
    My eyes adjusted to the limited light and I watched out for my group, sparing a glance at my cousins, the friend, and the girl I couldn’t let go of. 
 
    Gray’s eyes opened and she shifted her eyes from my chest to my face and then over my shoulder. As if the realization came slowly that she rested in my arms, she blinked and then placed her palm flat against my chest. She pushed against me as if she wanted to sit up. 
 
    I shook my head, tightening my hold around her. 
 
    Widening her eyes, she opened her mouth as if to speak. 
 
    I lifted my finger and pressed it against her lips, trying not to notice the way the full flesh of her lower lip was warm and her breath hit my fingertip with heat that matched my lap. 
 
    Our gazes locked and I leaned my head down slowly until my mouth was near her ear. I snuck a glimpse of the rest of the group as they tried to sleep behind the protection of the tires and under cover of dark. I inhaled and closed my eyes, speaking softly. “Don’t freak out. You’re fine. We’re in the barn.” 
 
    She nodded and kept her voice low to match mine. “I passed out. I’m sorry. I… What are we going to do? Where are we going?” The fact that she even felt the need to apologize loosened another knot in my guard against her. The question she didn’t have to ask but that was glaringly obvious between us – were we safe? 
 
    “We only have a few hours until morning. Let’s worry about all of that then. Get some sleep. I won’t let anything happen to you or Sara.” She would worry about her friend. I knew that. One thing about Gray I couldn’t help respecting was the fact that she cared, deeply, about those that mattered to her. Even though she was a fighter, she had a tenderness in her heart for the underdog. 
 
    That matched everything our dads had ever taught us. 
 
    There was a code and even without knowing about it, Gray seemed to live it. Without trying, she fit in with us Jamesons more than she knew and more than I’d thought possible. 
 
    I didn’t lessen my hold around her as she seemed to accept what I offered – comfort without expectations, solace without explanation or questions. I offered the respite to both of us, surprised at how badly I wanted it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    Everywhere I touched Stryker, my skin burned. My exhaustion pulled me into sleep as I lay against him, but even in my dreams, I could feel the fire of our connection. Fighting it wasn’t an option. Not there. Not then. Even if I wanted to. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang.  
 
    The hollow sound of a hand striking metal carried through the slatted walls of the barn. “Look at this, Smythe. There’s a black truck back here.” 
 
    My eyes popped open and I jerked upright. Stryker had his head angled to the side, watching from his spot through the window. He smoothed his hand down my back, starting between my shoulder blades and ending at my waist and then repeating the motion, up and down. He distracted me from the chaos outside and calming me enough I could actually focus on what was happening. 
 
    Movement from the side pulled my attention. I turned my head to the right, catching sight of Gunner as he stared at Stryker from where he’d slept, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Is it the cops?” Brock’s whisper spread across the loft floor like a portent of danger. Underlying tension sprang into full bloom and everyone shot up into positions of awareness. 
 
    Stryker nodded, letting me pull away to sit beside him. We all shifted to where we could see out the window, but stuck to the shadows. 
 
    An officer stood at the front of the barn with his hands on his hips while he stared past where we could see. He lifted his hand and motioned to someone outside of our view – as if motioning off-screen. Were we stuck in some kind of movie? The surreality of the situation added a sheen to my perception as if maybe we were stuck in some horrible B-rated movie. 
 
    Maybe the police weren’t there for me, or the truck, or the boys. Maybe they were there for something completely unrelated. I could dream, but that’s all it would be. They’d already identified a black truck as what they were looking for. Had they found us? 
 
    “Come on, we can’t do any searches without the property owner present. I want this done by the book. If I can catch the pissant who ruined the cruiser, I’m going full force on them. Everything I can put on them, I’m going to.” His hard voice snapped through the wood and walls, even muffled didn’t smother its command. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Do you want me to run up and knock?” The other officer came into view, walking slowly as if he didn’t want to get too close to the first cop. 
 
    Slapping his hands to his sides, the first cop sighed and turned, facing the rancher as he folded his arms across his chest. “He’ll be down. People in these parts don’t like law enforcement around their places.” 
 
    As if on cue, shouting from up the hill made them turn. We shifted our own gazes toward the house. A man in loose overalls over a white t-shirt and a red and black flannel shirt waved his hand while running down the path from the house. “Hey, stay out of there.” 
 
    As the man who must have been Tiny referenced on the sign got closer, I couldn’t help thinking there was nothing tiny about him. He stood an easy six inches above the taller deputy. His barrel-shaped chest didn’t stop there as his waist carried on the box-like form into solid thighs that could have been as wide as my hips. His forearms easily rivaled the size of his massive biceps. 
 
    The police were stupid to be there bothering him. We were even dumber, thinking we could hideout there and not get caught. I could feel our temporary safety slipping away like sand through my fingers. 
 
    “Is this your property, sir?” The lead cop pointed toward the sign at the top of the barn. 
 
    We edged back further from the window in case they caught a glimpse of us standing there. I glanced at Stryker and then pivoted to my side to glance worriedly at Sara. We had no idea how to get out of there or even where we were. We couldn’t escape, if we needed to. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re at Tiny’s. What do you want?” The man stopped in front of the cops, his legs wider than shoulder-width apart and his arms folded across his chest. His chin jutted to the side as he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    The second cop pointed toward the back. “Is that your truck back there? Do you know who the owner is?” He stepped forward as if he wasn’t intimidated by Tiny’s size. Directing his gaze up the height of Tiny, the cop stepped back and nodded. He glanced at the lead cop and shuffled his feet. 
 
    Tiny furrowed his brow and leaned his head to the side. “Truck?” He pursed his lips and ambled around the side of the barn, disappearing from view. “Are you talkin’ ‘bout the El Camino? Those aren’t trucks. They’re just cars that want to be trucks.” His words trailed off as he moved toward the back, but that was only because he stopped talking, not because we couldn’t hear him. 
 
    I couldn’t breathe. I had no idea who this Tiny was and no idea what he would do when he saw the new truck back there amongst his other pieces of worthless vehicles. He would claim he didn’t know what the truck was doing back there and they’d search the barn. 
 
    Sweat slicked my palms and I desperately wished for something in my stomach so I could throw up. 
 
    The window opposite us had been opened by someone through the night, probably to help lessen the ammonia in the air around us. The sound of metal moving and a tarp being shifted and tugged reached us easily and we stared at the window like our hope would be transformed before our eyes. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity-and-a-half, Tiny returned to our view, shaking his head. “The Ford, yes. I wasn’t sure which one you were talking about. Yes, the ’57 has been here for a good eight months or so. I haven’t been able to get ahold of the owner. I’m not surprised though. The thing has been stubborn. I can’t get it to start.” He thrust his hands on his hips and stood there with a comfortable slant to his shoulders. 
 
    “It doesn’t start? I want to verify that.” The lead cop motioned for his partner and Tiny to precede him behind the barn. 
 
    They would give the motor a try. That would distract them for a few minutes. I whirled toward Stryker, keeping my voice low. “We need to get out of here.” My chest rose and fell. I had never longed for my own room so much. 
 
    Stryker watched me, his eyes dark charcoal from his normal lighter silver. Flicking his gaze toward his cousins, he nodded. “Okay, we can’t get out of here without them seeing us, but we can hide. I have no doubt they’re going to ask to search the barn.” 
 
    Sara reached out and grabbed my hand, her grip worried and tight with warnings. 
 
    We were going to hide? What options did we have? The barn wasn’t exactly teeming with great hiding places. 
 
    Brock and Gunner led the way to the other side of the loft, their steps softer than I would expect from such largely muscled guys. Snugged against the side of the rear window sill, Gunner shook his head and held up his hand as we got closer. He whispered, “They’re looking at the rig. The cop’s inside the cab. It looks like he’s trying to start it. His partner is looking at the dirt.” Gunner grinned and glanced at Stryker, quirking his eyebrow as if to congratulate his cousin. 
 
    We all listened intently. Could we pick up their conversation as they climbed in and out of the cab? 
 
    “…look around?” The lead’s voice was deep enough in tone we could hear it plainly on specific syllables, not so clearly on others. 
 
    But his request to look around was just enough to let us know what was possible. I continued holding Sara’s hand while turning my head to search Stryker’s face. “Where do we hide?” Hiding was against everything in my nature, but there were moments of necessity and right then, my need to stay out of jail and out of the Russians’ hands couldn’t be over-turned by anything – even my pride. 
 
    Stryker’s gaze held mine and I wanted to jump on him, beg him to help us, demand that he kiss me, and ask him to fix my mistakes all at once. Which would get me the fastest results? Which would be the easiest for him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    “Sure. Have at it. Be careful, though, I have a mouse problem.” Tiny’s voice broke through our stupor. The land owner had given the cops permission to search his place. They could pretty much do whatever they wanted at that point. 
 
    Which meant, we’d be found in just a matter of time. My heart pounded faster and faster, hurting as the possibilities loomed ahead of me. 
 
    I glanced to Gunner. For some reason, he struck me as the calm of the group. If the three cousins were a storm, he’d be the calm that prepared the way for the thunder and lightning. Brock would bring up the rear with his angry wind and loud yelling. Stryker… he struck first and asked questions later. His power seemed to always be held in check as if waiting to be released. 
 
    Gunner stared at Stryker, waiting for directions. Stryker seemed to be the foundation for all three, even standing strong for the school and the community. Stryker controlled a lot. His power just added to his appeal. 
 
    As impressive as that was, he couldn’t control me. I had to work on convincing myself that the only thing I wanted from the lead cousin was for him to get us out of the trap we were in. 
 
    Taking the unspoken challenge and keeping his words low, Stryker motioned toward a window with a dusty, grimy pane and chipped frame. 
 
    I blinked. What he wanted wasn’t clear. I glanced around the group, hoping someone else might have more clarity than me. Was I still drunk? Maybe I was still tired. Did he want us to go out the window? 
 
    “That’s a window.” Sara whispered, as if she had contracted my incredulity. Of the two of us, she was a natural beauty and she usually woke up as pretty as she went to sleep. It was more than a little annoying as I stood by a guy that left my insides mushy and had held me all night. What kind of a mess was I? 
 
    She had that damsel in distress vibe and I had no doubt I could kick myself out of any problem. Guys probably didn’t like that kind of confidence, especially a guy like Stryker. He was the type who needed to be needed. I didn’t need anyone. 
 
    A slow grin curved the side of Stryker’s lips as he met my gaze. Then his husky whisper liquified my insides even more. “How are you with heights?” 
 
    Heights? “I’m sure they’re not as bad as prison. I don’t do tight places. Let’s go.” I wrapped my bravado around me like a shield. If I couldn’t be the damsel in distress, then I’d be the kickass heroine who wasn’t afraid of anything. 
 
    Or who faked everything. I could do that. I could fake it. I’d killed someone. What else could I possibly fear? Besides going to prison for that or facing the Russians’ revenge. 
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about it, over and over and over. I had to stop or I was going to go insane. Maybe I was already there. Maybe I’d passed that point a long time ago. 
 
    But it was hard to think of something else when you were hiding from the very thing you were trying not to think about. I’d be the first to admit I was stuck in a vicious cycle and I couldn’t get out. 
 
    I picked my feet up, trying to walk softly so I wouldn’t be heard. Reaching the window before everyone else, I took a bracing breath before turning back with a tight smile. I jerked my chin upward and pointed at the frame, whispering, “How does it open?” 
 
    The old-style frame had one pane of glass and seemed to be nailed in place. A decided lack of knobs, locks, or levers left me feeling it was a hope that had been dashed before it could even be developed. 
 
    Stryker moved to stand by me, searching my face for something I hoped he couldn’t find. I wasn’t ready to be that vulnerable with him, or anyone. After not being able to find what he was looking for in my expression, Stryker continued holding my gaze and reached out, twisting a bent nail at the top of the frame.  
 
    The window bent inward, letting in a burst of early morning air with the crisp refreshing scent of fresh rain as it combined its efforts with the other open window across the loft. 
 
    My breathing slowed and I sensed an anxiety attack around the corner. But I could never let him know that. I could never let anyone know how scared I really was. 
 
    I nodded tightly, moving toward the now-open window. I braced my arms on the sides of the open frame. 
 
    Stryker gently rested a finger on my forearm, pausing until I turned to face him. I couldn’t for a moment, holding my breath until I got my worry under control. 
 
    The voices of the officers moved toward the front of the building, opposite where we were, muffling the syllables where a hard consonant should be. We didn’t have much time before they would be inside. 
 
    Stryker grazed his finger around the side of my arm, his touch tickling and soft as he moved his fingertips to the delicate skin on the inside of my bicep. “You don’t have to do this. We can figure something else out.” Were his words just for me? The gentling of intention in his eyes had to be as he inclined his head toward me. 
 
    He might say that I didn’t have to do it. He might say that we had other options. But I knew deep down, we had run out of choices. If I wanted Sara to go out the window, I had to do it first. The fact that Stryker thought I might be scared, meant that I hadn’t done a very convincing job of faking anything. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Even if fine was a four-letter word, I couldn’t let him know I was actually scared. 
 
    He nodded, completely unconvinced. “Once you’re out, go to the right. Stay there and wait. Step softly. The roof’s made of tin and the sounds will carry.” 
 
    I didn’t reply or react. If I paused too much longer, I’d probably change my mind. There were some things you did without thinking. Going on the roof of a more than two-story barn was one of them. 
 
    Using my knees to balance myself, I poked my head out the opening, searching the building line where I would be stepping. I could do this. If the men returned to the back of the barn or walked down the drive, they’d see us easily. One more thing to be worried about. 
 
    The drop didn’t seem too far and the place we’d be walking wasn’t too narrow – if I could convince myself that two feet wide wasn’t too narrow. 
 
    I didn’t even take the time to swallow. I pushed through the opening, scraping my left knee on a poorly placed screw protruding from the sill. I bit my lip, smothering the whimper. I’d probably start bleeding, but I’d have to deal with that later. 
 
    I rolled over to the side, bringing my other leg through and peeking at Stryker through the opening. I nodded as if to convince him – or me – that everything was going to be just fine. 
 
    Sara must have been convinced. She rushed to the window, thrusting her head through as if she had no qualms what was on the other side. I reached my hand out, willing to help her, certain it would give me something else to focus on besides the dizzying distance to the ground. I didn’t need to stare at the truck beneath us, or the mounds of dirt and gravel that I’d missed the night before when we’d rushed into the barn. 
 
    A line of trees worked as a perimeter, protecting the property from any prying eyes on the roads. If we really wanted to escape, we’d attempt jumping and then race – if our legs weren’t broken – to the woods where we could disappear. Maybe. 
 
    Sara followed me out. Her movements frantic as she sought escape. She pressed her back against the overhang beside the window, glancing at me in shock. “How are you not freaking out?” Her whisper was underscored by the sound of the cops working their way toward the stairs on the lower level. They were taking their time, thoroughly rearranging things around like we might be hiding in boxes or on shelves. 
 
    My friend’s question left me unsure how to answer. I shook my head. If I opened my lips, even a little bit, the possibility that I was going to lose it was very real. 
 
    A box of nails must have fallen beneath us in the barn, the sound of metal sprinkling the gravelly ground echoed up through the wood siding. 
 
    They were getting closer. 
 
    Gunner came through next, more elegant and powerful than myself. He shimmied to the side, careful to go to the left of the window away from Sara and me. 
 
    We only had two left. We could do this. I ducked into the open space of the window, checking to see the progress. Stryker motioned for Brock to hurry. He glanced out the window, shaking his head when his eyes met mine. 
 
    The voices were at the bottom of the steps, the tones carrying, duplicating as they echoed up the wooden steps and bounced off the walls. 
 
    I ducked back, more than aware that the window was already small without blocking the escape. Holding my breath, I ground my teeth. Come on. Come on. 
 
    Brock darted through, his massive arms pulling him across the threshold like he was jumping through a slide hole in an amusement park. Even his insane grin suggested he was having more fun than he knew he should be. He pushed Gunner to the side, staring at me as if to challenge my position beside Sara. I held his gaze. I wasn’t a runner and I wouldn’t hide unless I needed to. 
 
    I certainly wouldn’t back down from a guy who had no ability holding his anger in check. The window scraped almost completely shut. Maybe he’d shut it so he could open the window open more fully. He was a bigger guy and might need more space to get out. I blinked, waiting for Stryker to emerge, certain he’d be seconds behind Brock, but a minute passed. And then another. 
 
    The window stayed closed. 
 
    The sound of the officers’ voices mixed with Tiny’s as they inevitably climbed the stairs. I held my breath, staring at the window where Stryker should be coming through, I didn’t even care if he fell through at that point. 
 
    Worriedly, I glanced over my shoulder at Sara who shook her head at me. What did she think I was going to do? 
 
    Their voices grew louder and louder and I didn’t care what they were saying. Stryker wasn’t out there. Where was he? Why wasn’t anyone else freaking out? 
 
    Pressing my shoulders against the side of the barn at my back, I stared at Gunner and Brock whose own eyes were wide and, dare I say, scared? These guys who never let anything bother them had a weakness? 
 
    It shouldn’t count as a weakness when it was one of their own. If anything, that was most likely a strength when most people didn’t care about others. Stryker’s absence in that moment struck us all hard. I leaned my head against the wall behind me. Prickly pieces of wood slat picked at my hair. I closed my eyes. Stryker, where are you? 
 
    “What’s this?” The police officer’s curious tone almost made me gag. Was he joking? He had reached the top of the loft and was probably staring at Stryker right that minute. How could the cop taunt and torment Stryker when he had no intention of being lenient? 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I collect tires from rare vehicles. There’s a real possibility they’ll never be needed.” Tiny’s booming laugh confused me. Where had Stryker gone? Why weren’t they arresting him? 
 
    I dug my fingers against the side of the building beneath my hips, the slight scratching sound loud to my ears. A slight gasp from Sara told me she’d heard. I flattened my fingers and stared up into the still lightening sky.  
 
    Where had Stryker gone? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    My shoulders were never going to fit through that damn window, no matter how much I pushed the others through. While they’d escaped, I’d had to come up with a separate plan There’s no way I could get caught. The consequences were more serious than I wanted to deal with at the time. 
 
    From my position inside the stack of rare 37-inch tires, I closed my eyes. I’d climbed into the musty stack made of about six tires while Brock had shimmied out the window. I was honestly surprised he’d been able to make it through. He wasn’t as lanky as Gunner and his arms rivaled mine. 
 
    I couldn’t breathe too deeply in the stack. Even with the large wheel space in the tires, any movement on my part took up valuable space and moved the tires. 
 
    “What do you do when you run a car shop? You collect the tires.” Tiny’s voice echoed off the floor and ceiling and yet they still moved closer. 
 
    “These could fit ’45 CJ Jeep, right?” A shuffling from the officer, like he put his hands on his waist broke through the sound of my own heartbeat. “I used to have one, but you know what happens when you get married and have kids. Nothing goes your way anymore. Maybe I need to start collecting pieces again. You consider selling these at some point?” 
 
    “I never got married or had kids. And yeah, you let me know when, I’ll most likely have those here.” Tiny’s abrupt tone brooked no further discussion and he spoke to cover the awkwardness of the conversation. “So, officers, what’s going on? I mean, you’ve searched my property at this point. What could have you so riled up about that black truck?” 
 
    Something tickled the soft skin of my wrist but I ignored it. Hopefully, it would just be my shirt hem or maybe the edge of the rubber tire. I didn’t want to think about Tiny’s earlier comment about the mouse problem. I wasn’t afraid of something like that, but those things were filthy. I thought they were gone because of the traps, but that had been wishful thinking. 
 
    “A couple of punks driving in a vehicle similar to that one threw glass bottles at my windshield last night. We were both speeding in opposite directions. It destroyed the windshield of the cruiser and could have been much more serious. Have you seen anyone like that around here?” He hadn’t lost any of the suspicion in his voice, but he spoke to Tiny like they were conspirators and no longer on opposite sides of the law, but at least his voice confirmed he wasn’t convinced that the truck in the back was the same one he looked for. 
 
    “Wow. That’s quite a story. Well, I don’t have anyone in here as you can see. You’re welcome to search the house as well as the surrounding property, if you’d like. I do have to be honest, though. I didn’t see the motion lights go on last night even though I have a deer problem. Plus, I tend to shoot first and ask questions later. If I had any trespassers, they’d probably be shot on sight. I’m not a fan of police evaders.” The bite in his tone made me sigh softly. 
 
    A squeak of rubber on rubber made me widen my eyes. I clenched my teeth. Were they shaking the tire stacks? I couldn’t guarantee what would happen if they budged mine. There was a very precarious balance I struggled to maintain in the stack and being shoved off-balance would probably topple me to the side and expose my position. 
 
    The sound of boots crossing the floor mingled with the sound of rubber on rubber and even rubber scraping across gritty wood. 
 
    Regardless of what I wanted; it appeared the cops were doing a more thorough job of a search than even Tiny had authorized. 
 
    The stack closest to me rocked back and forth. Then the sound of a solid body hitting the ground followed by the bounce of a tire coming to rest stole my breath. My palms slid on the edge of the tire and I caught my weight from falling further into the tire stack. The deeper I went in, the harder it would be to get out. 
 
    A moment of silence passed and I was certain I couldn’t be the only one feeling the tension in the room. Then someone shifted on their feet and broke the moment. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer and look through your house, if it’s all the same to you.” The officer didn’t ask it like a question. He moved toward the steps, as if he were trying to take control of the situation but he had no real idea what was going on. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll be right behind you. I see one of my traps was tripped. It looks like I got a big one.” Was he talking about me? Had I fallen into one of his traps? 
 
    More movement at my wrist confirmed that either a spider was on me or a mouse lived in the tires. I softly flicked the animal off my wrist, soundless  
 
    The officers climbed down the stairs; their footsteps solid as they clunked to the dirt floor. 
 
    Tiny bustled around the loft, things clicking around as he worked. After the officers’ voices moved out to the front of the barn, Tiny spoke with the utmost calm, keeping his volume low like he spoke to himself. “If you’re in here, wait until they leave, then come to the house for breakfast. I’ll put some ham on.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an answer, but trudged across the floor and disappeared after the police. 
 
    I took a minute to just breathe in my relief. I was going to have a hell of a time getting out of those tires, but I wouldn’t have to worry about handcuffs on myself, my cousins, or the girls. 
 
    I could handle anything, if I could protect them. 
 
    Tiny started whistling, a tune I’d never heard before but most likely something that was designed to give me a heads up on his location. He whistled, moving down the stairs and out the front door, slow and steady. 
 
    I took a breath and adjusted myself to be able to move one arm above my head and then the other. I placed a foot on the rungs, the tires so thick, the stack didn’t move as I climbed up the interiors like a ladder. Using my arms, I pulled and pushed at the same time, emerging from the pile with everything in me. 
 
    I hovered when I reached the top, just before climbing all the way out. Where had the cops disappeared to? What if they were still standing there and they’d set a trap to catch us? What if Tiny was in on it? 
 
    That was a betrayal I wasn’t sure I could deal with. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I could taste my panic as I waited for Stryker to come through the window, then the voices were there – loud and present and right inside the window. Was it the moment we were going to be found out? Or was that the moment Stryker took the punishment for all of us? 
 
    They seemed to move on, their voices disappearing and then reappearing outside by their car. I wasn’t sure if they’d found Stryker or not since I had no idea where he’d gone. 
 
    Sara and I didn’t move as we stared out at the trees swaying back and forth in the breeze, their dark silhouettes soft in the post-dawn light. 
 
    Why hadn’t I realized how early it was? There was no real heat for the morning since the sun had just recently risen. My adrenaline had kept the chill at bay, but the longer I stood there, the more aware I became of the cooler edge to the air. 
 
    The sound of wood scraping on wood filled the air around us as the window opened. Movement from the window made me cover my mouth with my hand. Had we been discovered? A relieved sigh left me at the sight of Stryker sticking his head out of the window. 
 
    He searched to the left, nodding at Gunner and Brock before he turned toward Sara and me. Something in his eyes told me everything was alright, but I couldn’t believe him – could I? How was everything going to be okay when we were running from the cops and the Russians? 
 
    Nothing would ever be okay, when I was the one who’d taken a life. 
 
    Fighting probably wasn’t an option for me anymore. I didn’t want to kill again and I didn’t want to feel that sense of complete helplessness that I’d experienced as Sonya had fallen to the ground, her eyes blank. 
 
    Stryker reached out a hand, taking my fingers in his. The sudden warmth spreading up my arm thrilled me while also filling me with a comforting heat. 
 
    He slowly pulled me in, as if more cautious about getting me inside than he’d been about getting us out. 
 
    I climbed through the opening, grateful when he gripped my waist and pulled me the rest of the way through. My legs were jelly and I wasn’t sure I could trust myself to stand without help. 
 
    Okay, who was I kidding? I could do anything. I just had to get past whatever was happening. I didn’t have to rely on Stryker. What I needed to do was get my butt in gear and get out of there. We weren’t safe or the cops wouldn’t have found us. 
 
    “What happened?” Brock’s soft voice broke through my mounting desire to flee.  
 
    I could talk myself into leaving without any of them, I just had no idea where I was going or what I was doing when I got out of there. It would be safer for them, if I wasn’t found with them. 
 
    “Tiny is taking them on a tour of his house. When they leave, we’re supposed to go up there.” Stryker didn’t look at Brock as he searched my face, questions in his eyes. He didn’t know what I was thinking – he couldn’t. But something in his gaze told me he understood more than I knew. 
 
    “You talked to him?” I folded my arms, pulling my hand from his hold. I didn’t want to be his when I wasn’t even sure what that meant. Did it mean I’d get treated like Jasmine and Jaeda? Did it mean I’d be left behind like Jenny and become a desperate girl looking for attention and money? I couldn’t be either of those things. I wouldn’t be. 
 
    Which meant, he had no claim on me, no hold on me. He hadn’t even explained why he’d set the town and the school on me. There was a shifting of dynamics and I knew for sure I wasn’t comfortable with it. 
 
    Did I want Stryker? I was a female with blood. It was impossible not to want him with the lines of his muscles distinct even under his t-shirt. The complete masculine aura around him left my mouth dry more than I cared to admit. 
 
    If this longing was desire, I could see how sex was something people had a hard time refraining from. 
 
    Especially around a guy like Stryker. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain.” Stryker kept his voice low, moving to unstack a couple of the tire piles and motioning for us to sit on them. “They’ll leave after that. He said he’ll have breakfast up at the house once they do.” 
 
    I was so confused. I shook my head, refusing to take a seat where he indicated. “What are you talking about? How could you know this, if you didn’t talk to him? How can we trust someone we’ve never met? We shouldn’t be here. We need to get out while they’re distracted.” Was I the only one interested in self-preservation? 
 
    Brock and Gunner looked at Stryker, quirking their eyebrows as they claimed spots around the loft. Gunner lifted his shoulder in a half-shrug as if to say it was all on Stryker. 
 
    Moving to lean a hip against the wall by the window facing forward, Stryker folded his arms and watched me for a moment before speaking. “We know Tiny. He was in Afghanistan with our dads.” 
 
    I blinked from where I stood, unsure if what I was hearing was the truth. What else could it be? Suddenly, our arrival in Tiny’s yard didn’t seem so random or lucky. It seemed more orchestrated. 
 
    I understood why they’d been willing to hide there, if they actually knew the guy. I lifted a hand from my tight hold across my chest. “That doesn’t guarantee that you can trust him. That I can trust him.” Afghanistan didn’t mean anything to me. Loyalty wasn’t something you could get from family; let alone someone your parents had been with on the other side of the world. 
 
    Stryker shook his head, his expression intensifying as he stared at me. “No, you don’t understand. They served over there together. Tiny and Gunner’s dad were the only ones who made it back.” 
 
    A lot was left unsaid. Gunner’s dad made it back but the others hadn’t? Did that mean they had died over there? 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to take that. Tiny and Gunner’s dad had made it back to the States and now Tiny was the one they trusted? 
 
    “Where is Gunner’s dad?” I didn’t ask Gunner directly. I couldn’t make myself turn from Stryker. He kept me anchored, solid, and if I looked away, I had a feeling I’d run out into the woods and never look back. The conversation kept me in place and I stared at Stryker for more than just answers. 
 
    Voices carried to us from outside, the frustration complete and evident in the officers’ clipped tones. Stryker shifted to his side, flicking his gaze from my face to the window. He watched as the sounds from outside told us that the cops had returned empty-handed. The engine started and tires crunched on gravel as they drove away. 
 
    My shoulders slumped forward and I leaned my head back, closing my eyes. Just because they’d left, didn’t mean they wouldn’t return, but at least for the next little bit, we were in a place that was off their radar. 
 
    “Come on. Tiny has breakfast going.” Pushing off the wall, Stryker waved us forward, waiting at the top of the stairs for each of his cousins to pass by and then Sara. 
 
    I trailed behind, still uncertain just who I could trust and who I couldn’t. 
 
    Stryker reached out, stopping me before I could follow Sara down the steps. “I grabbed this for you before we left the party last night. I forgot to give it to you.” 
 
    I glanced down at his hand where my phone rested. Slowly taking it, I looked up from the shiny screen. He’d done that for me, a small thing considering the situation, but at the same time, monumental. He’d had the forethought to grab my phone when I’d barely had the wherewithal to walk in a straight line. 
 
    Nodding, I tucked it in my pocket. “Thank you.” Did he know I didn’t thank others easily? I didn’t like to owe anyone anything and yet, there I was, owing him more and more with each passing moment. I could only hope he would try to collect one day, and in a way I was more than willing to repay him. 
 
    He stared at me; his eyes heavy-lidded. “You know, you can trust me, right?” 
 
    Every cell in my body screamed that I could. Yet, everything I’d ever learned about anyone had taught me that I couldn’t. Even my own mother wasn’t trustworthy. Why would Stryker think I could trust him, when everyone else had proven to be back-stabbing losers? 
 
    “We’ll see, right?” I moved past him, ignoring the confusion on his face. He didn’t need to worry about me. I could handle myself just fine. 
 
    And anything else that came along. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t pinpoint what it was about Gray that drove my senses insane. All I knew was I wouldn’t be able to pin her into one hole. With too many dimensions, she had a distinct advantage over any other girl I’d ever messed around with. She was hard to figure out which made the game that much more interesting. 
 
    She didn’t trust me – yet. Not that I blamed her. I didn’t trust many, but Tiny was on that very short list and not just because he’d served with our dads. 
 
    He’d proven his loyalty over and over again and we’d done the same. He was the lost uncle we hadn’t known we needed. Gray could trust him and she could trust me. She just didn’t know it yet. I had patience. She would learn to trust the Jameson name like she would learn to rely on me. 
 
    The mustiness of the barn dissipated when we reached the outside. Fresh air gave us a new perspective and in no time, we’d climbed the rise to Tiny’s modest home. 
 
    Since the man was family, we’d stopped standing on formalities a long time ago and I pushed open the front door. “Tiny? You in here?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. Come on in.” Tiny walked around the corner of the wall section jutting into the living room, separating the dining space from the rest of the area. 
 
    With the simple floor plan, the house seemed larger inside than it did outside, similar to the man we’d grown attached to. Drying his hands on a red and white checkered cloth, Tiny looked up and froze as he took in the girls standing amidst the three of us boys. He arched an eyebrow. “Have you taken to stealing girls now?” 
 
    Gunner snorted. “We don’t steal anymore, Tiny. You know that.” He shook his head and strode into the kitchen, following the intoxicating smells of pork cooking. 
 
    I shook my head and motioned toward the girls. “This is Gray Asher and her friend, Sara.” I realized I didn’t know her friend’s last name. Something I would have to rectify, if I wanted to take care of her uncle. Something that was still on my list to delegate out. 
 
    Tiny furrowed his brow and reached out cautiously to shake Gray’s hand and then Sara’s. He shifted his gaze from Gray’s face back to me. “Asher? As in Alex Asher?” 
 
    Gray stepped toward him. “How do you know my dad?” Her long dark hair moved behind her shoulders and I fought the insane desire to reach out and run my fingers through the silky strands. 
 
    “I don’t know him, sweetheart. I heard the name from an associate last night.” He looked to me; his expression tight. “Apparently, this Alex Asher killed some girl in the ring.” He glanced back at Gray and tilted his head. “If Alex Asher is actually a guy, I’m guessing the fighter was…” He didn’t finish it, but his eyes softened as he looked back at Gray. “That fighter would have had a helluva night last night.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, she fights as Alex. What’d you hear?” Knowing Tiny, his acquaintance was a seedy type and might know more than the information we’d been able to scrape together at the party which wasn’t much. 
 
    “Word has it, she killed the girl, but my Russian friend knows more than most.” He took a deep breath and turned toward the kitchen. “Come on in, we need food to handle this story.” 
 
    As if following the Pied Piper, Gray slowly moved after him, her eyes wide. I wasn’t sure about Sara, but Gray had nerves of steel and she looked terrified which meant she was even more scared than a normal person would be. 
 
    As a group we moved into Tiny’s spacious kitchen, claiming a stool at the counter as Tiny moved into the U-shaped cooking space. Moving chunks of ham around on a flat cast iron griddle, Tiny flipped a pancake and then cracked an egg, giving us a few moments of insatiable curiosity. What wasn’t he telling us? 
 
    He finally turned to face me, bracing his hands on the edge of the counter closer to our group. “Look, I’m just going to tell you what I heard. I obviously don’t have enough information about any of this, but you can fill in the holes.” He stopped staring at me and looked at Gray. As much as we trusted Tiny, I didn’t like him studying the girl beside me. She was mine and I didn’t want any other guys to look at her the way I saw her. 
 
    “From what I understand, Sergio was in line to take over the family business. He’s been like a dom-in-training for the last few years.” Tiny reached into a drawer and pulled out forks and then retrieved plates from a cupboard. 
 
    “I’m sorry. What’s a dom?” Gray blinked, glancing from Tiny to myself and back as if that one question stood between her freedom and hell. 
 
    “A dom is the person in charge of a mob family or business. What they say goes. There is no option to go against their wishes.” I looked back to Tiny for him to go on. 
 
    “Well, last week, the Ivanovs’ dom announced Sonya would inherit the empire. I don’t know all the details around why or anything, but suffice it to say Sergio didn’t like that at all. He beat his sister and then injected her with some kind of an anti-clotting medication – like heparin but in a concentrated dose. If she took any punches from him that caused bleeding or bruising, she would have been bleeding out before you even got to her.” He glanced at Gray and then grabbed the pan and slid some pancakes and eggs onto a couple plates. “If you hit her in the head, she’d easily develop an aneurysm and die from that.” 
 
    “So, it wasn’t Gray’s fault.” The girl was a hard fighter, but that didn’t mean she’d killed someone. A wave of relief washed over me. If she hadn’t been the reason why that girl had died, maybe she’d recover faster from the incident. The last thing I wanted her to do was give up on fighting. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my back pocket and I caught a glimpse of Brock leaning back and looking at me with a thousand questions in his eyes. I held up a finger and pulled the phone out of my pocket. 
 
    Dominick.  
 
    My uncle was turning into a pain in the ass and I didn’t want to deal with him anymore. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that luxury. 
 
    I stepped around the side wall as Tiny slid two plates in front of Sara and Gray. They’d be distracted with the food while I dealt with my uncle. 
 
    “Yeah.” I moved further down the hall toward the bedrooms Tiny had set up for us when we needed to get away from the comfort of Nana’s house. Some pain you had to deal with and being comforted wasn’t the way to cope. 
 
    “Alex Asher killed the Russian princess? What is going on, Stryker?” Dominick’s shrill voice pierced through the distance between us and I winced at how much he really did sound like a weasel. 
 
    “No, Alex didn’t kill anyone. He’s not my responsibility anyway, remember? Gray got in a ring at The Pike. She was against Sonya Ivanovs. The girl is dead.” That’s all he was getting. I’d never report anything that could get back to whoever told me. I needed to keep Tiny safe. I could do that, but only as long as I didn’t divulge information he’d given me. 
 
    “I don’t care how much I need this girl. Get rid of her.” Dominick’s hysteria mounted, his words coming fast and hard. “Do you hear me, Stryker? I want her gone by tonight.” 
 
    “Gone?” I’d never been ordered to kill anyone before. Dominick seemed to understand I was just a kid – or at least the law said I was underage. He’d never had me do anything as permanent as killing someone, least of all ordered it in a fit of rage. 
 
    “Gone, as in kill her. I don’t care how you make it happen, but hide the body. I want her listed as a runaway. We can’t get mixed up with the Russians. They’ll ruin everything. Do you hear me?” Dominick didn’t wait for me to reply before he hung up. 
 
    Tightness in my chest grew, wrapping around my ribcage as if it would strangle the life from me. How was I supposed to kill Gray when I was finally letting myself realize that I needed her around more than I needed her controlled? 
 
    Maybe Dominick needed more time to process what he’d ordered. If nothing else, that just meant I had to get Gray to a safehouse where the cops, the Russians, and Dominick couldn’t find her. 
 
    Because if any of them did, I had no doubt she’d be dead by morning. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Stryker stepped out and I finally felt like I could breathe. He consumed every centimeter of space around me. If I let him, he’d take over everything and make all my decisions, control all my choices. I couldn’t let him or anyone have that kind of power over me. Then I’d just be a hapless idiot like my father – bitter and resentful but so desperate for something, I’d chase happiness by gambling away what I already had. 
 
    My chest seemed to rise and fall with less constriction as Stryker stepped around the wall. I didn’t have to focus on the words between Tiny, Brock, Gunner, and Sara. I could just sit on that stool with my fork in my hand and quietly eat 
 
    I had difficulty processing Tiny’s home and the fact that he’d so easily welcomed us into his house. I didn’t understand loyalty of that depth. If I wanted to focus on a pitiful excuse for myself, I’d have to admit that a loyal mother would have made that concept easier to grasp. 
 
    I rolled my shoulders back as if physically shrugging off the desolate emotions creeping in while I was tired, traumatized, and unsure. 
 
    “Can you pass the syrup?” Brock held his large hand my direction, breaking through my thoughts. 
 
    I lifted my gaze, reaching for the bottle of dark amber-colored liquid at the same time. Understanding tilted his eyebrows at the edges and he offered me a soft smile. Brock. Who wasn’t exactly known for sympathy. 
 
    Maybe I had let myself become too engrossed in the events of the last couple days. Maybe I needed to let myself take a minute and just be appreciative that no one that I cared about had gotten hurt, or killed, or whatever else could happen. 
 
    A twinge of regret sparked the guilt inside me at killing at Sonya. 
 
    I got that her brother had actually contributed to killing her. I got that. But what I don’t think anyone else understood was the fact that I had ultimately delivered the last blow, therefore, I’d killed her. 
 
    I’d killed another fighter and I hadn’t used rabbit punches, kidney or temple shots either. 
 
    Stepping on her foot had been low, but I wasn’t aware of anyone else actually dying from that type of move. Just my luck, I’d taken a benign move and gave it cancer. 
 
    My barely charged phone buzzed in my pocket where I’d shoved it after Stryker returned it to me. 
 
    Who could be texting me? I wasn’t exactly popular and I didn’t have any friends besides Sara sitting by me at the counter. The only other person I could see it being was Blaze with his weird demands and ill-concealed desires. 
 
    What would he do if I punched him in the nuts? I had no doubt a move like that would be divinely satisfying. 
 
    I pulled out my phone. Before I could read the text, Sara nudged me with her elbow. “Can you help a girl out, here?” 
 
    Blinking, I looked at her. “Um, with what?” I flicked my gaze side to side, studying each guy as Sara scoffed. “With what? With the fact that they have a good ole boys’ club and girls can’t get in.” She rolled her eyes as she jerked a thumb toward two-thirds of the Jamesons and the tall man in charge of the stove. 
 
    “It’s not a boys only club, per se, it’s more like you have to be worthy to fit in. Most of the time, girls aren’t.” Brock smirked, motioning toward Tiny with a chunk of egg on his fork. “For instance, let’s ask Tiny what he thinks of girls in the military.” 
 
    Tiny’s grin slipped and he pushed off the counter, holding his hands at chest level. “Whoa, Brock, don’t bringing me into your misogyny.” The group fell silent, each of us studying Tiny with varying levels of respect, curiosity, and worry. 
 
    Sensing we weren’t just randomly curious, Tiny’s face tightened and he returned his hands to the counter, thrumming his fingers in a rhythmless beat. “Women don’t belong in the military.” There was no give in his expression. Was he really the type of man to place double-standards? 
 
    My jaw dropped and I cast a sharp glance at Sara. He had to be joking. 
 
    “I also don’t think men should be in the military.” He dropped his gaze to the counter and his voice lowered, cracking on a couple syllables. “But if we have to have ridiculous politicians and world leaders with no sense in their heads, I’d rather face the world and our enemies with smart people on either side of me. Men or women, we’ve all had to prove ourselves out there. Some never came back.” 
 
    Whether he intended to or not, Tiny’s words pushed my thoughts toward Brock and Stryker’s dads who hadn’t come back. What about Gunner’s dad? Why weren’t we hearing about him more? 
 
    Sara slapped a hand beside her plate and then wagged her finger in Tiny’s direction. She shook her head. “I’m not buying it. You and I both know that all of these clubs are just run by men. We can’t get in and do you know why?” She glanced at me; her eyebrow arched high. 
 
    I nodded. We’d had that exact conversation more times than I could count and usually centered around my fighting and how hard it was to get into the circle of men. “Yeah, they all have penises and we don’t.” I tilted my head to the side. “Penises? Penices? Peni? What is penis plural?” 
 
    Stryker returned to the kitchen area, tucking his own phone back in his rear pants pocket and claiming the stool to my left. 
 
    All of the oxygen suddenly left the room and I found myself panting to get fresh air. All of my nerve endings fired and I wished for just one moment where he touched me without underlying expectations or confusing elements surrounding us. 
 
    “What’d I miss?” Stryker picked up a piece of ham between his thumb and forefinger and I couldn’t help watching as he lifted the piece of meat to his mouth. He watched me watching him and there was a knowing look in his eyes when I met his gaze with my own. 
 
    I shifted on the stool, things suddenly uncomfortable and my body was acutely aware of his. I wasn’t amused. 
 
    “Answer a question for us, Stryker. What do you call plural penises?” Gunner leaned forward from his position at the other end of the counter, leaning on his elbow to see his cousin better as well was to take us all in with one glance. 
 
    Stryker’s amusement almost stung as he huffed a soft laugh. “Well, when I’m forced to talk about them,” He side-eyed Gunner like he couldn’t believe he was actually being forced to talk about the male part. “I refer to them as dicks.” 
 
    “Well, that solves that.” Sara laughed, lifting the glass of milk Tiny sat in front of her. 
 
    Where had Stryker disappeared to and why did he keep glancing at me? 
 
    “What’s going on?” I couldn’t help but wonder what now? I didn’t soften the tone of my question. I was too worried, too tired, too everything to care if I was also too blunt or too nosy. Since what we did had to do with my survival, I figured what he was up to had everything to do with my business. 
 
    He shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. Nothing is going to happen to you.” 
 
    I finished my eggs and ham, opting to stay away from the pancakes on my plate. I didn’t want to seem rude, but the fastest way to slip out of a hangover was to back up on the carbs and guzzle as much water as possible. 
 
    Milk would even do in a pinch. 
 
    My phone buzzed again, clenched in my palm where I’d forgotten about it. Was that going to be my existence as long as I was around Stryker – forgetting everything but him? I wasn’t sure I was up for that. Maybe I could screw him out of my system. I’d heard that worked. 
 
    I shoved my plate away, pulling my phone in front of me as I swiped the screen up. Two texts from a number I didn’t recognize sparked my curiosity. 
 
    Stryker leaned forward, taking a bite of his breakfast, his eyebrows drawn down as if he were deep in thought. 
 
    I pressed on the message icon, tilting my phone away from him discreetly, and stared in disbelief as I read the two consecutive messages.  
 
      
 
    I have Alex Asher. He wasn’t in the ring. If you want to see him alive again, you’ll get back to Declin and await further orders. 
 
      
 
    Go alone or things will be more painful for your father than they already are. 
 
      
 
    I clenched my right hand into a fist, trying to ignore the slight shake in my fingers. My dad was in trouble because of me and my incessant need to… do what? Fight? Seek the release of a well-thrown fist? I didn’t even know why I fought and yet I did it with so much passion, it scared me sometimes. 
 
    There was no secret that I hungered for it, thirsted for the crunch of a nose breaking or the burn of a well-landed punch to my face. The pain reminded me I could feel. Hitting things reminded me I had some control. All of which I couldn’t seem to convince myself of since my mom left. 
 
    I ran my thumb over the keyboard buttons as I replied. 
 
      
 
    Is this Sergio? You don’t have to hurt my dad. I’ll get there. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t add that my battery was close to dead so I might not get the rest of the messages. I also didn’t add the fact that I had no idea where I was or how to get back to Declin. All I knew was I had to get to the highway where the cop chased us so I could get back to Declin. 
 
    Someone who might help me, if only to irritate or thwart the Jamesons would be the last person I’d want to ask for help. Yet, I had no doubt I’d call him. I couldn’t involve Sara. I couldn’t ask for more from the Jameson cousins. 
 
    There was nothing I could do. I had to text Blaze and ask him for help. As much as that rankled, it was something I could do to help fix what I’d broken. 
 
    Somehow, I had to get away. With how closely Stryker watched me, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    “Who are you texting?” Stryker leaned to the side; his eyes narrowed as if he worried I gave away our position. 
 
    “My dad. I’m just letting him know I’m safe. I didn’t tell him where we are, I promise.” I lowered the phone so he couldn’t see the phone face. The lie rolled off my tongue with the power of fear keeping it easy and languid. I smiled at him until he turned his sharp silver eyes back to his plate. He didn’t trust me and I didn’t blame him. 
 
    Before I could lose my nerve, I pulled up Blaze’s number and texted him.  
 
      
 
    I need you to drive east away from Declin. Pick me up on the side of the road, when you see me. I need your help. I need to get away from the Jamesons. 
 
      
 
    He would come. The final line was designed to push him into action. I had no idea how long I had, but it wouldn’t be long enough, if he didn’t get my message. 
 
    I never should have worried. Blaze was a douchebag but at least he was predictable. Pissing off the Jameson cousins would make his year. Too bad it would only upset me more. 
 
    We finished breakfast and I helped clear and rinse the plates, my mind caught up in coming to terms with what I had to do. 
 
    Standing at the sink, I rinsed a plate with hot water, bending to place it in the slots of the dishwasher. Since Mom had left, it fell to me to run things at the house when I was there. Doing the dishes made me feel simpler, more like I was in a normal situation rather than running from the Russians and hiding from the cops. 
 
    A heat appeared at my back, the warmth intimidating while also extremely fulfilling. I caught my breath as Stryker’s arms came around me but didn’t touch me. He placed his plate in the sink and braced his hands on either side of my waist on the edge of the counter. 
 
    I couldn’t turn to look at him. Not yet. I had to figure out a way to get away from him. I had to save my dad and I couldn’t involve Stryker or his cousins any more than I already had. 
 
    “Look at me.” The husky timber of his voice locked me in place and I closed my eyes, hanging my head forward before doing what he asked. Everyone else had moved from the kitchen and dining area to the family room, their soft murmurs barely reaching us around the side of the dividing wall. 
 
    As I turned, my hip brushed his lap area and I realized just how aware of me he was. That realization brought my gaze up to his in a jerk as I faced him.  
 
    The challenge in his eyes clawed at me from the inside. I couldn’t put him in more danger. Not when he was already on thin ice with the cops. My chest rose and fell, brushing me closer and closer.  
 
    An image of me standing in front of him at the school with my breasts brushing his folded arms crossed my mind. What I wouldn’t give for the simplicity of that moment.  
 
    I licked my lower lip, the heat in his gaze intensifying as he watched. Something clenched in my stomach. I kind of hoped he’d throw me on the counter and ravage me right there. 
 
    Instead, he leaned down, his lips hovering scant inches from my own. His hot breath brushed against mine. “Kiss me, Gray.” 
 
    His demand unfurled a ribbon of heat that spread throughout my lower body and then arced up to tremble in my arms and lips. I closed my eyes, suffocating the groan his words brought forth. I wanted to kiss him. Oh hell, I wanted to kiss him more than I wanted to keep breathing. But… not more than I wanted him to keep breathing. Not more than I worried about my dad. Not more than I needed to get free from him.  
 
    I couldn’t afford the lust thrusting through me. Neither could Stryker, he just didn’t know it. 
 
    Gunner walked around the side of the wall, pausing as he took in our position. 
 
    It took a split second to remember Stryker’s anger when I’d kissed Gunner last. Maybe now, with his ardor for me that much stronger, he’d be even more angry – enough to walk away – even if only for a minute. I needed to get away from him so I could save us all. 
 
    Playing the role of traitor hurt but I sucked it up. I reached up, pushing Stryker’s arm away and strode toward Gunner, leaving the questions in Stryker’s eyes behind me. 
 
    I sashayed my hips as I approached Gunner, not stooping low enough to glance over my shoulder at Stryker. I knew he watched me. I didn’t have to rub it in his face that I knew. Sliding my hands up the back of Gunner’s neck, I pulled his face to mine, tugging against his attempts to see what Stryker thought. 
 
    Pressing my lips to his, I could feel his resistance fade as I deepened the kiss. His mouth didn’t fight me, giving in as he took over, bending me over his arm. My hair fell behind me, swaying back as he tilted his head to the side and plunged his tongue past my lips. He was a terrific kisser and as I started to fall into the moment, I was suddenly yanked out of Gunner’s embrace and spun around. 
 
    I reached up, touching my swollen lips with my fingertips as I faced Stryker. His thunderous expression not only for me but for his cousin as well. He jerked his chin at Gunner who turned, giving me a wink just before leaving the way he came. 
 
    Stryker’s nostrils flared as he crossed his arms across his massive chest. 
 
    I didn’t want to but I couldn’t help swallowing. The kiss was a buzz. Gunner took what I wanted and ran with it. Maybe he’d sensed I wanted to make Stryker jealous, or maybe he didn’t mind doing that for himself. I wasn’t sure. Suffice it to say, my plan to piss off the leader of the cousins had worked and I wasn’t sure I felt good about that. 
 
    Stryker narrowed his gaze at me, the silver of his eyes like ice. “What game are you playing at, Gray? What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    That was it. A game. I had to push him back, piss him off, all so I could save my dad. And the Jameson boys. I wanted to save everyone. If I wasn’t careful, I wouldn’t be able to save anyone, least of all myself. 
 
    I shrugged, tucking my thumbs in my front pockets as I jutted my hip to the side. “You’re a means to an end. I don’t play games and you don’t strike me as the type to play them either. So, let’s just call this what it is.” I dropped my chin and tilted my head to the side as I considered him. “I have a reputation to fix. I’m running from the Russians and the police in Washington. Now, thanks to you, I’m also hiding from the cops in Idaho. There really is nothing else that can go wrong. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “Kissing Gunner is going to fix any of that?” A muscle in the angle of his jaw ticked and I realized I had created a pissing contest without really understanding what that meant.  
 
    “Kissing Gunner was to let you know, I’ll kiss who I want, when I want. You don’t own me. I don’t have to do what you say.” I pressed my lips together, stopping the outpouring of my words to assuage my guilt. I had nothing to be guilty about. I hadn’t done anything wrong. Not to mention I sounded like a petulant child. 
 
    He exhaled through his nose, his lips twisting to the side in wry amusement. “Got it. So, I’m just imagining that you’re feeling the same things I am when you rub your tits on me and you lie in my arms? You’re seriously going to try to convince me of that?” He leaned in, keeping his arms folded. “You’re a liar, Gray Asher. I’m going to prove it.” 
 
    The challenge in his eyes made a promise I both looked forward to and feared. I didn’t want to be proven wrong. Or right. All I wanted to do was get away.  
 
    He pivoted on his heel, striding away and yanking apart my resolve. I reached my hand out, forcing it to fall back to my side. I couldn’t stop him. I couldn’t back down from the path I’d chosen. 
 
    Even though I won, I couldn’t help thinking I might have lost more than I could have imagined. 
 
    Slipping out the slider door was easier than it should have been. Picking my way through the woods wasn’t too hard and when I broke through the brush to find the highway, I didn’t let myself look back. 
 
    I had to save my dad and most likely save my friends. No matter what they wanted to do to me, the Russians couldn’t get their hands on Sara or the Jamesons. 
 
    No matter what, I had to believe I’d made the right choice. 
 
    I walked west, swinging my arms when I started to doubt what I was doing. Turning myself in for my family was a no brainer. Of course, I’d willingly deal with my actions. It wasn’t Dad’s fault I’d killed someone. As nice as it was that Tiny had shared the information about Sonya’s brother and the condition she’d been in, I’d still been the one to deliver the final blow. I’d killed her – drugged, beaten, or otherwise. 
 
    For once, the weather wasn’t horrible. It wasn’t eighty degrees and sunny, but at that point, I didn’t mind the soft sunlight and the slight breeze. 
 
    Maybe I could talk Blaze into stopping by my house so I could change. He’d never been there before and he might be excited about the idea of going into Jameson territory. He didn’t seem to care when the Jamesons wandered onto his turf. Maybe he didn’t care about the whole territory thing. 
 
    I seriously had problems figuring out what made the guy tick. 
 
    About thirty minutes had passed since I’d texted him and then I could see the silver front of his truck. I climbed out of the ditch, waving my arms from the side of the road and glancing around. 
 
    He slowed, pulling to the shoulder and leaning across the bench seat to open the door. As I climbed into his truck, he clenched the steering wheel. “What are you doing clear out here? I thought you were with the Jamesons. At least you were last night.” He glared at me as if the fight was my fault. 
 
    I shook my head. “I jumped out of the Jameson truck last night. I was drunk. I didn’t know where I was supposed to be or who I should be with.” I gave him a side smile that made me want to vomit. Why was I simpering to this idiot? 
 
    Because I needed a ride back to my place to check on my dad. 
 
    Blaze shifted into first, then second, and third as he gathered speed. I clicked my seatbelt, feeling worse and worse the further we got from Tiny’s. We didn’t speak as we barreled down the highway-like road.  
 
    A stop sign created a crossroads of sorts and I pointed toward the left which would take us to Jameson. “My house is that way.” 
 
    Blaze turned right, ignoring me as I pointed behind us. “I need you to take me to my house, Blaze. What are you doing?” I balled up my fists. I had no problem kicking his ass right there in the truck. It was no skin of my back, if we wrecked. I’d still get out of there. 
 
    “Gray, you’re not running things. I am.” He reached into the space beneath his seat and pulled out a miniature aerosol spray bottle. He cracked his window and I stared at him. What was he doing? 
 
    “I’m serious, Blaze. Why don’t you just pull over. I’ll get a ride from someone else.” I’d hitch hike, if I needed to. I didn’t care. I just needed to get home and check on Dad and then make sure I did whatever I was told so no one else got hurt. 
 
    Blaze grinned, his lips pulled back in a maniacal twist I’d only seen when he ruthlessly beat another person. The man lacked empathy and I’d been a fool to think I could rely on him. 
 
    “Pull the damn car over, Blaze. Now.” I clenched my teeth, the hair rising on the back of my neck.  
 
    He didn’t even slow as he turned his face toward the breeze coming in the open window. He lifted the bottle and pointed it in my general direction. 
 
    I clamored my fingers over the door, looking for the window handle, but my hands met empty paneling. He’d taken out the capability to roll down my window. 
 
    Unlocking the door and jumping would be my only option, except as I turned to face the door to jerk up the lock, my fingers met more air. He’d taken out the button for the lock. 
 
    I whipped back to face Blaze, swallowing the whimper working its way out of my throat. Before I could draw a deep breath to scream, he squirted the bottle my direction and everything went hazy. 
 
    My lungs burned and I coughed, covering my face with my hands. My eyes watered and stung and I coughed with such force, I threw up in my mouth. 
 
    It didn’t take long before I passed out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think I could be more pissed after that loser put his hands on Gray at The Pike. Until she’d slammed her lips on Gunner’s in the kitchen. 
 
    Just thinking about it sent a roiling wave of nausea through me. I pulled back my fists from the tornado of anger I’d unleashed on the extra punching bag hanging in Tiny’s barn. 
 
    The ammonia smell didn’t bother me anymore, not when I realized what it was there for – another measure of protection that guns and motion lights sometimes didn’t lend. It could be surprising how much people would do to avoid the stank of rodents. 
 
    I leaned on the bag, wiping the back of my hand across my forehead. I’d only been down there about fifteen minutes but it felt like hours as I’d gone over and over the image of Gunner kissing Gray. 
 
    My cousin. Kissing Gray. 
 
    The image replayed over and over. She didn’t want to kiss me? Was that why she’d kissed him? I didn’t understand. None of it made sense. 
 
    When I touched her, she panted. Her lips moistened. Even her eyes dilated. I knew I affected her. My pride wanted her to admit that I affected her as much as she did me, but at that point, I’d take even that she was aware of me. 
 
    Because when she pushed past my arm to throw herself at Gunner, I could have been invisible. 
 
    Then. To make matters worse, Gunner had kissed her back… good. 
 
    Thud. Thud. Thud. I picked back up on punching the bag, the rhythm comforting and steady. 
 
    Something moved out of the corner of my eye, toward the perimeter of the yard, but when I moved to brush my hair out of my eyes, it was gone. Probably a deer or something. It wouldn’t be the first or the last time I’d worked out with an audience consisting of forest animals. Skunks were the best, and I say that with all the sarcasm available in my soul. 
 
    The minutes droned by as I pummeled that bag, thud, thud, thud. My stomach muscles clenched, tight, then loose until I remembered Gunner holding Gray, kissing Gray, his arms around her and I’d start the onslaught on the bag anew.  
 
    I couldn’t get the image of them to stop replaying in my mind, over and over. 
 
    After I wasn’t sure I could take it anymore, I shoved the bag away from me, yelling in frustration. “Argh!” The bag swung back, slapping into my open palms and letting me lean on it for a moment. 
 
    “You know, you can’t beat that bag.” Tiny’s low, melodious tones didn’t startle me. How many times over the years had he found me in just such a position and offered assurances? There wasn’t much Tiny didn’t know about us, including our operation under the mines. 
 
    “Yeah, but… I still want to try, you know?” I turned, still half-hanging on the bag as I shrugged. 
 
    He laughed, but not in a cruel or mocking way, just an understanding chuckle that I knew he meant. “You like that girl.” It wasn’t a question. I probably wouldn’t have answered one. 
 
    The statement, though, caught my attention. I furrowed my brow and stared at him. After a minute, I swallowed and nodded. “Yeah, I think I do.” That’s as much as I was willing to admit to. I wasn’t even sure how much or if I really did like her, or if I just wanted to screw her brains out – probably both the way I was feeling. 
 
    “Then what’s the problem? I mean, you’re out here trying to kick the shit out of my bag and ruining a perfectly good pair of jeans and a shirt when I’ve got your spare workout gear inside. Is it something besides the girl?” Tiny folded his massive arms and leaned against the doorjamb leading to the interior of the barn. 
 
    I’d left the door open to allow some fresh air in and to help with the heat. I wasn’t stupid. I’d run myself ragged on that bag a time or two and the barn got claustrophobic and hot fast, even in the dead of winter. 
 
    I sighed and pushed away from the bag to stand on my own. Pulling off the thin gloves I’d pulled on when I’d gotten to the barn, I slapped them on the metal table by the wall. “Lately, everything is about her. The Russians are after her, and from what you told us, Sergio is going to be after her more than the father.” I rubbed my eyes with both hands. “The cops are after us for throwing bottles on their windshield.” 
 
    Tiny lunged forward, dropping his arms to his sides. “You did what?” 
 
    “They had their brights on, man. I didn’t know it was a cop.” I winced, even as I made the excuse. It was a lame reason to do what we’d done. I shook my head and licked my lips. “No, it was stupid. I don’t need you to tell me that. I’m glad it was a cop. If it hadn’t been, the people might have been hurt. Brock was drunk and I was frustrated after dealing with the crap around Gray. It was… stupid. There’s nothing else it can be called.” He’d probably suggest that we go to the police and accept our punishment. 
 
    “If your father was alive, he’d tell you to go turn yourself in. Hell, he’d probably drag your ass in himself.” Tiny studied me and shook his head, his clean-shaven appearance more intimidating than if he’d been shaggy and dirty. 
 
    I closed my eyes and moved to stand by the doorway as well. I stared out at the house; grateful we were able to hideout at Tiny’s before going to the bunker. The last thing we needed was to move more than necessary. 
 
    “Dad would be mad.” He’d be disappointed and turn away after shaking his head. I closed my eyes and inhaled as deeply as I could. There was no way I could fix what I did. We had to turn ourselves in. “I should probably tell the boys to get ready. We can have the cops come pick us up. Can you watch out for Gray?” I looked at Tiny, a knot in my stomach at what I’d decided to do. 
 
    Tiny slapped his hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently. “Kid, you’re not turning yourself in. No good will come of it. You’re too close to getting expelled and arrested as it is and all to help the town. That’s something your dad and uncles would do.” Tiny fell silent beside me as we stared out at the gloomy fall sky. Was that relief rushing through me or more disappointment? 
 
    Gunner suddenly appeared at the top of the rise, closing the distance between the house and the barn with a surprising speed I’d like to see in boxing practice. He stopped in front of us, breathing harder than normal but not like he was dying. He glanced behind us and then studied my face. “What’d you do?” 
 
    I blinked at Gunner. The bastard had kissed Gray. What did I do? “Yeah, you’ll need to explain that one.” 
 
    “Is Gray down here?” Gunner moved past us, almost winning an undercut to the jaw that he dared even say her name after the stunt in the house. Why was he looking for her? Did he think they were together or something? 
 
    I took a deep breath, clenching my fists under my arms as I kept them folded against my chest. “Nope. She’s not here, so you can look somewhere else for another make out session.” 
 
    Gunner stopped his search, moving back to pause in front of me. He narrowed his eyes and curled his lip in a smirk. “Yeah, you think that I orchestrated that? She was trying to make you jealous, douchebag. That’s it. She didn’t want me. If she did, we’d be up there screwing right now and long into the night.” 
 
    He moved closer to me and thrust his finger into my chest. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but she’s gone. I can’t find her anywhere and she’s not answering her phone. Sara tried calling her. Everyone is up there worried and you’re down here, pouting.” 
 
    I stared at Gunner, disbelief holding me in check. After a moment, I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. I’d silenced it after Dominick’s call. I didn’t want to hear from him or anyone else, not when I could guarantee none of them wanted to hear what I would say. 
 
    Multiple messages from Dominick, Danielle, and two numbers I didn’t recognize would have to wait. Nothing from Gray. 
 
    “She has to be here. She doesn’t have a car.” I paused as the memory of something moving toward the forest flashed in my mind. “Wait. I think I saw her leave, but I wasn’t certain. When I looked a second time the movement was gone.” I pointed toward the woods on the north side of the property, leading toward the highway. 
 
    Gunner glanced at me and shook his head. “I think she bailed, man, and I don’t know why.” 
 
    But I did. She’d been texting someone right before the fight. I shoved past Gunner and broke out into a sprint, crossing the patchy grass and cutting through the brushy forest. Bush and tree trunks made me dodge and weave to find a path through the woods. It didn’t take long and I was suddenly standing in a ditch with an inch of water over the height of the grass blades. 
 
    The road stretched from side to side in front of me, empty along its expanse. 
 
    “Gray!” I looked left and right. I didn’t need to have it confirmed. She was gone and she’d left exactly how I thought she had. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what would convince her to go, but I had a feeling her worthless father was a part of it. I pulled out my phone to try calling her when my screen lit up with a text message from a different number I didn’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    This is Blaze. Show up at The Pike on Friday night or you’ll never see Gray again. 
 
      
 
    If I’d read that message before standing there on the street, I might have scoffed at his text. But there I stood on a road so empty I could feel it in my soul. She’d been there and now she wasn’t. 
 
    I didn’t reply to his text. I got his message. I just had to see what I could prevent before Friday. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ~~~ 
 
      
 
    Tiny loaned me a blue and yellow Jeep CJ5. The guys planned on staying at Tiny’s until I was ready to pick them up the next day. I had a few places to check for Gray before I started storming the towns for her. 
 
    If she left on her own, it was probably to go back to check on her dad. I could respect that, but we were in this together at that point. How could she leave without saying goodbye or letting us know? Any of us? She hadn’t even told Sara. And that girl was not one I would willingly piss off. She was mad and hurt and yet, she still understood. 
 
    One more reason not to trust Gray, to ditch her behind and let things fall where they would. Except… the shitty part was I didn’t want to do any of that. I didn’t want to leave Gray to the consequences of what had happened the last couple days. 
 
    Looking for Gray the day before hadn’t been an option. We needed to keep our heads down after the bottle incident. I’d been willing to wait until Sunday but I’d chomped at the bit as I waited. I wasn’t patient and didn’t pretend to be. 
 
    I shifted into third as I turned the corner into the town of Jameson. My namesake was everything our family protected. The town, the mine, the people in the community, every inch of that haven in north Idaho belonged to Jameson, if not legally, then we still thought of it as ours and protected it as such. We didn’t exploit it. We would never take advantage of the people. At least, not a true Jameson.  
 
    Putting the money of the factory into the local economy was saving people and I’d never been prouder when I saw residents updating their homes and their lives because of the things we were doing with the factory and their jobs. 
 
    I slowed the Jeep as I got closer to the Asher rental. The lights were off which was surprising at nine o’clock on a Sunday night. 
 
    Pulling up to the curb, I glanced around as I climbed from the Jeep. No one seemed to be watching the place, but just because I didn’t see anything, didn’t mean no one was there. I’d learned that from my dad. 
 
    I climbed the patio to the front door and pounded on the door, dropping my hand as I waited for someone to answer. 
 
    If only Gray would answer, then I would know she was fine. I just needed to know she was okay. She didn’t have to be with me. That was fine. But… What if Blaze really did have her? What if she’d gone with him willingly? What if she was having sex with him right then? 
 
    That last thought made me cringe and I gritted my teeth. I wasn’t going to focus on her sleeping with anyone. I couldn’t, or I’d slowly lose my mind. 
 
    The house stayed dark. I banged on the door again, my closed fist hammering with the deep bang of my anger and frustration. 
 
    Still, no one came. 
 
    I checked behind the fence and Coach Asher’s truck was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Reaching out to Dominick and Danielle wasn’t an option. If I went back to either of them without more information than what I had, I’d have more to worry about then just Gray’s disappearance and Brock and Gunner hiding from the law. 
 
    I drove to the factory office and the backup bunker we had and hunkered down for the night. I’d see what I could find at school the next morning. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 ~~~ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep much. 
 
    The lack of information and worry through the weekend had taken its toll. I pulled into the parking lot shortly before school was set to start. I scanned the cars, certain I’d see Asher’s truck, Gray’s truck, or even my truck which I knew to be impossible. 
 
    Instead, Sara approached me across the grassy front yard. She jerked her chin and waited for me to park and climb out of the jeep. 
 
    I approached her, furrowing my brow. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I haven’t heard from Gray. Blaze isn’t answering my texts or my calls. I can’t get into her house. Have you heard anything?” Sara stopped, tapping her toe in thick, cheap leather boots. She looked at me as if I hid all the answers to Gray’s location. 
 
    “No. I can’t find her either.” Blaze hadn’t answered his phone… interesting. I tucked my hands in my pockets and looked past her shoulder, ignoring other students as they passed us by and checked us out. 
 
    “Let me know as soon as practice starts, if she shows up or not. She can’t miss that. She needs the count.” Sara turned and then came back, holding up her phone. “Number?” 
 
    I recited it to her, my syllables clipped with worry and anger. What was I doing searching for a girl who wanted nothing to do with me? She wanted Gunner or anyone else but me. 
 
    Sara didn’t move, staring at me until I nodded with a jerky movement I couldn’t explain. She nodded back and spun on her heel, tucking her phone in her pocket. 
 
    Needing to hear from Gray was going to keep me on the edge of my seat all day. I didn’t dare skip any classes. What if she showed up in one? 
 
    My classes passed in a painstaking blur and I realized not only was Gray missing, but Danielle and Coach Asher hadn’t shown up either. 
 
    As I strode into the gym for class, I stopped at the sight of a note taped to a punching bag. A foreboding in my chest slowly tugged me forward. 
 
    The note, written in scrawling script, read: 
 
      
 
    Be at The Pike Friday night or Gray dies. 
 
      
 
    I slowly removed the note from the bag, the tape giving me some resistance as I pulled it from the leather casing. The paper crinkled as I crumpled it in my fist. 
 
    No matter how long I waited, Gray wasn’t going to come to practice that afternoon. 
 
    Friday was my deadline to find her. It didn’t matter if I showed up or not to The Pike. The Russian letter at the bottom of the note guaranteed she’d die one way or the other Friday and my attendance at The Pike was only a technicality. They wanted me for something and I wasn’t sure what that was. 
 
    Gray was going to pay for killing that girl. I had to do whatever I could to stop that from happening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I slowly turned my head to the side, wincing with the movement. I couldn’t move my arms. Wiggling my shoulders just brought more pain shooting through my upper body. I stopped, taking a breath. My hands were tied behind me and I’m not sure I’d ever get feeling back in my fingers. 
 
    Shivering, I tried to lick my lips with a dry tongue. I hadn’t been able to figure out where I was or what had happened. 
 
    The chair I sat in dug into the backs of my thighs and the soft flesh just under my shoulder blades. Honestly, I’d give anything to just lie down. A small amount of light outlined the shape of a door about ten feet from where I’d been left, but I wasn’t able to make out much more than that. 
 
    Desperate to relieve the pain in my thighs and back and maybe even some of the circulation issues in my hands, I kicked my tied feet at the ground, but nothing happened. 
 
    I leaned as far to the left as I could, inhaling sharply as the chair rocked to the side and then toppled with my weight. Turning my face to the right, I grunted when I landed on my side, my shoulder taking the brunt of it. I swear I heard something crunch. The chair legs clattered on what I could tell was dirty cement flooring 
 
    Yet that pain was nothing compared to the relief of getting the weight off my thighs and back. I sagged onto my left side, grateful for the change in position. 
 
    Maybe I could focus on where I was and what was going on. 
 
    I shook my head to get my hair out of my face and stared at the door. A good inch of space under the bottom of the door and the floor gave an adequate amount of light from my position and let me see a little bit of what I was dealing with. 
 
    Not much. 
 
    I could make out linoleum, but that was it. I still had no idea where I was or what was going on. How long had I been in there? I had to smell like pee. I’d wet myself a couple times, each occurrence getting further and further apart as my access to water had declined. 
 
    In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen anyone – since getting picked up by Blaze. 
 
    Had he done this to me? Had he tied me to a chair and left me there to die? Or had he just delivered me for a bounty or something? I couldn’t be certain, but I did know if I had a few minutes with the bastard with my restraints off, he wouldn’t survive the night. One thing Blaze had hated about me was I was a better fighter than he was. 
 
    As if my thoughts could conjure him, the door creaked open, splashing light across the floor and blinding me where I lay. 
 
    Blaze’s chuckle curdled the fear I was trying to hide and sent it storming through my limbs. Blaze was a sadist and I had no doubt he’d been waiting for me to wake up. His torture couldn’t be enjoyed unless I was a full-on participant. 
 
    I left my forehead where it had fallen on the gritty floor. “Ah, Blaze. I should have known a cowardly move like this would be by you.” Taunting him was the only way I could get information out of him. If anyone had an issue with envy and hate, it was Blaze. 
 
    “You’re so old school, Gray. Don’t you see this is the only way to get ahead in the world?” Blaze laughed and moved closer to me, crouching down beside me and wrinkling his nose. “Girl, you stink.” 
 
    “I wonder why.” I didn’t look directly at him, staring straight ahead instead and absorbing what information I could from my periphery vision. 
 
    He reached out, brushing my hair back from my face and speaking softly. “You know, I’m going to enjoy raping you.” The sweet way he said such hate-filled words jerked my gaze toward his face.  
 
    I could smell the dirt on his boots from just a few inches away. “Why would you want to rape me? I stink, remember?” My throat hurt and I tried to swallow. 
 
    Blaze sighed, standing. He walked back and forth in the pool of light from the doorway. “You wouldn’t give it up to me. Just once was all you had to do, Gray. I get bored with girls after I take their virginity. If you would have just given it to me, I could have moved on. If I find out you had sex with any of the Jamesons, though, you’re going to really scream.” He stopped a few feet away, staring down at me with his hands on his hips. 
 
    The moment seemed distended in time as he stared at me, then suddenly he was kneeling on all fours right beside me, pressing his nose against the side of my head and muttering into my ear. “If you’re not a virgin anymore, Gray, I’m going to pay men to come in here and rape you over and over and over. Do you understand?” 
 
    My chest rose and fell and despite the fear his words evoked, I refused to stay silent or give in to what he wanted. I stared straight ahead and spoke with as much defiance as possible. “You’re the one who told everyone I was a frigid bitch. You knew what that would do to me and my reputation. If I’m no longer a virgin, maybe it’s because someone else beat you to raping me. Ever think about that?” But, of course, he hadn’t. Plus, it hadn’t been long enough for me to get screwed over by his rumors.  
 
    Did he really think I’d be out getting laid while trying to survive at the new school? 
 
    In less than a second he stood and swung his leg back, kicking me in the stomach before I could tense in preparation. He laughed as I curled forward around the pain, blinking back the star bursts in my eyes. “You’re weak, Gray.” 
 
    “If I’m weak, you’d untie me and try that again.” I forced myself to breathe normally. I couldn’t let my weakened state hinder me. If he untied me, I’d take full advantage of the situation and kick his ass before running. I had no idea where I was but I could get out. I just needed my hands untied. 
 
    He laughed, the sound mocking. “I’m not stupid, Gray. I’m not allowed to untie you until I’m told otherwise. It sounds like you’ll be fighting another Russian this Friday at The Pike. You’ll go under a different name, though. The cops are watching the place closely since it’s rumored that a young Russian girl died in the ring there. I’ll have your fake ID ready by then so you won’t be considered underage. It’s a death match, too.” He started to pace; his footsteps loud as I kept my ear pressed to the floor. 
 
    “I’m not fighting.” He could put me in a ring, but I wouldn’t raise my fists. There’s no way I could kill someone else. The last one was too fresh in my mind and my heart. I didn’t want to kill anyone and I wasn’t going to. 
 
    Blaze grabbed the chair from behind me, moving it to sit in front of me. He lounged in the uncomfortable piece and stretched his legs out, uncaring that the sole of his boot was inches from my face. “Well, if you don’t fight, Gray, the Ivanovs – the family of the girl you killed – will kill your dad, slowly I might add, then Sara, then maybe the Jamesons, then maybe the owner of The Pike, and anyone else you’ve had a friendly conversation with over the last five years.” 
 
    His words burned a hole under my heart and I swear I couldn’t breathe. “Why them?” I knew why. Of course, I knew why. He’d singled out every person I had even the remotest feeling for, even some I hadn’t admitted to myself. 
 
    “Because you care. That’s your problem, Gray. You care too damn much. Like when your mom left. You should have just accepted the loss. It’s not like they’re worth anything.” He spit on the ground to the side of his seat, hooking his elbow behind him as he indolently studied me. 
 
    “Got it. So, you’re someone’s bitch, is that what you’re telling me? You don’t get to do anything unless it’s okayed?” I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but lying there on the ground wasn’t the best way for me to spend my time. 
 
    “Yep, keep it up. I’ll get paid in due time. You won’t like it, but I’ll love every second.” He stood slowly from the seat as if to mock me, crouching low and then falling again to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Why don’t you get it over with? You scared I won’t be able to fight?” I’d rather be raped and beaten then go back in the ring. At least that close to the last fight. I wouldn’t hold up to another killing. Who knew if that’s what would happen, but the possibility of it left me aching. 
 
    I loved fighting, more than anything, but I couldn’t kill again. If I went up against the Russians’ rivals, who to say the same thing wouldn’t happen again? Or if I wouldn’t end up dead? 
 
    His laugh shuddered as he got closer to me, the inches fading with each of his movements. 
 
    With the chair missing, I was able to straighten my legs even thought they were tied together. They’d been half-numb from lack of blood flow for so long. I could barely move them. 
 
    I slid my feet down, turning onto my back and onto my hands to try to get away from Blaze and the intention in his eyes. I might prefer rape over fighting, but that didn’t mean I would willingly welcome it. 
 
    “They won’t let me have you until after the fight because they need you to be able to at least stand. I promise that won’t be a possibility when I’m done with you.” He laughed, having closed the distance completely. He rose above me, on his knees, his hands reaching into his pants as he stared down at me. “Want a taste? I’m sure you can suck it out of me.” He grinned as he jerked his pants down to reveal his already primed and ready hard-on. 
 
    I stared up at him, allowing all of my hatred to burst free. “If you put that in my mouth, I promise to bite it off.” 
 
    His grin faded and he studied me as if gauging just how much of my statement was bravado and how much was sincere. If he’d asked, I would have reassured him I was 110% sincere in my promise. I wasn’t going to give him a blowjob, not against my will and while I had a breath in my body. It wasn’t going to happen. He could beat me to death first. 
 
    My fingers curled into my palms as he continued fondling himself, this time a little bit further from my face which I counted as a blessing. 
 
    With one hand still in his lap, Blaze reached down and jerked my top up, revealing my lacy bra and breasts underneath. He roughly pinched my nipple through the thin material, squeezing until I couldn’t help myself and cried out. 
 
    Then he raked his nails down my stomach, leaving a burning path of scratches. I couldn’t see if they bled or not, but they hurt like they might. 
 
    He bent over, his arm jerking spastically at my side while he reached up and held onto my breast with a bruising force. 
 
    In short time he came all over my stomach, leaving the mess on me as he put himself back in his pants. He didn’t even bother covering me with my shirt. 
 
    I turned my face away from him, staring into the dark as I refused to cry. 
 
    Panting, he pushed himself up and then gripped my face as he bent over me. His fingers dug into my cheeks and a bit of spittle hit the side of my face as he spoke. “There’s plenty more where that came from, Gray. Next time, you’ll get to participate fully.” He laughed and jerked my face to the side. He stood, striding from the room and slamming the door shut. 
 
    Tears finally came, leaking down the sides of my cheeks. The mess he left on my stomach cooled and I rolled to my side and then to my front. 
 
    Working myself forward, I wiped as much of the mess from my skin and onto the cement, probably trading it for dirt, but I didn’t care. I had to get him off me. 
 
    My head nudged something and I blinked, slowly realizing I’d run into a wall. Rolling over to my back, I lifted my legs up and pushed my hands down my hips, my thighs, and then my knees, pulling them over my feet to finally rest at my waist in front of me. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I felt with my arms the wall I rested beside. Bricks and grout met the soft skin of my elbow and I dropped my hands back to my waist. Fine. I could rest there. Nothing could come at me from behind and I wasn’t sitting in the chair any longer. 
 
    Maybe on the next visit, I could convince Blaze to let me start practicing. Unless, of course, they wanted me to lose which was very possible and highly likely. 
 
    I blinked at the tears streaming from my eyes. I couldn’t be weak, not yet. Things hadn’t even started. He’d said Friday and I’d been taken Saturday. How long had I been there already? 
 
    Could I hope for a rescue? Probably not. I’d hurt Stryker – intentionally – and he had no reason to want anything to do with me. Sara wouldn’t be in the position to come find me and my father… I was supposed to be saving him. 
 
    The thought gave me pause. Was Blaze working for the Russians or for someone else? Why did he want me to fight Friday? Who had my dad and how was I going to get him back? 
 
    I closed my eyes, blocking out the vision of the light glistening off the remnants of Blaze’s assault that I’d managed to wipe on the cement. 
 
    The last thing I needed was to see that over and over. He’d come close to raping me. How much longer did I have before that happened? He was a loose cannon who just wanted to hurt me. Maybe he’d stop once he did, or maybe he would get worse and worse. 
 
    Either way, I couldn’t expect a rescue, I had to plan a way to get myself out. 
 
    I could only rely on myself. Hadn’t I learned that long ago? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    “Did you find anything?” I bent over the back of the plush micro suede couch in the Divers’ lower level family room. My whisper wasn’t loud enough to penetrate the whole house, but it was enough to carry through the basement. 
 
    Brock stepped into the doorway from the laundry room around the corner, shaking his head. “Nah, man, this place is a tomb. I don’t think anyone has been here in a while.” I had to agree with him as I stood, turning to survey the darkened interior of the home we’d broken into. 
 
    It was Wednesday. We only had two more days before I was supposed to be at The Pike. Things were getting desperate. 
 
    “Where do you think Blaze is?” I snapped the cuff of the plastic gloves I wore to avoid leaving prints anywhere. I didn’t care if they knew their home was broken into, I just didn’t need to get caught. I couldn’t help Gray from jail. With my record, I had no doubt I’d be tried as an adult. Incarcerating me wouldn’t help the town of Jameson or my cousins and it would give Dominick that much more control and power for even longer. 
 
    “Do you really think he has her?” Gunner moved from the hallway and joined us. We hadn’t spoken much since the incident at Tiny’s. Finding Gray seemed to be the top priority. 
 
    But not telling them how I felt burned like a canker. I shook my head, and folded my arms, feeling ready to explode with frustration, pent up secrets, tension over Gray, and who knew what else. “Guys, I need to talk about Gray.” 
 
    Brock reached out, clapping his hand on my lower bicep. “We’re all worried about her.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “No. It’s not only that.” I turned my gaze to Gunner who didn’t avoid my gaze.  
 
    His normally teasing expression faded to one of somber understanding. He shook his head, half-closing his eyes and then opening them again. “It’s not like that for me. I like her, I even can see myself needing her, but not like that.” 
 
    “Then why kiss her?” We hadn’t spoken about it, not directly and it was hard getting the question out. We didn’t fight over girls. We didn’t fight. Gray was playing havoc with our family and I couldn’t have it. If Gunner wanted her, I’d step out of the way, but I had to know for sure just what he wanted. “I mean, if you want that with her, I need to know.” 
 
    “Have you seen Gray? I mean, the girl is hot. A hot girl who also happens to be kickass throws herself at me? I’m not turning it down.” He studied me, giving me a once over that left no doubt he wasn’t amused. “If you don’t step up and claim her, another guy will. If you want her, you need to say something. I wouldn’t have kissed her, if you’d staked her as yours.” 
 
    I glanced at Brock. “You? Because she could do better than me, if she went with either of you.” I had no qualms about being honest. If they wanted her, the last thing I would do was get in their way. I didn’t work like that. 
 
    “Stryker, I’m serious. She’s hella hot. I could tap that and I could hang out with her, but she and I aren’t compatible any other way. If she needs a buddy bang, I’m there, but more than that and I’m not the guy she wants.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me and I couldn’t help the side grin tugging at my lips. 
 
    “Brock’s type belongs in the bimbo section at Neiman Marcus.” Gunner stretched his gloves higher up his wrists and then fit the finger peaks better by threading his fingers between each other and pushing. 
 
    I couldn’t claim her yet. Not without her permission, but at the same time, I already considered her mine. If she could stay alive long enough for me to tell her that, I’d have no problem proving it to her. 
 
    If I could just get her out of my system, I wouldn’t be a sucker anymore. Just get my craving for her taken care of and we could move on, leaving the entire Asher situation out of our lives. I could handle that. I hoped the boys could, too. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think she’s here. Let’s see if Sara’s heard anything yet.” I moved toward the stairs, stopping just before placing my foot on the first step. Voices drifted to us through the door at the top of the stairs. I jerked wide eyes toward Brock and Gunner and held up a closed fist with bent elbow to my right. 
 
    Cocking my head to the side, I listened closer. A woman’s voice mingled with an older man’s. Blaze’s voice wasn’t mixed in there which meant these people wouldn’t know why we were there and they’d probably treat us like thieves. 
 
    Just what we needed. Another chance to get arrested. I was getting sick of being on the wrong side of the law. 
 
    I jerked my head to the side. We had to hide immediately. Stepping down, I turned around to find my cousins gone. With a wry grin I shook my head. We’d been taught by some of the best and I had no idea which one of us had been trained better. 
 
    Without even a whisper of a footstep, I crossed the floor to the room at the end. Angling my shoulders, I ducked into the linen closet. I didn’t know where the guys were and it didn’t matter. We’d be out of there as soon as the people upstairs went to bed. I had thought for sure they were gone or something. The downstairs looked like it wasn’t lived in for a long time. 
 
    Maybe the adults never went down there. I could only hope that was the case. We’d gone in the backdoor, expecting an alarm but pleased to find that wasn’t the case. 
 
    Settling in for an undetermined amount of time, I grabbed my phone from my back pocket to make sure it was silenced and I paused at the slew of messages lined up on my screen. From Dominick. I hadn’t spoken to him since he’d demanded I kill Gray. How did I tell him to go screw himself? 
 
      
 
    I haven’t heard from you.  
 
      
 
    Did you deal with the problem? 
 
      
 
    You better answer me, or you’re not going to like the consequences. 
 
      
 
    I already didn’t like the situation as it was. I hated that I had to answer to him. I hadn’t been raised to be anything but a leader and there Dominick was trying to out-dick me. It wasn’t going to happen. He wasn’t going to rule over me – not forever, anyway. 
 
    I silenced the phone, but moved into a position with my back against the wall and my screen facing away from the closed door. If anyone came down, I didn’t want the light from my phone to glow under the door. 
 
      
 
    She was gone before I could deal with her. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the back button to my message bank and pulled up a message from Curly, the owner of the bar and poolhall called Curly’s by the Stateline.  
 
      
 
    You asked me to let you know about Asher. There’s an Asher on the fight card at The Pike Friday night. She’s fighting a Romanov. Book her here, if you’re looking for a venue. 
 
      
 
    My blood chilled. Gray was fighting at The Pike on Friday? That couldn’t be willingly. Not after she’d killed that girl. The fact that she was fighting a Romanov meant she was doing it for the Ivanovs. Both families were known for their rivalry and often sent the fingers of their family members to the patriarch and matriarch of the opposing family for the holidays. 
 
    They were going to use Gray to fight against the Romanovs. The fight would get them the upper hand over their enemies as well as enact revenge on Gray for what she’d done. 
 
    They had no idea what role Sergio played. They couldn’t, or they’d go after him. 
 
    If Tiny had heard on the wind that Sergio was upset, then Sergio was downright volcanic with his emotions. His jealousy over the situation with his sister had created hard feelings that Gray was being used to fix. 
 
    What did I have to do to save Gray? She didn’t deserve what they were doing to her and they certainly didn’t have all the information. 
 
    I had one last shot, I had to use it. Even if it was going to cost me every last ounce of my pride. 
 
    I moved my phone into place and opened the text thread with Dominick.  
 
      
 
    It sounds like Gray is on the fight card at The Pike Friday night. Use your weight and get her off. Please. 
 
      
 
    Everything in me fought asking him for anything. Everything inside me balked. I could do it. I could save her. I just needed more time. That’s all I needed. 
 
    He could do that for me. For once, he could do something to help me instead of constantly trying to make my life harder. 
 
      
 
    Who is she fighting? 
 
      
 
    My thumbs flew across the screen on the QWERTY style keyboard. Was it possible he would help me?  
 
      
 
    A Romanov. 
 
      
 
    His answer came fast, the screen lighting up with the message arrival. 
 
      
 
    LMAO, good, there you go. She’s going to be taken care of and it’s off my plate. Leave it alone. Let the cards play out. 
 
      
 
    I blinked at the screen; unsure I was really seeing what he’d sent me. I texted back slowly. I had no idea if I was showing my hand or not. I didn’t really care as I tried to figure a way to get her out of danger and back into safety. 
 
      
 
    Why won’t you help her? 
 
      
 
    The minutes dragged on as I waited for his reply. My hands clenched and unclenched, tightening with tension I wasn’t sure I would know how to release, even if I was able to scream and run. Nothing that I was able to do at the moment. The air in the closet closed around me as if creating a vacuum and sucking the walls in. What if I couldn’t figure this out? 
 
    My phone lit up again. This time my hand lifted so I could see the screen almost before I thought of it. 
 
      
 
    She killed the princess. That’s on her. I want her dead. That’s another one on her. She has to pay the price and I don’t want that kind of attention at Jameson. Plus, if I don’t interfere, I know Sergio will give me more territories when I go to ask him about it later. Leave the girl and work on a different project. You’ve been missing school. 
 
      
 
    My chest deflated as I exhaled on a whoosh. A sudden wave of fatigue crashed over me. I wished I had Gray safe beside me and the bastard that had taken her cut into shreds. I had no doubt she was taken. She’d missed three practices and according to Sara, Gray was determined to hit her last set of fights that season. If she didn’t, she’d run out of options. 
 
      
 
    I’m not going to live under the Ivanovs’ thumbs. Do what you need to do to get her out. And do it now. My dad would never have put up with this shit. 
 
      
 
    I hit send before reading it over and I didn’t care. I was through. If he couldn’t do what I wanted, then he didn’t need to be a part of what we were running in Jameson any longer. 
 
    I wasn’t old enough to lead my own ring and yet there I was, doing everything myself. According to the law, I was still just a kid. According to the things I’d done, I was older than most of the men at my factory. 
 
    His answering text left me bitter but stalwart in my decision.  
 
      
 
    You’re on your own. Watch her die. I’m coming for you. 
 
      
 
    I set my jaw. Let him come. I could dodge Dominick, the cops, the Russians, and anyone else on a bad day. I didn’t need anyone to succeed. But since I had my cousins, we couldn’t fail. 
 
    I pulled up the maps app and found my location. I copied and pasted the address from three houses down on the rich-elite street and pasted it into a text message which I sent off to the 911 dispatcher in the area. 
 
      
 
    Fire at W. 33387 Garwood. Five inside. Fire spreading. 
 
      
 
    My next text went to Sara, Brock, Gunner, and Gray’s numbers. 
 
      
 
    Phone compromised. Switch to my backup number as default. 
 
      
 
    I turned off my phone and tucked it between the towels stacked on a shelf inches from my face. I couldn’t keep the thing now. The cops would trace it after the bogus warning and Dominick would trace it to find me. 
 
    I wasn’t naïve and I wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
    In minutes footsteps pounded on the floor upstairs as the people rushed to the front door. 
 
    The home I had reported was in an area where anything called attention of all the homeowners. A suspicious car, a group of people, a dog peeing on a fire hydrant would all bring the neighbors out in droves. The residents would move to the front lawn to watch the spectacle of the fire fighters fighting a nonexistent fire and breaking into a home to save people. 
 
    I slid the door open to the closet I hid in and gave three distinct taps on the wood before closing the door. A second passed and suddenly there was Gunner standing beside the large television, followed by Brock who scooted out from under the futon-style couch set up beside the micro suede davenport creating an L-shape. 
 
    Leading the way, I crept up the steps to the door at the top of the stairs. Pressing my ear to the panel, I held my breath. Not a sound to indicate they were still in the house. Nothing to indicate they weren’t. 
 
    Turning the knob slowly, I pushed the door open inch by inch. No one screamed or came to check. We’d originally come in through the back. That’s how we’d go out. 
 
    The sound of voices exclaiming came from the front hall. I moved into position as I stood sentry over the route to the back slider and motioned Gunner and Brock to head that way. As soon as they passed me, I shut the door and followed, moving backwards as I kept an eye on where the owners of the house had gone. 
 
    We slipped out the slider, crouching as we ran across the backyard. Scaling a six foot white vinyl fence, we dropped into the railway yard and gathered together in a tight huddle. 
 
    “We need to check Danielle’s before Dominick gets to her.” The Jeep I borrowed from Tiny hadn’t moved from its parking spot under a low hanging branched willow. We climbed in, careful to remove our gloves and tuck them into the center console. We might need them for another job. 
 
    I started the jeep and glanced at Gunner and Brock. “Heads up, Dominick is coming for me. Maybe all of us.” 
 
    They nodded, resolute in the information. I knew what they were thinking. It had only been a matter of time before he’d turned on us. Unfortunately, it was sooner than we’d planned. 
 
    “He wanted me to kill Gray. I’m not doing that. When I asked him to get her off the fighting card Friday at The Pike and he laughed, said she deserved it, I said some things I probably shouldn’t have.” I ground my teeth together, my jaw tight with emotion. 
 
    Brock slammed his open palm into the back of the seat from where he sat in the bench seat behind me. “That dickhead. He thinks he can get his way with everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, and he has. Until now. I’ve got something in mind, but we need to get to Danielle’s. If she has Alex there, we might be able to eliminate one of the triggers controlling Gray.” Gray wasn’t ready to fight so soon after the last one. She had to get over the accident of that – her fault or not – and she wouldn’t willingly fight at The Pike unless she was being coerced. 
 
    I didn’t have to talk to her to know that much. 
 
    “We need to get her back. She won’t survive a fight like that.” Gunner spoke softly and I understood where his concern came from. When I’d claimed her, I’d assigned her care to the whole of the group. That’s the way things went with a family. 
 
    And she would most definitely survive the fight, she just might not survive the realization that she was going to have to go to the death. The Romanovs and Ivanovs didn’t play well with others and they didn’t care who or what was lost in the process. 
 
    Gray was only going to be fighting to save a loved one. Since Coach was all she had, we had to make sure and take the threat off him and free Gray to make her own decisions. 
 
    Unless they had more on her than I knew. 
 
    One way or the other, I had to get to Gray before Friday. She wasn’t going to make it on her own, no matter how independent she was. 
 
    I could fight for her. I would fight for her. Screw whoever I had to get through. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    My eyelids were heavy but not as heavy as the rest of my body. I felt like I was trying to move through a really thick gel. 
 
    Everything hurt, even the tips of my long hair. I swear I’d been kicked more times in the stomach than I’d ever been punched collectively in my life. 
 
    Blaze stood in front of me, his boots the only things in my line of sight. I couldn’t even curl into the fetal position I was so weak. 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last thing I’d eaten but he kept shoving bites in my mouth and ordering me to chew and swallow. Then I’d get a drink of something and in minutes I’d pass out again. 
 
    I think I must have taken on the traits of a reptile or whatever a cold-blooded animal was called. I would never be warm again, the chill from the cement soaked into me, trying to make me one with the floor. 
 
    It must have been a while since my last bite of drugged food. I was slowly starting to come around, but not easily. I had enough mental capacity to keep my eyes closed with just the smallest slit to peek through. If I didn’t open my eyes, Blaze seemed to leave me alone. The second I seemed awake, he shoved something in my mouth and groped me maliciously. 
 
    As hungry as I was, I couldn’t continue being drugged. I supposedly had a card Friday and I was supposed to fight. Who knew when Friday was or who I was going up against? 
 
    He didn’t move, just stood above me, staring. I continued breathing softly like I slept. I needed to conserve my strength and eating drugged food wasn’t going to get me anywhere. 
 
    Blaze had taken to leaving the door open. From where I lay, I could make out a portion of a trashed kitchen with cabinet doors hanging off their hinges, cracked paint on the walls, yellow ceiling paint, and what looked like green counters. I was only able to see the edge of the counter, but it looked green. Maybe. 
 
    When Blaze walked out of my cell, he never stayed in my line of sight. 
 
    More than once, I’d heard the voice or voices of girls as if from a great distance and Blaze telling them what to do. I couldn’t make out the directions but judging by his moaning and groaning, he was getting more from them then I’d ever done. 
 
    Or would ever do. 
 
    His promises of rape hadn’t left me. In fact, every time he came near me, he fondled some part of me, chuckling as he did so and making some kind of weak reminder about it being soon or whatever. 
 
    He only fueled my hate fire and I wasn’t going to turn away from that emotion. 
 
      
 
    Still standing above me, Blaze reached down, gripping my breast in his hand and tweaking the nipple with a painful pinch. 
 
    I refused to change my breathing or react in anyway. If I was drugged, I wouldn’t react. I’d be out. 
 
    Unless I wanted more drugs pumped in me, I had to let him do whatever he wanted. While that reality made me want to gag and kick him in the face, I was still bound hand and foot and in no position to get revenge. 
 
    He grunted when I didn’t react, turning after a moment and disappearing in the doorway. “Yeah, she’s still out. You need to get out before he gets here. I don’t think she’s part of the job.” 
 
    A voice that rubbed familiarly along my memories answered. “I’m heading out, but listen, you can’t let him know I was here. He ordered a job and I’m delivering, but I also need to make sure my investments are protected.” 
 
    “The grass is green, don’t worry about it.” Blaze laughed and the sound of a door shutting let me relax just a bit. What if that guy had been one Blaze had lined up to come in and gang rape me? 
 
    I took a deep breath through my nose and exhaled on a soft whoosh, keeping my eyes only barely slit open. I could do this over and over and over until I was strong enough to gain my freedom back. How I was supposed to do that without food or water was outside my scope of mental processes at the moment. I just had to get my wits about me. I could do that. I had to do that. 
 
    A door slammed again and my muscles relaxed. Had Blaze left behind the other guy? Could I just be me for a little bit without worrying about when he was coming back in? 
 
    “Where is she?” A different new man’s voice sent a tremor through me. I squeezed my eyes shut. Blaze hadn’t left and now there was a new one. Judging by the authority in his voice, he was the one in charge and the guy the other two spoke about. 
 
    I didn’t want to see him or be seen. I silently willed myself invisible, but it wasn’t working and I knew it. Even drugged and starving, I knew I wasn’t getting out of there unscathed more than I already was. 
 
    “She’s in the back. I told you I’ve got this covered.” Blaze’s voice wasn’t as cocky as his words tried to pull off. He spoke in a softer, more respectful tone which left me wondering just what this new guy was capable of to get Blaze’s respect. 
 
    “I didn’t hire you to rape her or play with her, Divers. You’re to feed her and get her worked out. That’s it. Where is she?” The man’s voice grew louder. His footsteps became more pronounced as he got closer. 
 
    A shadow crossed the light that glowed through my eyelids. I refused to open my eyes and see him. I didn’t want to. What if it was one of those things where since I hadn’t seen him, I could still live? What if there was some way I could make it out of there? I didn’t want that hanging over me as well. I couldn’t even figure out if I was being logical or not. Fear held me in check and I didn’t even attempt to figure anything out. 
 
    “What is this? She can’t work out or be in fighting mode if she’s tied up and starved.” The sound of flesh striking flesh crashed around the room I was held in and for once, it wasn’t me getting the brunt of the attack. 
 
    Blaze groaned, but cut it short. When he spoke, it sounded like he had his hand partially covering his mouth. “You don’t know this girl. She’s dangerous. I can’t just give her food and let her workout. She’s stronger than you think.” 
 
    Boots moving over stray rocks, grinding them into the cement floor, filled the sudden silence. 
 
    I peeked through my lashes, only able to discern dark silhouettes in the well-lit opening of my cell. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what the Ivanovs will do to us, if we deliver them a fighter who can’t do what they want? She’s to go against a Romanov. If she doesn’t win, we all die. Do you understand that?” 
 
    “I thought you wanted her dead. I don’t understand.” Blaze folded his arms and I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see what he was doing. I’d listen, but seeing was outside my scope of abilities at the moment. I found it hard to focus on much more than one or two things. 
 
    “Hey, when she survives the fight after winning, you can do whatever you want with her. I think it’d be profitable to whore her out for a few weeks and then we could sell her to the Romanovs. They’d probably like a chance to enact vengeance. Point is, I don’t care what happens to her after the fight. Before the fight, I need her eating and strong, do you understand?” The man’s voice changed as he drew closer to me, turning silky and sweet as if he were trying to speak to a dim-witted child. 
 
    Blaze could be dim-witted, but he was also sly which made him very dangerous. “Dominick, I heard Sergio drugged and beat his sister and that’s how Gray killed her. What if Gray can’t kill this Romanov?” Was that trepidation in Blaze’s voice? The little bitch needed to get slapped and I wanted desperately be the one to do it.  
 
    If only I could do more than control my breathing. 
 
    Dominick was closer than I’d known as his soft chuckle covered the air near my arms and a hand used to working indoors reached out to slide up my bicep. “Oh, Blaze, if she doesn’t kill the Romanov fighter, we die, the Jameson boys die, her family members die, her friends at your school die, even her mother dies.” 
 
    The mention of my mother jerked me from my goal of laying still. I snapped my eyelids open, training my gaze on him but unable to see anything since he blocked the light and anything that did get through blinded me.  
 
    “Ah, Gray Asher. We finally meet.” Dominick would remain faceless as long as he blocked the light from the doorway in such a way.  
 
    I didn’t need to see his features. His voice was enough. I gathered what little spit I had in my mouth and collected the small strength I had left. I arched my back and spit in his general direction. Honestly, I think I missed, but he got the point, judging by the way his hand no longer caressed my arm but instead dug into the flesh at the back. 
 
    “Get her up, fed, cleaned up, and worked out. We need her spirit to save us and she’s going to need it to survive a night with me.” Dominick slapped me, his palm coming down more like a punch to the face. 
 
    I welcomed it. The sharp burst of pain cut like a knife through my disorientation. I needed another one to fully wake me up. 
 
    “Wait, you just said I could have her first.” Blaze’s whine shocked me. I hadn’t known him to be a particularly weaselly guy and yet there he was, begging for scraps. 
 
    “I changed my mind. I’ll take her the first night or until I grow bored, then you can have her. Then we’ll send her to the Romanovs, if she’s still alive. I’m not worried about it. Do what I told you to and get her presentable. We only have forty-eight hours.” He rose and turned toward Blaze, approaching him slowly. “No more drugging her. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I got it.” But Blaze was sulking. A sulky Blaze was a cruel Blaze. He was going to make me pay for not being a virgin when he finally got his hands on me. I probably wouldn’t be able to sit after dealing with Dominick for however long he kept me. 
 
    Forty-eight hours. I only had that long before I was expected to fight. Would I be able to survive the fight? Judging by what Dominick reported, if I didn’t, a lot of people were going to pay the price. 
 
    At The Pike. I’d be fighting in my own territory, in conditions familiar to me, in the same place as my last fight where I’d killed already. 
 
    I didn’t want to fight to the death. I didn’t want to be a tool for revenge. I just wanted to get out of there and make sure my dad was okay. He had to be worried about me, if he even knew I was missing. What if he was being held by the same people? 
 
    I swallowed, moving my tongue behind my teeth. Getting their attention would be hard, if I couldn’t speak up. My vocal cords hadn’t been used in a while. How much could I saw in my weakness? “Where’s. Dad?” 
 
    Dominick stopped moving away and turned back, his boots the only things I could really focus on. They had a shiny metal grommet on either side of the laces with the square-toe of a steel-toed boot. If he kicked me, I’d probably die. 
 
    “Your dad? Don’t worry about him. He’s being taken care of. Do what you’re told and we might all survive this.” He turned back from me, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “Get this mess in shape, Blaze. Don’t mess around. She better be intact the next time I see her.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Blaze answered stiffly. 
 
    Dominick’s footsteps left the way they came in, silenced by the slamming of the door again. 
 
    There was a door. I could get to it. I just needed to get more strength and then I could get out. I just knew I could. I had to. Forty-either hours wasn’t enough to get back to normal, but it might be enough to get me out of there. 
 
    After a minute of staring in the direction Dominick had left, Blaze turned toward me, his face thunderous and dark. 
 
    I tensed my muscles as much as I could against the coming onslaught of abuse. I wasn’t stupid. Dominick wanted me ready to fight. He didn’t care what condition that left me in. 
 
    I held up my hands as Blaze approached. I wouldn’t flinch. I wouldn’t wince. I had to think my way out of that mess. “Stop. I’ll win Friday and figure out a way you can screw me first before Dominick, but you can’t keep kicking me. I need food.” That didn’t seem enough, but he was close to tipping. I wasn’t sure if the mention of winning the fight did it or the promise of having first dibs at my virginity did. 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    I licked my lips with a dry tongue and added, “Yeah, I’m still a virgin. Tight, too.” 
 
    Blaze stood at an angle that allowed me to see his expression and the darkening look of desire in his eyes. He’d play as nice as he had to as long as the promises played out. 
 
    “You can’t guarantee I get you, Gray.” He bit out, but he reached down and untied my hands. 
 
    My fingers screamed with pain as blood poured back into them. A tingling started at the tips and worked its way up toward my palms. I shoved my shaking hands between my knees to keep them from flailing and shook my head. “Yeah, I can. I can tell Dominick I need your help changing after the fight. We’ll be at The Pike. There’s got to be somewhere in the locker room we can use, right?” 
 
    I had him judging on the twist of his lips and the narrowing of his eyes. 
 
    “I knew you wanted me. It was only a matter of time.” He nodded as he paused in his ministering to me. “I’ll get you some food, but if you try to run, I’ll have to beat you. You understand that, right?” 
 
    I got it. He just didn’t need to know that if I was in the condition to be running, I wouldn’t be caught. He didn’t untie my feet, but left me alone to do that as he disappeared from the cell-like room. 
 
    With my hands still missing most of their feelings, I reached down and managed to untie the rope at my ankles. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from screaming in pain as the ropes fell from my bare skin. Blood had scabbed to the rope, ripping clear from my skin as the heavier, rough restraints fell to the cement. 
 
    My arms shook with the effort to work my hands for the few minutes I did and I sank back to lie on the ground. How was I going to fight when I could barely sit up for very long? How was I going to save anyone, least of all myself, when I fought dizziness just sitting up? 
 
    I wasn’t sure what Blaze brought me, but it better be full of calories and have staying power. I needed to get my strength back. I wasn’t going to be able to do anything like that with salads. 
 
    He appeared in the doorway again, holding a tray and bringing with him the strong aroma of pepperoni pizza. 
 
    I struggled to sit up again. I couldn’t lie there and eat, if I wanted to get better. I certainly didn’t want Blaze feeding me, either. I painfully stretched my little-used legs in front of me and let my hands fall to my sides as I leaned my head against the wall. 
 
    Watching him with suspicion mingled with hope, I blinked slowly as he got closer. 
 
    Blaze stooped, setting a metal cookie sheet on my lap with a paper plate full of four pieces of pepperoni pizza and a bottle of pop. 
 
    I really wanted water and meat, but at the point I was at, I’d take anything I could get. 
 
    With hands that weren’t sure I could do much, I reached for the first piece nearest my right hand. I couldn’t lift it with just one hand so I used both to lift the triangle to my mouth. 
 
    The first bite was slow, like I had to work up the energy to chew and swallow – which I did. As I processed that I was eating, my body finally discovered enough strength to chew and swallow on autopilot, faster and faster. 
 
    He’d microwaved the pizza, the crust hardening even as I ate it. I didn’t care. Every bite could have been fresh out of the box and I wouldn’t eat it with more fervor. 
 
    The first piece disappeared and I started working on the second, polishing it off by licking my fingers and closing my eyes. I reached for the bottle of pop, suddenly aware of a painful stitch in my right side. I’d eaten too fast and too much. After not eating more than a bite here and there since Saturday, I’d gone and gorged on food my body wasn’t prepared for. 
 
    I struggled with the lid to the pop, my fingers fumbling in their weakness as well as the panic welling inside me that I was close to throwing up. 
 
    I couldn’t lose that meal. I needed every ounce of energy it would offer. I couldn’t reject it. 
 
    “Open it.” I hit the bottle with my knuckles, knocking it from the tray in Blaze’s direction, careful to keep my mouth closed as much as possible. I refused to throw up. I couldn’t do it. 
 
    Blaze snarled his lip as he reached out, unscrewing the lid and then passing it back to me. 
 
    I ignored the pop that spilled over the side as I tilted the bottle to put to my lips. After a couple sips, I breathed easier that I might have gotten the nausea under control. 
 
    Might being the operative word. Throwing up wasn’t in any of our best interests. Mine least of all. 
 
    “You look like you’re going to puke all over.” He scooted back, holding his crouched position as he stared at me with his hands dangling between his knees. 
 
    I swallowed again, taking a deep breath and shaking my head. 
 
    “Are you going to be able to do this?” The insecurity in Blaze’s voice brought my gaze up with a snap. 
 
    Pure fury clenched my jaw and I narrowed my eyes. “I have to, don’t I?” 
 
    He nodded as if that comforted him. Comforted him!? I didn’t care about comforting the prick. As soon as I could, I had to kill him. I’d never wanted to kill anyone in my life, in fact, I was still trying to recover from the last time I’d accidentally ended a girl’s life. Yet there I was, imagining all the ways I’d kill Blaze. I even wanted to revive him and kill him again. 
 
    “You’re right. You do.” He offered a charming smile at me before he stood and walked away. 
 
    I had to survive, but not only to save everyone, including myself, but so I could get a chance to kill him. That would become my new motivation for taking each new breath. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter how much food Blaze gave me. I couldn’t get my equilibrium back. He’d hit me a few times in the head and my vision was spotty. I think we were at The Pike, but they could have taken me anywhere. 
 
    I blinked as Dominick showed up, his voice loud in the echoing room. “Is she ready to fight?” It sounded like he paced back and forth on the tiled flooring of the locker room at The Pike. That’s all I really had to go on. I was supposed to be at The Pike and I’d been transferred somewhere that sounded familiar. 
 
    I couldn’t open my eyes all the way unless I really tried to focus. There wasn’t enough energy in me for that. I could barely sit upright on the bench they’d dumped me on. I had to still be drugged. He was slipping me half a dose or maybe even a quarter to keep me controlled. 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s been eating, but not training. I’m not worried. Fighting is second nature to her. She’ll snap out of it and do fine.” Blaze’s voice had taken on a grating annoyance I couldn’t escape, not to mention I hadn’t been able to get my head clear enough to try to get out of the hell hole he’d penned me in. At least the beatings had stopped when Dominick laid it out for Blaze how important it was that I was in good condition for a fight. 
 
    “You better hope so. Sergio is aware that you’ve been in charge of her. If she fails, it falls on you.” Dominick didn’t move back into my view, but I wasn’t raising my eyes from a spot on the floor between my feet anyway. 
 
    Normally the locker room was warm, almost muggy, but I hadn’t been able to shake the chill from the floor of my cell. Sitting there in a sports bra and shorts that Blaze had almost ripped as he’d pulled them on me didn’t help. 
 
    I had to have lost muscle mass over the last few days with minimal food and then a diet of pizza and bread. I didn’t get much protein and I could feel it. 
 
    Hard footsteps approached me, the boots solidly thudding on the tiles and echoing off the metal lockers and more tiled walls. 
 
    Rough fingers gripped under my jaw, jerking my chin upwards. My head lolled to the side and I’m not sure it would have stayed up without his support. 
 
    I didn’t even bother trying to open my eyes. I honestly didn’t care what happened at that point. For whatever reason, I felt like I’d given up.  
 
    “What’d you do to her? You sonuva bitch. We’re going to get killed, if she fails.” Dominick let my head drop forward and I leaned onto my elbows, resting them on my knees to keep me upright. 
 
    Dominick stormed toward Blaze who was busy stammering. “I…uh, no way. I did what you told me to. I… wait, I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    The sound of an open-handed slap reverberated through the locker room and I winced in spite of the fact that it wasn’t aimed at me. I’d endured enough hits and slaps and kicks the last week to last me a lifetime. I didn’t wish it on anyone. 
 
    The footsteps came my way again and I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I was too tired, too foggy in the brain to do much more than hold myself up. 
 
    Dominick leaned me back, resting the back of my head in his palm as he studied me. I didn’t open my eyes, but I could feel his gaze on me. “You’re so much like your mother.” He breathed the statement, like he didn’t mean for me to hear. 
 
    I worked my tongue and then croaked out, “You knew my mother?” I tried to open my eyes, but the angle he held my head had me facing the fluorescent lights full on and it was too bright for me to face. 
 
    “That’s past tense. I know her and you’re more like her than either of you realize.” He leaned in, pushing his lips close to my neck. If I hadn’t already been chilled to the bone, I would have shivered. “Are you ready to fight, little Asher? Your mother’s life lies in the balance as well. Not just mine. Not just yours or your father’s.” 
 
    The more weight he put on my shoulders the more I could feel myself buckling. He had no idea what stress I’d been under or the pain I struggled to keep controlled. 
 
    I had to fight not only to keep people alive that had chosen to stay with me but also a woman who had chosen to walk away. None of it mattered since I was going to die that night. I couldn’t fight, not only in the condition I was in, but mentally I wasn’t capable. I’d been too close to broken and killing another girl wasn’t going to be acceptable. 
 
    Dominick dropped his hand and fondled me through my sports bra. “I just wonder if you’re going to be as adventurous in bed as she is.” 
 
    That was an image I didn’t need. I turned my head toward him and heaved. The pizzas Blaze had been plying me with the last couple days came up, splashing Dominick and the bench beside me and dripping onto the floor beneath. I didn’t even wipe my face when I finished. 
 
    I leaned my head back, exhausted and spent but finally feeling like maybe I could get my head on straight. Blaze had continued drugging me, despite what Dominick had told him to do. Getting that out of my body might have been the smarter thing for me to do two days ago. 
 
    “What the hell? You stupid whore.” Dominick jumped from the bench and judging by the disgust in his tone, I must have gotten some on him. 
 
    I didn’t react to being called a whore. I honestly couldn’t care less what a man like Dominick thought. 
 
    The door opened before they could do or say anything more and Bruce’s booming voice carried through the room. “No men in here before a fight. Out you go.” 
 
    “I’m managing her tonight. She’s my ward until the fight is over.” Dominick’s oily charm left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
 
    I didn’t have the energy to even deny that one but Bruce didn’t take anything from anyone. 
 
    He lowered his tone into his threatening voice. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I said no men in the locker room before a fight. You can manage her from ringside like the other coaches and managers have to. Now, get out, or I’ll remove you myself.” The whisper of flesh on material suggested he crossed his massive arms over his chest and stared down at Dominick and Blaze. 
 
    Dominick’s feet moved from my view and Blaze’s boots beat a hasty retreat as they both moved out into the hallway. I had no doubt they’d stay as close as possible so I couldn’t escape. 
 
    Gentle arms scooped me from the now filthy bench and moved with me across the locker room, leaving the acrid scent of bile and vomit on the other side of the room. 
 
    Bruce’s arms were warm and I sagged against him. He was the closest thing I had to a friend there. Most likely, if I lost the fight, he’d be one to die as well. How did I let down a friend like Bruce? How did I let down anyone I cared about? 
 
    Bruce gently set me on a different bench, this one closer to the office with more space for my rear end. I didn’t feel like I was going to slip off any second. He sat beside me and let me rest my head on his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re supposed to fight like this? I can call the fight off. Should I do that?” Sympathy and concern in his tone made me crack my eyelids a slit as I leaned my head back to look up at him. 
 
    I couldn’t shake my head, so I murmured, “No.” 
 
    “You don’t look good, girl. What happened to the fiery fighter from last week? You were unstoppable, a force to be reckoned with.” His words slowed as my eyes opened more. 
 
    That’s what held me back. My eyes were closed because I was going to cry. Large tears rolled from the corners like someone had hooked me up to a hose and the water had no other way to escape. 
 
    I stared up at Bruce with his kind eyes in a hardened face and let the tears roll. He studied me and then reached into his pocket, careful not to jostle me from my position. He cracked open something small and white and then waved it under my nose. 
 
    The sharp smell of ammonia zinged through me, accomplishing two tasks at once – sharpening my mental awareness and reminding me of what I’d left behind when I’d walked away from Stryker and Tiny’s ranch. 
 
    I inhaled deeply; the fog eradicated from my brain. I was still weak, but at least I could think. 
 
    “He’s been drugging me.” I reached up with a limp hand and wiped at the damp skin under my eyes and nose. I felt like I’d been given a shot of caffeine or sugar or something with renewed… something. Okay, I wasn’t completely back, but I was back enough to talk to Bruce. “Did you know Sergio beat his sister before the fight?” 
 
    Bruce furrowed his brow and tilted his head. “No, I had no idea. Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded, blinking long and slow. “Yeah, he also drugged her to thin her blood. Something about her getting the family business or something.” I lifted a shoulder, letting it fall without fanfare. “I know it doesn’t matter because ultimately I killed her and I know that, I accept that. I just…” I looked at my hands and then back at him. “I can’t help but think she might not have died, if she hadn’t been compromised, you know?” More tears cascaded down my cheeks and I didn’t even acknowledge them. I couldn’t. 
 
    I had no pride at that point, nothing to feel shame. Sniffing, I wiped more at my face, confused at the orangey spittle I wiped off the side of my mouth. I had forgotten I’d thrown up. Wrinkling my nose, I wiped it from my hand on a nearby towel which I pulled into my lap and wiped the rest of my face off. 
 
    “Where did you get those bruises?” Bruce pointed at purplish spots above the neckline of my sports bra as well as the fingerprint sized bruises and scrapes on my waist and upper thighs displayed by the shorts riding up my legs from sitting. 
 
    I shrugged and sighed. “There are a lot of consequences when you kill someone.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill that girl, sweetheart. You’re just a kid with a solid punch.” Bruce reached out and gently pushed my hair off my shoulder. “I need to go check in with Jedediah. I’ll be back, okay?” He held up a key. “I’m locking the door. No one can get in here without this key, do you understand? If someone comes in, they’re here because I let them.” 
 
    I nodded as he stared at me, as if gauging my understanding. 
 
    Bruce stood, moving to stand by the door, watching me another minute. He nodded tightly when he saw I wasn’t going to topple over and slipped out the door. The lock scraped shut, metal on metal for once giving me peace of mind. 
 
    I had nothing on me. A bag of my clothes and my phone sat by the door. Blaze had at least given me that small courtesy. The phone most likely had died long ago. I had no way to check in with anyone or find out if Brock, Gunner, and Stryker had gotten free of the cops. I had no way of knowing what was happening with Sara and her family. 
 
    I’d missed practices all week, which seemed insignificant at the time, but also felt important to the girl I’d been before killing the Russian. I’d had a dream and a goal and somehow, I couldn’t help feeling like I might be able to get back to the girl I was. 
 
    The ammonia Bruce exposed me to had cleared the foggy edges away and I could see more clearly. No more spots or nausea clung to me. 
 
    I hadn’t had a true opportunity to fight Sonya Ivanovs. What if she had been a really good fighter? What if things had actually spun into a terrific fight and we’d been great opponents? 
 
    Yeah, and what if I was in Oz, making wishes on shoes I didn’t have? 
 
    Sonya was Russian royalty. She wouldn’t have been fighting. That’s all there was to it. The brother had set the stage and I’d been left with the trauma. With that choice to throw his sister to the fight, Sergio had changed my life forever. Was I going to be able to recover from that. 
 
    My desperation and loss needed to be redirected and I suddenly focused on Sergio. He’d done this to me. All of this wouldn’t have happened, if he hadn’t forced me to be the one to deliver the fatal blow. That had put me at fault and directed his family’s ire at me and mine. 
 
    Sergio would have to pay for what he’d done. I just didn’t know how I could do that from where I sat – on a bench, waiting for a fight to start. A fight where I was supposed to kill someone else. 
 
    Maybe what I needed to do was find out if Sergio was there and where. I could take things from that point. Winging it was going to have to be the way I sought my revenge. There was no other way I could win. 
 
    I only wished there was some way I could talk to Stryker. What if he thought I’d left on my own? What if he’d been captured himself? I had no idea how to wrangle my emotions and the confusing questions buffeting my mind.  
 
    All I needed was a nap. Maybe that would help me come to grips with the fight coming up. I rolled a towel into a pillow and put it beneath my neck as I leaned toward the side. Or maybe the nap would do nothing more than help me stay in denial. 
 
    I could handle either one. Let’s be honest. I wasn’t going anywhere except my death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Blaze stormed past me, his fists clenched by his sides as he stared straight ahead. I rolled to the side, turning so my back faced him so he wouldn’t recognize me.  
 
    I didn’t need to worry though. Trapped in his own thoughts, he didn’t stop until he got to the exit doors and burst through them. He hadn’t been at school all week or his house. Wherever he’d been, I had no doubt he’d held Gray. I didn’t need to have anyone confirm that she’d been taken against her will. There was too much at stake for Gray to miss practices. Even if she didn’t want to fight again, her father was supposed to be the coach.  
 
    Between Gray, Coach Asher, and Danielle all missing the entire week of school, there had to be foul play at work. He had to be leaving to go back to the place he’d held Gray. 
 
    I’d only gotten a glimpse of Gray when they’d pulled her into the back entrance. Her hair hung around her face and she’d slumped forward as Blaze and another man I couldn’t see clearly carried her into the locker room. It had taken everything in me as well as Brock’s arms around my neck to keep me from running back to pull her out of their hold. 
 
    As much as I wanted to thunder after Blaze and enact some karmic torture, I held back, locking gazes with Gunner and Brock on the other side of The Pike’s interior hall. I could tell they watched to see just how much I would lose it and what control I could exert over myself. 
 
    The ring would drop into place in the next thirty minutes. I was running out of time to save Gray. 
 
    If I couldn’t get in to the offices to see Jedediah, the owner of The Pike, I’d have to put my backup plan into place and have Brock and Gunner step in and steal Gray away. We’d have more than the cops, Russians, and anyone else after us – it’d be everyone chasing us at that point and hiding us would be next to impossible. 
 
    I knew Blaze was involved in her disappearance; I just hadn’t been able to pinpoint how much. I still wasn’t certain, but I had no problem acting now that I knew for sure and getting facts later. 
 
    The big bouncer walked out of the hallway leading down to the locker rooms with a lengthier stride and more speed than I’d seen from him before then. 
 
    The locker room was down that way, but I couldn’t be sure Gray was anymore. I hadn’t seen her since she went in the hallway, but I’d been doing reconnaissance to see where the weak points of The Pike were in case we needed to make a getaway. 
 
    I pulled the hood of my sweatshirt higher around my face. I’d deigned to wear something more than a t-shirt simply because I wanted to blend in. Most everyone was in long sleeve tees this time of year. A hoody seemed appropriate to hide my identity as well as stay in the shadows. I was getting hella hot and uncomfortable, though, which increased my irritation. 
 
    Getting in and getting out without being noticed would be the hardest. I tucked my hands in my pockets and strode toward the hallway leading to the lockers. I stopped at the doorway, bending down to tie my shoe. Pretending to tie laces that weren’t there, I glanced up, my head still under the hood. 
 
    Three Russian guards in black suit jackets and casual Docker pants lounged against the walls. The one closest to the club straightened when he noticed me and put his hand toward the back of his pants. I didn’t need to know what he held back there. I pushed up from my crouched position and turned back to the doors, bouncing on my toes to the rhythm of the song blasting in the dance area. 
 
    No one followed me out. 
 
    The partying was in full swing and drinks flowed from the bar on trays carried by busty, scantily clad waitresses. The fight of the year was being touted on the billboard outside and a couple of people I’d queried earlier reported that no one had died the week before, someone had just had to go to the hospital. 
 
    Which meant coverup. The Russians were keeping their information tight to their chests and I wasn’t going to be given any leeway. 
 
    I moved into the middle of the dance floor, bopping my shoulders as I moved to blend in. Jerking my chin at Brock and Gunner, I moved toward the exit. If I couldn’t get Gray out using conventional methods, I’d have to come in with guns blasting. Literally.  
 
    No shooting was okay. Putting people in danger wasn’t the way I worked, but if I had no other choice? I’d do what was needed. I could shoot at the ceiling or down at the ground. Better yet, I had a package of blanks I’d bought from a local gunsmith. No bullets meant no injuries. 
 
    To get Gray out of there? I’d do what was needed to free her, including shooting a semi-automatic into the ceiling while people ran screaming toward the exits. That image wasn’t one I looked forward to, but some things had to be planned for. 
 
    I set my jaw. I could do what I needed to. I wasn’t being given any other choice. My dad had once told me that when you had certain skills, you were required to use them to protect the rights of others. I always thought I understood what that meant, but once Gray had been forced to kill that girl, I realized I’d had no idea just what he’d meant. I had to protect her from other people’s choices, even if that meant causing chaos and panic. 
 
    Before I hit the door, the bouncer whose nametag read Bruce appeared at my elbow. He reached out, grabbing my shoulder to stop me. With a smile on his face that only made him that much more intimidating, he pinched his large fingers and steered me to my left. 
 
    Not many guys were bigger than me, but Bruce fit that description. “Come with me, Jameson.” 
 
    He knew my name which meant I wasn’t hiding very well. I glanced up as Brock and Gunner headed my direction, their faces promising to get me out using any measures necessary. I slowly shook my head; resolute they wouldn’t get caught with me. 
 
    No matter what, we couldn’t all go down. 
 
    As we walked toward the offices, Bruce muttered beside me, “Keep those cousins of yours close. I have a job for them in twenty minutes.” 
 
    I jerked my gaze toward the bouncer then cut it back to my cousins. I tilted my head to the side and lifted my right hand in a flat palm wave with all fingers tight together. 
 
    They would know to stay put from my directions. Hopefully they didn’t get pulled away trying something with Gray. One thing I knew, I could trust my cousins. My shoulders back, I followed beside Bruce as we turned into the short hallway leading to the offices and the kitchen. 
 
    He could kill me in there and no one would know. Honestly, that’s what could happen with Gray. She could be dead in the locker room or they could be prepping her for death like they had done to Sonya. 
 
    The fact that I was helpless regarding her situation filled me with rage I couldn’t contain. Before I lit into the man next to me, I spun to the side and released my rage as I punched toward the wall. Bruce caught my arm before it connected with the cement blocks, holding me back from breaking my hand. His gentle strength confused me. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, son. That’s not the way. Take a deep breath. I think you need to speak to Jedediah.” 
 
    Jedediah had been who I wanted to talk to. The fact that he’d sought me out – or sent his bouncer to find me – gave me a small degree of hope. I had to convince Jedediah not to run the fight. 
 
    Bruce opened a nondescript door set halfway down the hallway. He followed me inside, making sure to shut the door behind us. We stood in a small closet-like space with another door opposite the other. Bruce brushed past me in the tight space and knocked on the inner door, stepping back and waiting with his hands folded at his waist. 
 
    I glanced at Bruce and reached up, pushing the hood off my head and lifting my chin. I wasn’t going into this as a kid. I was a man with a full community that followed me. I wasn’t stupid. I was smart as hell. And I had someone to save. 
 
    The door opened. Bruce strode inside ahead of me. I couldn’t hide the swagger in my step after my internal pep talk. I was all the things I believed about myself and more. No one could take that away from me. 
 
    The door closed us inside a much larger office than the outer foyer area led one to expect. The office was easily twenty feet by twenty feet with a full-sized desk set across the back wall. 
 
    Jedediah swung side to side in a comfortably plush office chair, facing us. 
 
    Another man with a full head of silver hair and thick side burns trailing down into a beard had one ankle crossed over his knee while sitting in a high wing-backed chair to the side of the desk. 
 
    I held my position beside Bruce, unwilling to be intimidated and getting royally pissed that they were trying to scare me. 
 
    Bruce moved to stand beside the club’s owner and motioned toward me while he spoke. “This is Stryker Jameson. He knows the fighter as well as what happened last Friday night.” The fighter. They didn’t even say Gray’s name as if she were a thing to be talked about. 
 
    Jedediah glanced at me, narrowing his eyes. He steepled his fingers and stopped swinging his chair. “You knew Asher?” The notable use of her last name over her first suggested Jedediah knew more than he let on. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “I do.” I ignored the man to my left in the wing-back. I’d give my attention to those who needed it and when. Until noted otherwise, I’d deal with the two before me and no one else. 
 
    “What did you hear happened?” Bruce motioned for me to speak. 
 
    “I heard Sergio Ivanovs beat and drugged his sister and then sent her into the ring with blood thinners on board. She didn’t stand a chance. Gray didn’t kill anyone. She’s a clean fighter. While she’s tough as hell, she’s not the type to hit hard enough to kill anyone.” The girl could hit, but it took serious muscle to kill someone with one strike while wearing gloves. 
 
    Tough as she was, Gray wasn’t big enough. I wasn’t sure I was, to be honest. Wanted to? Sure. But I didn’t have that kind of focus in my fists either. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Jedediah leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the desk. 
 
    “I… I have reliable sources.” I wouldn’t give Tiny away or anyone else. If Tiny were discovered, then his sources would be in danger and I would never do that. 
 
    Picking up a pen and tapping it on the surface of his desk, Jedediah nodded while pursing his lips. “I know you’re associated with Tiny.” A shiver of fear split up my back. Jedediah waved his hand my direction and shook his head. “Now, this isn’t an accusation or a threat. I respect Tiny more than most of my own staff. If he says something happened, I don’t doubt him.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt Tiny, either. What I doubt is the upstart next to me.” The man beside me leaned forward, his eyes sharp and dark as he studied me from where he sat. His thick Russian accent had a lilting effect. He probably crooned love songs, comforting his victims, as he killed them slowly. 
 
    Jedediah motioned toward the speaker, inclining his head. “This is Vlasi Ivanovs of the Ivanovs family.” No other words were needed. You either knew who Vlasi was or you’d heard about him. The last thing you wanted was to meet him face to face. 
 
    I didn’t look away. He wanted an upstart to complain about? I’d give him the biggest asshole upstart he’d ever met, while maintaining my respectful upbringing. 
 
    I leaned from the waist, extending my hand toward him. “I’m Stryker Jameson. Nice to meet you.” To my surprise, he took my hand and I shook it firmly. 
 
    When I pulled back, he arched an eyebrow at me. “You’re Dominick Jameson’s nephew.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    My nostrils flared. “No. I’m Shawn Jameson’s son. I only have to deal with Dominick another three and a half months. Once my time is up, I can clear him out for good.” I didn’t explain I planned on getting rid of Dominick permanently. It wasn’t anyone’s business. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not be compared to him.” 
 
    A spark of respect glinted in his eyes and he inclined his head. “I knew a Shawn Jameson once. Special forces. He had plans to fix up a little town in north Idaho, help the community. It was a shame what happened to him in the Middle East.”  
 
    He glanced at Jedediah. “I’ll take his information as good.” He looked back at me. “Tiny told you he had sources who reported Sergio set his sister up for a death match. Is this correct?” He must have seen the hesitation in my expression. He waved his hand above his lap and shook his head. “Tiny won’t know his name was spoken here. There is no doubting his integrity. Nor yours.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, more aware of how my information could affect more than just Gray or myself. The smell of the room was a strong mix of colognes, deodorants, and what could have been weed.  
 
    My gaze didn’t waver. “Tiny said exactly what I told Jedediah, sir. I was here that night. Gray Asher fought as Alex Asher, her father’s name. She’s an extremely competent fighter, but she barely decked Ms. Ivanovs. To be honest, she stepped on her foot to hold her and planted an uppercut, but her balance was off and she didn’t hit as solidly as she would want. When Sonya went down no one could believe it, least of all Gray.” I paused, catching a glance that passed between Jedediah and Vlasi. “Look, Gray wasn’t even told who she was fighting. She didn’t mean to kill your daughter, sir.” If groveling was what it would take, I’d do it. 
 
    An image of Gray’s devastation and trauma after that fight flashed in my mind. She could do another fight but not a death match and not so soon. For something so deeply entrenched in her blood, I wasn’t sure she’d ever return to fighting. 
 
    The room fell silent. Jedediah leaned forward, turning the red digital clock to face Vlasi. “The fight starts in fifteen minutes. What do you want to do?” 
 
    Breathing in deeply through his large nose, Vlasi nodded slowly. “The fight has to go on.” 
 
    I leaned my head back, my shoulders slumping forward with disappointment. “You don’t believe me.” What happened to believing in my words? 
 
    Vlasi shook his head and folded his hands at his waist. “It has nothing to do with belief, Jameson. It has to do with the fact that my people are here to see vengeance done. I’m here to see my daughter avenged. My son… Has been a black mark against the Ivanovs for a long time. To outright kill him isn’t possible.” He shook his head. “No, my daughter’s killer needs to pay. My family demands it.” 
 
    “I agree.” I narrowed my eyes. Sonya’s killer hadn’t just killed his sister, he’d destroyed a few lives with his jealous tantrum. The last thing he deserved was to live happily ever after. 
 
    Jedediah turned in his seat, piercing Bruce with his eyes. “Pull in the other two Jamesons. We need this contained.” He looked at me as Bruce nodded and ducked out of the doors. “I hope you’re as good as your reputation suggests.” 
 
    I didn’t have to ask what he referred to. All I did was nod and tense my shoulders. I knew what was at stake. I didn’t need it spelled out for me. 
 
    And for the record, I was better than my reputation suggested at everything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Time had taken on a different role and I couldn’t pinpoint its passing. All I knew was Bruce was there and then he was gone. He’d warned me about letting anyone inside. He’d said something about locking it and if anyone came in, they were there because he’d given them a key. 
 
    I could remember that. I could focus on the comfort in that statement. I didn’t really have a choice otherwise. 
 
    Even though the bench was hard beneath my back, it was better than the concrete floor. I even had a soft towel for a pillow. I slipped in and out of sleep as I kept coming back to the fact that I had to fight. Again. This time, though, I was expected to kill someone. I had to go into it with that mentality which meant I didn’t want to go into it at all. 
 
    Maybe I was being cowardly. I’d seen it enough in my dad to recognize the trait. I just never thought I’d see it in myself. 
 
    Warm fingers closed around my cold shoulders. I should have pulled another towel on me like a blanket. “Gray, can you wake up?” Gunner’s voice broke through the haze I’d welcomed moments ago. 
 
    I blinked, but barely, certain I was dreaming. 
 
    “She’s pretty banged up. Do you think Blaze did this?” Brock’s hard voice turned grittier like he was planning someone’s murder inside every syllable of his question. 
 
    I couldn’t remember what I looked like. I knew I had bruises and maybe even some scratches, but where the injuries were escaped me. Everything hurt so that wasn’t a reliable way to figure it out. 
 
    “Do you think she’s unconscious or sleeping?” Gunner pressed the back of his hand against my forehead, then his touch disappeared. 
 
    I could feel their eyes on me. The sensation wasn’t altogether terrible, not like Dominick and Blaze’s oily gazes had been. 
 
    “Stryker is going to be pissed.” Brock’s voice held warning and the mention of Stryker answered my unasked question of where he was. 
 
    I shifted onto my back and kept my eyes closed as I spoke. “Stop talking about me like I’m not here.” My throat was less burned feeling. I could handle some speaking. Maybe I wasn’t as weak as I’d been. 
 
    “Ah, there’s the sassy wench we know and love. We need you to get up, Gray.” Gunner sat at my feet, pulling my legs onto his lap. “Come on. Let’s get you home and you can shave these legs.” He ran a hand up my calf, his chuckle sounding off like it lacked humor and was there to simply convince me to go with him. 
 
    I forced my eyes open, every movement – even of my eyelids, painfully slow. At least the haze from the drugs was gone. I could handle the aches and burning pain, easily. It was the lack of control I had a problem with. 
 
    Putting my arms behind me, I pushed myself to a sitting position, leaving my legs on Gunner’s lap. Brock pivoted, moving to sit behind me. He gave me a place to lean against and I sagged against his shoulder, leaning my head back, my hair cascading around his chest. 
 
    Brock ran his fingers through my hair like he petted me and I didn’t complain. It was the first truly gentle touch besides Bruce that I’d had all week. I sighed. 
 
    “Gray, what happened?” Gunner’s grimness brought me back from the soothing motion of Brock’s hands. 
 
    I lifted my head slowly and opened my eyes, taking in Gunner’s knitted eyebrows and downturned lips. Swallowing, I tried folding my arms, but they hung limply at my sides and I realized I didn’t care if my chest and stomach were covered or not. “Blaze picked me up. I thought he was going to help me, but…” I blinked back tears. “He drugged me and I’ve been… somewhere all week. He…” I didn’t know how to say the things he’d done to me, so I didn’t. 
 
    Something darkened in Gunner’s eyes and he flicked his eyes to focus on Brock and then back down to look at me. He nodded tightly. “We need to get you out of here.” He gently moved my legs from his lap as he stood and then set my feet carefully on the bench. 
 
    “Where’s Stryker?” I blinked at Gunner; certain he wasn’t there without the head Jameson. I licked my lips and tried clearing my throat. “Sorry, my mouth is dry. I’m not sure how much you can understand.” 
 
    In a second Gunner was by my side again, this time with a bottle of water he must have found by the far side of the locker room. He held it for me, tilting it slowly as I drank. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I really was. 
 
    “She even has bruises on her chest and stomach, Brock.” Gunner’s growl startled me and some drops of water escaped my lips and dribbled down onto the aforementioned chest.  
 
    I pulled back from the bottle and blinked at Gunner. “Yeah. I have them everywhere.” And I wasn’t joking. Blaze had been rough when he’d fondled me, gripping the inside of my thighs with a fierceness I had never experienced before.  
 
    Sex with him would be hell, made worse by the fact that I’d held back for so long. He wouldn’t hesitate to make me scream. I remembered his threats and promises through my foggy haze. 
 
    Nothing was going to erase those from my memory. 
 
    Gunner growled at my matter-of-fact tone. I didn’t have the energy to tell him about the other guy who had done much worse and had spoken about doing even more when I was done with the fight. He’d even mentioned my mom which made me want to talk to him that much more. I could probably even endure a rape session, if it meant he’d tell me about my mom. 
 
    I blinked. I couldn’t stay focused. Clearing my throat, I moved my feet so the soles were flat on the bench and I slowly slid them toward my butt so my knees were bent. I leaned toward my legs, wrapping my arms around them and bent forward. “Sorry, where’s Stryker?” 
 
    “Let’s focus on getting you out of here, then we cover details. Okay?” Brock moved from behind me, opening lockers that weren’t locked until he found one with a bag inside. Clothes that weren’t mine fell from the unzippered bag to the floor. 
 
    Brock bent, picking them up and inspecting them. A sweatshirt with a hood and a pair of sweatpants greeted him. He turned toward me, closing the space between us. He knelt on the ground beside me. 
 
    With more care than I probably needed, Brock moved my legs from the bench and slid the pants onto my feet and up my legs. He stopped at the tops of my thighs, his touch kind but not distracting the way Stryker’s had been when he’d dressed me… I couldn’t remember the time frame, but I remembered Stryker’s fingers on me and that woke me a little bit more. 
 
    Holding out an arm, Gunner gave me support as Brock helped me stand and then yanked the pants further up my legs and hips to settle just below my waist. They were a size too big, but they’d do. 
 
    Brock pulled the sweatshirt over my head and helped put my arms in the sleeves. He reached behind me, collecting the mass of my hair in his hands and pulling out the length and letting it fall behind me on the outside of the hoodie. 
 
    The soft material was even more welcome than I’d assumed it would be. Another wave of exhaustion hit me and I just wanted to know if I’d be able to lay down again soon. I kept my eyes open, though. Gunner had said something about getting out of there? 
 
    “I’m supposed to fight in a little bit. Did you guys come in for Bruce to get me?” Alarmed, I glanced from Gunner who had moved to stand at my side to Brock who stood in front of me, inspecting me. 
 
    Brock reached up and tugged the hood into place, my hair stuck in the rear by my nape. 
 
    They didn’t answer for a moment which didn’t calm me down in the slightest. I reached out, my hands clawing at Brock’s arm. “Did you come to get me to fight?” If he had, dressing me didn’t make sense. Leaving my hair down, didn’t make sense. Telling me we had to get out of there fast didn’t make sense. 
 
    But in my desperation not to fight I couldn’t make the logical match with my fear. There just was no way to figure it out. 
 
    Brock shook his head, holding my gaze as he spoke with grave seriousness. “No, we’re getting you out of here, but we don’t have a lot of time. Minutes at best. We need you to focus and do exactly what we say, okay?” 
 
    Gunner wrapped his arm around my back, his hold welcome as we moved toward the door. He bore a huge chunk of my weight and I found it easier to walk out than it had been to walk in. 
 
    Three men stood with their backs to us, their arms folded across their chests as they stared in the direction of the club. I glanced toward the male locker room out of habit. I usually checked each way in the hallway in case any weirdos had followed me. You never knew what to expect in a bar with drinking. 
 
    The door opened and Stryker’s silver eyes suddenly became the only thing I could see. 
 
    I stopped, frozen to the cement floor and stared. He couldn’t see me in my state. I had to still stink, although I thought Blaze had hosed me off in the basement. I didn’t want Stryker to see me like I was. Even that wasn’t enough to make me move. I had to see him, drink him in. Thoughts of Stryker had been one of the only things that had kept me slightly sane in that prison. 
 
    Gunner paused beside me, as if he too sensed there was no way he would be able to budge me as I stared at Stryker. My eyes widened as I took in the black silky boxing shorts and the MMA-style gloves which left his fingers free and a tighter padding around his knuckles. 
 
    The expanse of his muscles was bare, unfettered by the presence of a shirt or other covering. He didn’t even have head gear on. 
 
    I could feel our connection like a strong cord stretched between us, tugging me toward him. Gunner and Brock grabbed my arms and held me. Even in my weakness, it took both of them to keep me from Stryker’s side. 
 
    Dark hair hung across his forehead, the tips brushing into his eyes. I wanted to reach up and sweep it to the side. Nothing should cover those eyes. 
 
    The last time we’d seen each other, we’d fought because I lied. I’d told him I could kiss anyone I wanted. I didn’t have to kiss him. I’d intentionally tried to make him jealous. I’d tried to hurt him. All I wanted to do right then was run to him, beg him to forgive me, and ask him to get me out of there. 
 
    He seemed stuck in the moment with me, his eyes tracing my features and taking in my form. I could see the shift in his expression as he took in the bruises and scrapes on the parts of my body he could see. His gaze flickered to his cousins in turn, rage-filled questions burned in his eyes. 
 
    Brock mumbled beside me. “She’s not in good shape.” 
 
    Stryker glanced back at me, his eyes somber and strong. As if memorizing my features, his expression softened and his gaze roved my face. He didn’t look at Brock or Gunner as he spoke. “Get her out of here.” He didn’t wait for an answer, knowing they’d do exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Stryker turned from me and strode down the hallway, flanked by the men in suits. He didn’t look back as he burst through the doors, releasing the cheering crowd’s exuberance at the start of a fight.  
 
    My fight. 
 
    Then it clicked. I kept asking about Stryker’s whereabouts and they hadn’t answered. All Gunner and Brock wanted was get me out of there. That had been their focus. 
 
    Stryker had sent them on a job – to retrieve me – so he could fight. 
 
    “Why is he fighting? What is he doing? That’s my fight.” My strength returned with the adrenaline and rejection thrumming through me. My senses became heightened and I could almost taste the sweat from the crowd, the cologne on the guys beside me, and the fresh coat of paint that had been applied about three months before in the hall. 
 
    Brock and Gunner loosened their hold on my arms and I took the momentary lapse and ran with it. I broke free, forcing my beaten and weakened legs to push me forward to the door. I made it ten steps before Brock encircled my waist with his well-built arms and pulled me to a stop. 
 
    Gasping for breath, I reached out toward the ring I couldn’t even see with my eyes, but I could picture in my head. I sobbed. “That’s my fight. It’s a death match. He can’t fight a girl. They’ll never allow it.” Nothing made sense and my words tumbled on themselves without any logical connection. At least to me. “They’ll all…” 
 
    Gunner turned me while he spoke. “Stryker isn’t fighting a girl and definitely not the one you were matched to on your card.” 
 
    I blinked at him. In my confusion, I stumbled and reached out, but I was caught by both of them before I even had a chance to completely lose my footing. 
 
    “He’s not fighting her. Okay, is he fighting another Romanov?” I felt like I was floating as they half-carried me toward the exit doors. Where were we going? Stryker was behind us. He was going into the ring. 
 
    We had to be there. We had to stop him. 
 
    The fresh chilly air struck me in the face as we burst through the doors. It finished what the ammonia started and I snapped back into myself. 
 
    I jerked from their grasp, setting my hands on my hips to stop me from folding over. “Who is he fighting? I need answers, you guys. Please.” If I’d been in fully functioning mode, I wouldn’t beg. But as I was, I would do anything to get things figured out in my mind. 
 
    “Stryker isn’t fighting a Romanov.” Gunner glanced past me and then over his shoulder as he checked the parking lot. 
 
    Thankfully, the sweats I wore protected me from the wind. I was still cold from my containment, but things were starting to feel warmer. “Who. Is. He. Fighting.” I wouldn’t ask again and I think they figured it out from the clenched position of my jaw. 
 
    Brock sighed and reached out as if trying to distract me or to cool my anger. “He’s fighting Sergio Ivanovs.” 
 
    My eyes widened and I stared at Brock in disbelief. “No. No. He can’t fight him, Brock.” I turned to Gunner. “Stop him, Gunner. Please. He can’t fight Sergio. He won’t make it.” 
 
    “Have a little faith, Gray. Stryker will be fine. He’s a solid fighter.” Gunner patted my arm and jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “We need to leave. Most of the Russians still think you’re to blame for Sonya’s death.” 
 
    “Because I am.” I resisted their tug toward a yellow and blue Jeep. “I killed her. She might not have gone into the ring in the best condition, but my punch was what killed her.” I swallowed and stared at each one in turn.  
 
    My voice grew husky as it constricted with emotion. “You don’t understand. If I don’t fight and win… my dad dies, Sara dies, you guys die, even… my mom.” The last came on a whisper and even though she’d abandoned me, I wanted to save her. I didn’t want to be the reason she died. I could barely handle the possibility that I was the reason she’d left. 
 
    “If Stryker wins… you don’t have to worry about any of that. He agreed to the trade that was Vlasi Ivanovs’s idea. There has to be justice, Gray.” Brock had said if. 
 
    I focused on the improbability introduced with that word. “You said if, Brock. I can’t hope that Stryker lives so I’ll be free from the consequences of my actions. Mine.” I thrust my finger at my chest and stared them both down. “He can’t fight this for me.” 
 
    “You can’t fight the fight that needs to be fought. Do you think it’s that Romanov girl’s fault? Why should you fight her when she didn’t do anything wrong? A death match? It’s not her fault and she doesn’t deserve that.” Gunner jutted his jaw to the side as he crossed his arms and watched me. “The man responsible for Sonya’s death is Sergio. You can’t fight him. No matter how much you might want to. It would never be allowed. Stryker has just as much at stake here as you do.” 
 
    That wasn’t possible. Stryker’s entire network of friends and family weren’t in danger.  
 
    Unless they were. 
 
    “What happens, if Stryker loses?” My whisper barely came out. I didn’t want to consider the possibility. 
 
    “You mean, besides the fact that he dies and his death is covered up?” Brock tucked his hands into his back pockets and stared out toward the trees lining the south end of the parking lot. “Sergio goes after Jedediah, Vlasi, us, you, big pieces of the community, and I’m sure people I haven’t even thought of.” He nodded his head in the direction of the club. “Your friend, Bruce, is a conspirator, so he’ll be dealt with, if he hasn’t been already by Sergio’s men. So, yeah, Stryker’s failure would have even more loss around it.” 
 
    My shoulders caved forward at the realization that one way or the other Stryker or I needed to fight. There was no way out except the death match. If it wasn’t me, it was Stryker. I suddenly had more willingness to fight than I’d ever had in my life. 
 
    “I’ll fight. Get back in there and make the trade. It can still be stopped.” I took a step toward the doors we’d just left and paused at the look on Gunner and Brock’s faces. 
 
    Gunner shook his head. “It’s too late. Sergio knows his father knows what happened. This is happening Stryker’s way, Gray. Get on board, or we’ll have to forcibly take you away from here.” 
 
    The fact that they knew what I’d just been through and still made the threat proved how helpless I really was. I couldn’t breathe, and out there in the middle of the parking lot, I’d never felt so claustrophobic. 
 
    Me or Stryker. The decision had been made and it was one more thing to add to my list of regrets. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Renewed strength poured through me as I assimilated what had happened to Gray. I couldn’t process what could have happened. I didn’t want to think of her being raped or beaten, but the bruises were obvious along her neck and chest revealed by the open zippered-front of her sweatshirt. I could only picture what the sweats hid. 
 
    Dark shadows could have passed as bruises under her eyes and her cheeks were sunken in. 
 
    Even with all that, I wanted her.I dug my fingers into my palms, the leather of my MMA-style gloves creaking, something I could feel more than hear. 
 
    Pushing through the doors, I lifted my chest as the crowd overflowing in the club yelled and screamed. They had no idea who I was but they knew something good was coming. 
 
    I moved toward the raised ring, my breathing measured as I swaggered to the front, shaking my arms out and stretching my neck to the side, front, back, and side. Climbing into the ring on the canvas, I bounced a little on my toes and waited for Sergio to be delivered to me. I’d barely hold it together, if I could even do that with as much anger as I had bottled inside me. 
 
    The room was warmer than it had been when I’d searched for Gray. I’d had to change fast after the meeting with Vlasi and Jedediah. Without even the proper warmup, I was at a distinct disadvantage until I realized that Sergio had no idea he was even fighting. At least I had time to get myself into the frame of mind. 
 
    I turned, rolling my shoulders forward and back as I continued stretching my neck. 
 
    Lights flooded the canvas, making it more difficult to search the crowd – not impossible, just more difficult. 
 
    Vlasi sat in front of the crowd gathered to the west of the ring. He sat in the chair with his hands steepled and his elbows resting on the armrests of his chair. Beyond him, his son sat four or five rows back, watching the ring and me with a confused twist to his lips. 
 
    Confused until I smiled at him and two Ivanovs moved into place on either side of him. They jerked their hands in an upward motion and he slowly stood, his eyes narrowing as he followed them toward the ring. 
 
    I bounced around in a circle, warming up my calves and quads, punching my hands into each other. 
 
    Sergio approached the ring, his chin high and his shoulders back. He glanced over, spying his father and smirking while reaching down and unraveling his belt from the loops. He’d have to fight me in his pants. I wasn’t sure if he’d keep a shirt on or not. I wasn’t even certain what style of fighting we’d be in. 
 
    Vlasi didn’t react to Sergio’s display. He continued to stare at me, his expectations evident in the resolute set to his jaw and brow. 
 
    “Hey, kid.” Bruce’s voice pulled my attention from the corner opposite me. I turned to face him, looking down through the ropes. At least he was still alive. For now.  
 
    He rested a large hand on the black rope, glancing between me and Sergio and back again. “It’s set up for street fighting, but the ref is being paid to ignore fouls and dirty shots. He’s pretty much just there as a trophy ref.” He stared at Sergio while muttering the last part. “Don’t expect fair. He doesn’t work that way. Do what you have to do. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded, punching my gloves together as I turned around again to face the man who had set his sister up to die and Gray to lose everything. 
 
    He didn’t have to have anything to do with the direction things had gone, but he didn’t care as he’d moved into a position to take over the family business after killing his own sister. 
 
    Gray wouldn’t have had to do endure the pain she’d gone through since Saturday or the mind-screwing she’d undergone after Sonya died on her card.There was no reason for it, except the man in front of me had acted like a child. It was now my job to take care of it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and let my rage well inside me. Gray’s bruises that I could see, the ones I could only imagine, the potential assaults she’d undergone by who knew how many guys, all of it messed with me. All of it contributed to my rage. 
 
    Clashing my gloves together, I strained against my own muscles and couldn’t help the anger coming out of me in a snarl. 
 
    Sergio yanked his gray silk shirt off, the buttons popping to reveal a white wife beater tank tucked into the top of his black dress pants. 
 
    He kicked off his shoes, bending to remove his socks and tucking them into the open mouths of his patent leather loafers. He turned back, one of his own men reaching out and handing him gloves similar to mine. 
 
    Bruce had said to watch for foul play. Expect it. I had no doubt there was something wrong with his gloves. Mine probably hadn’t been inspected either. 
 
    I suddenly glanced at my gloves and then yanked at the Velcro straps. I wasn’t going to chance anything – if they’d tampered with mine, that could harm me. 
 
    I tossed the gloves to the side of the mat and stretched my hands, challenging Sergio to match me with a quirk of an eyebrow. He held the gloves in his hands and considered me, a slow, shark-like smile spreading his lips from side to side. 
 
    After a drawn-out moment, Sergio reached up and smoothed his greased hair back from his face and then tossed the gloves out of the ring toward his man. He inclined his head and popped his knuckles. 
 
    The referee glanced toward Vlasi and Jedediah, first one and then the other before moving into the middle of the ring. The crowd grew more restless, their shifting and shuffling intermixed with catcalls and whistles. 
 
    We didn’t bother meeting in the center. I think the ref worried about collateral damage to himself, if he started with us out. The man blew his whistle and stepped to the side of the ring, out of our way. 
 
    Street fighting was open in a way even MMA wasn’t. Even rabbit punches were tolerated where a fighter got in tight with his opponent and then pummeled the back of his head. Highly illegal in most arenas, not so much in street fighting. 
 
    Sergio stepped forward, his grin turning into a more menacing twist. 
 
    I curled my upper lip. Two people were going to enjoy this fight very much. Both were in the ring and both couldn’t wait to get started. 
 
    I stepped forward, flexing my back muscles as I tucked my chin. Whoever got the first knuckle crack in was going to have a distinct advantage. 
 
    I intended that to be me. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    “You have to get me back in there. Guys, please.” I moved toward the doors and Gunner and Brock blocked me, moving to head me off. 
 
    They were bigger than me by a solid sixty pounds each. No matter what I did, they would be able to stop me. What I had to do was convince them to let me do what I needed to. 
 
    Brock ducked down, his eyes hard to make out with his back to the lights of the club and the night sky covered with clouds. He spoke calmly. “Look, Gray, you can’t go in there. They want your blood. They think Sonya’s killer is the girl who fought her last week – that’s the people who know she’s dead. The ones who don’t care if they hurt you in revenge, who want to hurt you.” He knitted his eyebrows. “Do you understand that?” 
 
    I inhaled, my nostrils widening with my breath. “I get more than you think I do. I’m not an idiot. But do you understand what’s going to happen in there? Stryker is going to fight to the death. We can’t allow that. Either he is going to die or he’s going to kill someone else.” Why weren’t they panicking like I was? Was I the only sane person left in the world? Why was a death match even okay? I knew it was illegal, but it wouldn’t be talked about outside of the Russian circles or those of us who were present. 
 
    For Stryker’s fight, I had to be there. I needed to see it. He needed me to see it, whether he knew it or not. 
 
    Was I broken or something? Since when did I need permission to do anything? I lifted my gaze from where it had fallen unseeingly to the ground and I squinted at the two Jamesons. “I don’t need your permission. You can’t stop me from going in there.” I knew they could, but I hoped they wouldn’t. 
 
    Gunner glanced at Brock, shaking his head. “We can’t be seen.” 
 
    “We can go in the back. There’s a place above the offices we can watch from a window.” I pointed toward a hidden ladder to the top that I’d used when I first found The Pike and watched the fights before I’d gotten in on my own. 
 
    Bruce had once told me the ladder was in place for when stray cats got stuck up there or in case Jedediah needed to escape a bad gambling shark or something. He always had Plan Bs and other things in the background. 
 
    Brock and Gunner followed my finger with their gazes. They glanced at each other and then reached for my arms as if I needed to be dragged between them. 
 
    I shook them off, making myself walk to the ladder behind the bushes in the rocks without help. I would never get them to let me do things on my own, if I couldn’t walk or climb a ladder on my own. 
 
    A surge in the crowd’s applause and screaming pushed through the walls. I glanced at Gunner as I reached for the first rung, my fingers aching with the cold. A renewed sense of urgency powered through me, giving me the strength to climb the metal pipe rungs. 
 
    If the crowd was cheering, then someone was fighting and someone else was getting beaten. 
 
    At the top of the roof, I glanced down. Wincing at the sudden cloud of dizziness, I swayed to the side and Brock pushed me straight. We were only up about twelve feet, but it might as well have been thirty. 
 
    “Come on, you can do this.” Brock pushed on my back, egging me forward. 
 
    I could do it. He was right. I needed to get my head straight. I tucked my chin and nodded, pulling myself fully onto the flat roof. I strode forward, bracing both hands on the sturdy wall beside the dirty windows that faced inward. Gunner came up beside me and spit on the glass, wiping at it with his sleeve. 
 
    We crowded around, staring intently through the small circle of clarity Gunner had provided. 
 
    The lights were bright and centered on the dirty gray canvas. I’d never really noticed how seedy and back-alley the club fights were. 
 
    Stryker and Sergio Ivanovs circled each other in the center of the ring like bantam roosters getting ready to spur. Sergio laughed, the tendons in his neck straining as he yelled something at Stryker. 
 
    Stryker didn’t react, keeping his guard up and his steps measured. 
 
    A split second passed and then Sergio lunged forward, striking out with a left jab and following with a right hook. Stryker side-stepped the attack, bringing his foot to step behind Sergio’s rear heel and slamming the older man in the chest. 
 
    Sergio moved backward as if to absorb the hit, but he tripped on Stryker’s foot and he stumbled. 
 
    Stryker pulled back, waiting to attack again until Sergio regained his footing. Standing, Sergio motioned with his bare hands for Stryker to come at him again. 
 
    “Bare hands? They’re bare knuckle fighting?” That was even rougher than street fighting. We hadn’t yet embraced it in eastern Washington yet, but it was there, everywhere you looked to watch fights on television or the internet. 
 
    I tried to control my breathing but Stryker’s controlled fighting just might lose to Sergio’s chaotic wailing. He threw more haymakers than I’d ever seen and long red lines stretched across Stryker’s arms after Sergio blatantly scratched him. 
 
    Stryker never flinched, as if he didn’t feel what was being done to him. 
 
    “He’s getting pissed.” Brock breathed, the sentence only adding to the tension on the roof. 
 
    I swallowed, never looking away from the fight. “How can you tell? He looks completely calm to me.” There was a fire in his eyes that I could see from where I stood. 
 
    Gunner pointed a finger as if we dissected a fighter on the television. “See how he drops his left leg back into more of a cross than an L?” I nodded and he continued. “He’s gearing up for an uppercut. He’ll pivot in, do a cut, and then swing back around and slam the guy in the kidney. More than once. Stryker won’t attack a head with dirty punches, but kidney shots are fair game.” 
 
    I held my breath and watched as Stryker did exactly as Gunner described. 
 
    The power rippling through his muscles mesmerized me. I wanted to reach out and run my fingers over his skin. He twisted and delivered one, two, three punches to Sergio’s kidney while the man tried to recover from the jaw attack. He shook to the side, pushing Stryker from him. 
 
    As Stryker moved into position for another attack a cracking sound split through the milieu of the crowd. The onlookers paused, looking around in confusion. 
 
    Sergio fell to the ground, his arm bouncing as his weight forced the ring floor to spring him back. I blinked. What was happening? 
 
    Stryker spun around, looking for something I couldn’t see. I scanned the room as well, unable to identify what it was he wanted to find. 
 
    Another crack followed the first and Stryker fell to the canvas on top of Sergio in a slump. 
 
    My scream broke through the spell of the mass of fighting fans. Gasps and cries thundered with yelling as people pushed and shoved from their seats to get to the exits. 
 
    I slammed my hands on the glass. “Stryker! Gunner, Brock, help him! Stryker! Oh, my hell, no!” I hit the glass again and again, not noticing as the single pane gave way under my palm and splintered into a hundred pieces. 
 
    A jagged corner scraped across my palm and Brock pulled me back. He held my hand up, shaking his head as he dropped a sympathetic gaze down to my face. “Gray, you have to stop.” 
 
    I sagged back into his and Gunner’s arms. They willingly supported me, cradling me as my body refused to do anything worthwhile. My sobs ripped from me, having nothing to do with my own injuries or the slight amount of blood dripping from my hand. “He’s shot. He… Is he dead?” My words ended on a whisper as I cried, sharp demanding gasps pulling from deep inside me. 
 
    Both of them had been shot. It couldn’t have been at just Sergio or just Stryker. Why wasn’t it me? It was supposed to be me. 
 
    I gasped again, trying to drag in enough oxygen to keep me from passing out. Or enough to make me pass out. 
 
    “Come on, we need to get out of here.” Brock seemed to only want to run. I needed to be down there with Stryker. He needed someone. He needed me. 
 
    Why did I care so much? Why was it such a big deal? He was probably dead. I had to distance myself from the situation or I wouldn’t be able to function normally ever again. 
 
    I numbly followed Gunner to the ladder while Brock brought up the rear. Gunner seemed lost in thought as he turned to climb down the rungs. He glanced at me, opening his mouth slightly before shutting it and going down. 
 
    I reached out, stopping his descent as I studied his expression. “What? What are you thinking?” Something was there and he didn’t seem worried. I was willing to cling to anything for hope that Stryker was okay, even if it was a quizzical expression of his cousin’s. 
 
    Gunner kept his voice down, glancing at Brock behind me and to the side and then back at me. He leaned up and his forehead wrinkled with thought. “A death match is usually fast with both fighters moving in aggressively, agreed?” He waited for us to nod. “Stryker looked almost bored, like he was pushing Sergio around, trying to get him into position for something. Then…” Gunner trailed off, staring at me and Brock as if he wasn’t sure he sounded crazy or not. 
 
    “Go on. What’s the then?” I tilted my head down, anxious to hear more. These guys knew each other. What someone else didn’t notice, they would pick up without a second thought. 
 
    “He didn’t dive to the floor after the first shot. Isn’t that what we were trained to do when he heard the sound of an unsilenced .22?” He was speaking to Brock who I saw nod from my peripheral vision. 
 
    “So, he was trying to get shot?” That didn’t make sense. Why did Stryker want to die? 
 
    “Shot… yes. But I don’t think he was trying to get killed. I think he was waiting for his turn.” Gunner inhaled and shook his head. “Come on. The pieces will come together. We just need to figure it out.” 
 
    I could feel the pain in my palm starting to burn. The longer I stood there, the less likely it was I would be able to get down on my own. 
 
    I turned, noticing half-distractedly the dark red blood drops shining on the roof. Was I bleeding that badly? It all seemed abstract compared to what I’d just seen. Nothing was real. How could it be? 
 
    How could Stryker have just been shot? 
 
    How would they cover this up? 
 
    The Pike wouldn’t be considered a safe spot again and I didn’t want that for Jedediah. I didn’t what that for anyone. I climbed down the ladder; certain things were about to get worse before they could possibly get better. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Someone grabbed me, rolling my body to the side. I kept my eyes closed as my shoulder blades hit the canvas. 
 
    When Vlasi had offered the shooting as a way out of the death match which would guarantee Sergio’s death and clear me from any recourse, I’d wanted to balk. But my rational side understood it was the only way to guarantee my survival. That was if Vlasi’s guy was a good shot. 
 
    Burning in my upper shoulder confirmed I wasn’t dying, but the wound hurt like a bitch. I kept my teeth clenched tight to muffle any groans that might try to escape. 
 
    My head flopped to the side when someone nudged me to get across to Sergio. I opened my eyes enough to peek through my lashes, finding Sergio staring at me from dead eyes. There was no reflection in them, like dull glass. His mouth was partially open and a small circle above his left eye left no doubt where he’d been shot. 
 
    The shooter really had been a crack shot to get Sergio in the head and me in the shoulder – the very top at that. 
 
    Someone said something in Russian. Hands reached past me, tugging and pulling on Sergio’s inert body. A low voice moved beside me, murmuring in my direction as they pulled at my arm. “Come on, Jameson. We gotta get you outta here.” 
 
    The number of EMTs grew from three to about ten, all of them focused on Sergio and all of them speaking some form of Russian I couldn’t understand. Something in my gut said they weren’t EMTs, at least not in the traditional sense. 
 
    Bruce hooked his hands under my armpits. “This might hurt. Sorry.” He slid me across the floor, out from under the ministering medics.  
 
    Cameras flashed and people still screamed as the last few stragglers worked their way free from the club. 
 
    I bit my tongue, tasting copper as I drew blood to keep my pain internally locked away. 
 
    “Hey, we need to stabilize his neck. Stop moving him.” A guttural accent accompanied the words. 
 
    Bruce grunted, motioning toward me, a soft breeze waving over me with his movements. “This one’s dead. I have to get him off the canvas before more blood spreads. He’ll be right here, if you need him.” 
 
    From behind my lashes, I held my breath, watching as the man seemed to want to check me for himself. 
 
    Bruce looked past him and pointed. “Is the other guy still alive? Maybe I should check on him instead of this one.” Bruce moved as if to pass by me. 
 
    The man held up his hands, shaking his head as he backed away. “No need. We’ve got him under control. Move that one to the side of the mat and we’ll grab him on our way out.” His voice faded as he turned back to the fallen Russian. They would do whatever they could to contain the shooting. 
 
    Disposing of my body was just one service they would offer free of charge. 
 
    Bruce returned to his position, digging his thick fingers into the muscle under my arms as he tugged, harder and longer. We reached the edge of the ring and he climbed through the ropes. His head above me, he looked around, then flipped me onto my stomach. 
 
    I grunted with the sudden movement I hadn’t been prepared for. I’d taken a couple hits to my chest and face and slapping onto the rough flooring didn’t help them feel any better. 
 
    “Suck it up, son. This next part is going to be worse.” Bruce moved under me and then I was slung over his broad shoulder, bent at the waist as I hung unceremoniously over his back. He hooked his arm behind my knees to hold me in place as he hiked from the club space. 
 
    If I’d been in a less precarious position of being found alive, I would have thrown up. A man at the door stopped us. I clenched my stomach and held my breath. 
 
    “Where are you going with that one?” The Russian didn’t mince words as he stood beside us. 
 
    “That guy up there told me to take the body to the bus. Did you want him?” Bruce swung to the side as if to drop me off at the guy’s feet. 
 
    “What’s his name?” There was no doubt he meant me. 
 
    “Stryker Jameson. Just a kid.” Bruce’s regret was palpable and if I really was dead, I might feel flattered. 
 
    “Go on.” The man waved us on, his lack of empathy more poignant than Bruce’s words. 
 
    Bruce ambled on, like I was heavy and he hadn’t just manhandled me like I weighed nothing. Outside the door, he picked up the pace and the weightless feeling hit me. 
 
    A light mist coated my back, leaving a chill where the mugginess of the club had been. In seconds, Bruce deposited me in the back of a truck, the rough lining reminiscent of a textured rubberized coating. 
 
    He pulled a tarp over me, tucking the edges in around me before closing the tailgate. “Stay down. It’s not going to be a soft ride. My suspension is out. But I’ll get you where you need to be. Hang on.” His words could have been muttered to himself they were so low. 
 
    I heard them and I didn’t even bother adjusting myself. If it was going to be a bumpy ride, I’d better save my energy for surviving that. 
 
    Where had Gray gone? Had Gunner and Brock gotten her out? I didn’t want her to see what I’d been willing to do. Dirty shots like the kidney punches weren’t highlights of my fighting career. I knew Gray would understand, but I didn’t want to put her in the position that she’d have to try. 
 
    I blinked as the shakes hit me. Adrenaline wearing off left a person feeling like they were coming off a drug high. Taking long slow breaths, I focused on my feet, my legs, up my hips, and into my back. I ignored the burn in my shoulder and the sensation of scrapes in my knuckles. Bruises would show the next day or so, marking where I’d taken the brunt of Sergio’s anger. My muscles would be stiff from the force I’d used to get my own frustrations across. 
 
    The truck started up and shifted into gear. The transmission screamed as it moved into reverse. I jostled to the side, losing more skin on the rough texture of the lining. 
 
    I reached out, pulling the tarp around me tighter, trying to protect as much of my flesh as I could. If I could wedge myself against a sidewall, in the corner, I wouldn’t move as much and could maybe save myself some unnecessary pain. Sliding across that liner would be like rubbing against a cheese grater. 
 
    I rolled when he hit a corner after shifting into drive. I couldn’t see where I was going with the blue tarp across my face, but when I hit my uninjured shoulder against the side, I sighed in relief. Okay, I could work with that. 
 
    Ignoring more scrapes, I wiggled my hips and arms until I was in the corner of the bottom of the bed and the side. If I could hold my position, I’d fare the ride better. If only. 
 
    As we drove further and further from town, I recognized the smell of the woods in a rain storm. The tarp rustled in the wind, hiding any sounds of possible rain that might be able to make its way into the bed. 
 
    The tires of the truck ground gravel into gravel and I caught my breath. Had he taken me to the mines? 
 
    If Dominick was looking for me, he’d check the mines last, believing they weren’t open on the weekends. He’d check my nana’s house and even the Asher rental, believing I’d go there. 
 
    Just because I’d handled the Russian problem, didn’t mean Dominick was taken care of. He’d promised to finish me off. I could only assume he would do whatever it took to make good on his promise. 
 
    The truck stopped and I waited for Bruce to give me the okay to climb out. 
 
    “Okay, Stryker, get out. This is as far as I can take you. I can’t get caught this way.” Bruce didn’t need to tell me twice. 
 
    I threw off the tarp, tucking it back under the lip of the truck bed before climbing out over the tailgate. I slapped my hand on the back and waved, hoping he understood my gratitude with the small gestures. 
 
    He nodded as he drove off, the tires spinning rocks behind him in a mini-rooster tail. 
 
    I turned toward the tunnel opening. The door had been wedged open an inch, blocked from closing all the way by a broken brick piece – a sign from my cousins that they were inside. We always left the brick if it was us. That way we would know if someone else had made their way inside. 
 
    The rain was more of a drizzle in north Idaho. I wiped my hand down my face, sluicing the gathering water from my skin. Following the lines of my chest, I disposed of the rain, hoping not to drip everywhere when I got inside. 
 
    Slipping through the door, I kicked the brick out of the doorway and shut the automatic locking panel in place. For a split second, I leaned against the door, half-closing my eyes as the enormity of the last few hours hit me like a caving tunnel. 
 
    When the door registered as locked, the lights slowly brightened down the hall, another security measure we had in place. Our factory made a lot of money and we had to protect our assets – both the people and the product. 
 
    I limped forward, determined to eradicate the limp by the time I got to the inner rooms. Gunner and Brock wouldn’t see me as weak, but if they’d done what I asked, Gray would be there. I couldn’t have her thinking of me as anything but strong, a leader. 
 
    I shook the pain out of my legs, the stiffness from the ride in the back of the truck. Feet from the offices, I could make out Gunner and Brock arguing and my name mentioned. 
 
    Grinning, I pushed through the doorway. “You guys fighting over me? We can’t have that.” I winked, taking in the scene as Brock and Gunner turned to face me, relief erasing the tension from their expressions. 
 
    Soft, petite fingers touched my arm and I whirled, on edge. 
 
    Gray looked up at me, her blue eyes wide as she studied me. She traced her fingers up my arm as she searched my face, then my neck, then moved her gaze down to my shoulders. She gasped when she saw my injury. 
 
    I turned my head, glancing down at the slight abrasion on my shoulder that wasn’t deeper than half an inch. The bullet had taken skin and muscle with it, but the wound would heal easily. I didn’t even need to go to a hospital.  
 
    The rain though had taken the blood seeping from the wound and sent it in rivulets down my chest and back, projecting the bright red of a fresh wound. 
 
    I looked back at her, shaking my head as she raised worried eyes to mine. “No. It’s fine. I promise.” 
 
    She didn’t look like she believed me, dropping her exploratory hand to her side as if she were worried she might hurt me. How did I tell her that losing her touch hurt more than if she were to dig her nails into the bullet wound? Could I tell her that and keep my pride? 
 
    Her pallor hadn’t improved, but at least I could guarantee she wouldn’t be hurt anymore as long as she was with me. I inspected her, too, my gaze raking over her as if I could drink her in. 
 
    “We aren’t sure what happened. Is Sergio dead?” Brock glanced past me, as if checking for anyone else. 
 
    I nodded, moving to sit in one of the chairs in the conference room. “Yeah, he’s gone. I’m not sure how much they’re going to cover up. The shooting was… planned and yet almost of out of nowhere. I had no idea when it was going to happen. Do you know who shot?” I wanted Gray to sit on my lap and rest her head on my shoulder, if only to get my hands on her, but I wasn’t sure what she’d gone through while she was held by Blaze. Pushing her for information on her captivity in front of Gunner and Brock wasn’t appropriate or fair. 
 
    Gunner sighed, nodding as he moved to stand by the wall. “I knew you were acting weird, like you knew what was happening.” He pinched his fingers over the bridge of his nose and stood with his back to me. “But no. We have no idea who the shooter was.” 
 
    I was touched that they’d worried about me. I got it. Opening my mouth for more questions, I paused when Gunner’s phone rang. 
 
    He snapped his eyes toward mine over his shoulder. He pulled out the phone from his pocket and glanced at the screen. “It’s our uncle.” 
 
    I nodded, giving him permission to speak when he didn’t really need it. 
 
    He swiped the screen and moved to sit down at the table across from me. Lifting the phone to his ear, he answered. “Yeah.” You couldn’t blame us for being cocky. 
 
    Gunner’s eyes shot from the table to my face and he cocked his head. “Yes, sir, I didn’t know he was there. Yes. Are you sure, sir? Okay, sir. Thank you.” He added a choked-up sound to the end of his words. “Yes, sir, we’ll head right over.” He hung up and stared at me. 
 
    “He thinks Stryker’s dead?” Brock moved to lean on the table, staring between Gunner and myself. 
 
    Gunner grinned. “Yeah, but he wants to see us. It sounds like he has some kind of task for us to do. I think he just wants to make sure we’re going to fall into line now that he thinks the eldest is dead.” 
 
    Brock glanced from me to Gray. “Are you going to be okay here? Do you need us to stay?” But he wasn’t asking me, he was asking Gray what she needed. 
 
    The shift in dynamics was subtle but I caught it as Brock had dropped his guard against the Asher girl. He was going to protect her against anyone and anything, even over my needs. 
 
    I wasn’t mad at all. In fact, I liked the thought that she had more than just me worrying about her. As long as he didn’t want to sleep with her, I was fine with their connection. 
 
    She nodded, keeping her eyes on Brock as she stayed where I’d left her. I couldn’t help thinking maybe she’d made out with Brock now. The girl made her way around the family. Who was next? Obviously, she didn’t want me. Maybe she’d go for Dominick before me. 
 
    “We’ll be fine. Get back as soon as you can.” My frustration wasn’t easy to hide, not that I tried. 
 
    I was tired and not in the mood to deal with jealousy over Gray – again. I couldn’t help glancing at Gunner, wondering just how much they’d picked up after I’d left. No matter what Gunner said, I saw Gray and knew she was attractive. How could anyone say no to her? 
 
    “Get into the bunker in case any of the weekend workers get in before we get back. It’s past eleven.” Brock stood, pushing a side button on the wall and waiting for the recessed door to open. “And get that mess cleaned up.” He referred to my wound, but I was watching Gray as she saw the door open. 
 
    Gray gave a mini gasp and sudden pride flooded me. Yeah, we did pretty well and we had situations in place to even protect ourselves. Seeing it through a newcomer’s eyes left me impressed as well. 
 
    I followed behind Gray as she limped into the room. She’d been hurt and I hadn’t had a chance to ask her what she’d survived. Would she open up to me? 
 
    The bunker-style apartment was well-lit and contained. A set of beds set up like bunks lined the wall to the right. Opposite the bunks with their crisp sheets and tightly tucked blankets, a kitchenette offered a modest sized fridge, a four-burner stove, and a single oven. More things had been stored in practical places behind cabinet doors. 
 
    A table with four chairs manned the floor closest to the entrance and we walked by as Gray leaned on the doorjamb and then moved to trailing her fingers on the chair back nearest her. 
 
    It wasn’t until I glanced down at her hand and saw purplish marks lining her wrist that I stopped her by grabbing the loose material of the sweatshirt at her elbow. 
 
    She stopped and turned, something in her eyes begging me not to ask, not yet. 
 
    Gunner and Brock called out their goodbyes and the door slid shut. 
 
    If I didn’t ask right then, I’d never get another chance. If I didn’t ask and get her talking, I’d long to touch her. That would never do if I didn’t know what she was dealing with mentally. 
 
    Just what had she been through? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I was alone with Stryker. 
 
    That wasn’t something I was ready for. I glanced around the impressive bunker with its tight spaces and I realized how long it had been since I’d had a shower. Biting my lower lip, I glanced at Stryker who hadn’t stopped staring at me with an enigmatic expression on his face. “Does this place have a shower?” 
 
    His gaze darkened more, but he nodded. “Hold on.” He moved to the side wall beside the beds I hadn’t looked too closely at and pushed on a side handle I hadn’t noticed, thinking it was part of the design for aesthetics. 
 
    The door slid open and a bathroom ten feet by ten feet  was revealed. Stryker motioned me inside, pointing toward various items as he spoke. “The water is flash heated, so you won’t run out of hot water. There are some shampoos and conditions in there.” He shook his head. “They’re more male products than girls, sorry about that.” 
 
    “I just want a shower. It’s… been a while.” I didn’t want to focus on what I’d been through. I didn’t even want to talk about what he’d been through, though as I let my gaze travel down the length of his chest, I couldn’t help seeing more evidence of what had happened. 
 
    My cheeks flushed at the heat flooding my lower body as I took in the planes and lines of his body. Everything was on display that wasn’t covered by the silky black shorts. 
 
    I motioned lamely toward his shoulder and then moved past him to the sink. A collection of small blue washcloths had been stacked neatly beside the sink next to bottles of soaps, lotions, and salves. “Here, let’s clean you up first. Then I’ll get a shower.” I turned on the sink faucet, getting the top cloth wet before ringing it out. 
 
    I turned, inhaling quickly at how close Stryker had moved. I swallowed; more nervous he could smell me than anything. 
 
    Watching his face, I reached up with the cloth and moved the material around the wound, careful not to touch it directly at first. I scrubbed at the blood stains on his skin and the little patches of dirt around the shot. Shaking my head, I moved around his side to clean it up from behind. 
 
    I let my gaze rove over the muscles of his back and as I ran the cloth around his wound and then down his shoulder blade, I continued moving the wet square in my hands. I moved it across his back, the muscles tensing and rippling as I moved, entrancing me. I went lower, my hand following the indent of his waist with the cloth and I caught a glimpse of goose bumps on his arms. 
 
    I’d taken it too far and I knew it. But did he know it? Did he know blood and dirt weren’t all over his body or could he guess that I had no business touching him like I was? 
 
    Suddenly shy, I backed up, and realized we faced the mirror and I could just barely see past his shoulder into the glass. Our eyes met. 
 
    He knew. He knew I couldn’t stop touching him. Had he seen my face as I’d watched the cloth move across his skin? My stomach clenched as I realized I’d touched him more than he’d wanted or asked. 
 
    I cleared my throat again. I wasn’t used to being nervous around guys. The feeling didn’t sit well with me. I stepped around him, rinsing the cloth in the water, hoping he saw the dirt and blood as it rinsed into the white bowl. 
 
    Breathing became difficult as the pressure of the tension between us grew stronger. Did he feel it, too? Did his heart pound when I was near? Or was that all me? Was the attachment one-sided? I could handle it, if it was, so long as he didn’t know how I felt. 
 
    Something in my nerve endings told me he knew – that everyone knew – about how I craved him. That just made the embarrassment stronger. 
 
    “Gray.” Just the one word spoken in a husky whisper made me close my eyes. 
 
    If I looked at him, standing behind me with his shirt off, I wasn’t sure what I would do. Not that I didn’t want to touch him. Not that I didn’t want to be touched. But it had been a week since I’d had any control over where I peed or showered, or anything. I needed to wash myself and good. I had to scrub away the remnants of Dominick’s touch and Blaze’s beatings. 
 
    I shook my head, but kept my eyes closed. Not right now. I wanted to beg him to understand in that moment. Not right then. Please. But I kept my eyes closed and leaned forward imperceptibly away from him. He had to leave. I had to clean up. I had to fix what I could. 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone.” His voice was as close to normal as he could get it under the circumstances. 
 
    I however might never be normal again. The door slid shut and I released my breath on a whoosh. Reaching up, I unzipped the sweatshirt and draped it over the toilet seat, followed by the pants. 
 
    I didn’t want to wear the sports bra or the shorts. Ever again. A small garbage can under the sink beckoned and I stripped off the offending pieces of clothing and tossed them in. 
 
    I stood there in my nakedness and glanced in the mirror, wincing at the sight of the purples, blues, reds, and greenish-yellows that mottled my skin. There were more bruises and abrasions than there was creamy peach flesh. From my collarbones down, my body was a topical map of beatings. 
 
    No wonder I hurt. 
 
    I moved to the shower, sighing as I turned the water to hot and then climbed in. The heat was instant and I reveled in it as I adjusted the temperature to my liking. 
 
    Scrubbing my hair and skin could have been a religious experience. I could feel the hell of the last week rinse away with the soap and shampoo. There were no razors in the stall, but that was fine. I wasn’t a particularly hairy girl and could usually go weeks at a time without shaving my underarms or my legs and still be fairly hair free. 
 
    I could run my hands over my skin and not feel grit or grease which removed a huge amount of my insecurities. 
 
    I didn’t smell like pee or body odor anymore and that made me so much more comfortable. I even allowed myself a few minutes of standing in the hot spray as I relished the water pounding on my muscles. Everything hurt, but at least I was clean. 
 
    After a few minutes of indulgence, I turned off the water and climbed out, using a towel from the stack in a recessed shelf to the side of the toilet. 
 
    Wrapping the thick, plush towel around me, I inhaled, grateful to smell anything but my captivity. 
 
    I could probably sleep for a few days, now that I was a bit more stable and not being held prisoner by Blaze. I was safe. I could feel I was safe and that meant the world to me. 
 
    I pulled the borrowed sweats back on, grateful they had a clean feel that the bra and shorts didn’t have. I glanced in the mirror and grimaced. It didn’t matter how I adjusted the sweatshirt; you could see my braless state clearly through the hanging material. Lovely. 
 
    A toothbrush rested on the shelf beneath the mirror and I borrowed it, using a brand-new tube of toothpaste to help get the taste of vomit and stress out of my mouth. 
 
    Feeling like a new person, albeit one without a bra and very aware of that fact, I turned off the light and left the bunker, running my fingers through my thick, wet hair. I really wanted to relax, just melt away from the anxiety of the last week and forget who I was for just a few hours. 
 
    The lights had been dimmed to where only one side light shone down on the kitchenette sink, the light diffusing as it spread through the bunker. 
 
    For a moment, I couldn’t locate Stryker. He climbed down from the middle bunk and glanced me over, his eyes noticeably pausing at my chest. Without missing a beat, he motioned toward the bathroom. “Are you finished in there? I need one.” 
 
    My mouth suddenly dry, I nodded and blinked as he walked past, closing the door behind him. 
 
    I slapped my hand to my forehead and moved toward the lower bunk. I wasn’t in any condition to climb up to the top of the three and Stryker had clearly claimed the middle. 
 
    We hadn’t talked yet, both of us acting like we hadn’t fought the last time we’d seen each other. Both of us skirting the issues and the barbed-wire tension tripping us up. 
 
    I had a feeling the only way to dissipate the tension was to either get away from him, or screw the daylights out of him. I wasn’t sure if either option was realistic right then. Both had their terrifying features and I wasn’t above considering the possibilities. 
 
    I pulled the sheets back from their tucked in positions and slid my feet into their cool depths. I hadn’t slept or sat on anything but hard floor, hard chairs, and a hard metal bench-style seat in a van in a week. My muscles felt like they had turned to jello and I let my head rest solidly on the pillow tucked under the bottom sheet. What an interesting concept and one I didn’t hate. I actually liked that the pillow stayed in place, even as I wiggled around to get the pressure off parts of me I hadn’t known were sore. 
 
    I couldn’t hear the water running with the bathroom carved into the rock of the cave. I couldn’t prepare myself for when he was coming out. I couldn’t do much without a warning. Heat flushed through me again at the thought of him standing in the shower – where I’d been – naked.  
 
    Let me rethink that… I’d been naked in there as well. 
 
    Suddenly overheated, I reached up to unzip the sweatshirt but stopped. I didn’t have anything on underneath and the last thing I needed was to lie there with my breasts hanging out. I suddenly wasn’t comfortable lying in bed, as if waiting for him to come out and join me. There was too much vulnerability as I lay there. 
 
    I swung my legs out of the sheets and placed my feet back on the painted concrete floor. The cool floor helped me control some of the desire raging through me. 
 
    I had to get things in hand. How embarrassing would it be for Gunner and Brock to show up and see me in that condition? I couldn’t even comprehend it. 
 
    Suddenly, the door to the bathroom opened and I inhaled sharply.  
 
    I couldn’t move from where I was. I had to sit there on the bed like I’d been expecting him. It wasn’t a couch, but I could act like it. 
 
    Stryker came out dressed in a pair of jeans that hung off his hips, revealing the indent of muscles at his waist and the muscles bulging around his spine. He padded across the floor, a towel looped around his neck, both ends hanging teasingly past his pectorals. 
 
    After a cleaning, a proper cleaning that didn’t involve me and a washcloth, his wounds looked less severe. At least that offered me some relief. 
 
    He brought up the end of a towel and rubbed at his still-damp hair, turning toward me. “Did you need anything?” 
 
    Yes. But I didn’t say it. I shook my head. “No, thanks.” I couldn’t demand what I wanted. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted. That area was not in my arsenal of expertise. I wouldn’t know how to ask for it, if I did. 
 
    Rather than pass me and climb up the end ladder to the middle bunk, Stryker grabbed a chair from the table and swung it into place where he faced me on the lower bunk from only two feet away. 
 
    The sudden proximity made me pull back. I couldn’t go anywhere without it being obvious I was running from him. My pride demanded I stay where I was. 
 
    Gripping the edge of the bunk, I kicked my feet back, crossing them at the ankle and leaning forward. I wouldn’t appear cowardly, no matter what. 
 
    Stryker sat, leaning back in the chair and crossing his arms over his chest. He let his legs sprawl in front of him, decimating the distance between us as his left leg came within inches of my own. 
 
    We stared at each other, accepting the challenge not to look away. 
 
    Without breaking eye contact, Stryker arched an eyebrow. “So, what happened last time? You started the fight on purpose, right?” The towel moved to the side as he scratched his neck, revealing a small white square that must have been a bandage. 
 
    I grabbed onto whatever bravado I had left and I lifted my chin. “Yeah, so what?” But that wasn’t enough, and I knew it. I couldn’t sit there any longer and I pushed myself from the edge of the bed, moving toward the end of the room opposite the door. I stopped by a posted list of inventories, unseeing the tightly typed font. 
 
    The chair creaked when he stood and I could feel him walking toward me, stalking me with his stealthy movements. 
 
    I whirled around, the wet ends of my hair beating against the back of my arm as it hit. He moved closer; his head tilted in such a way that he could see me every step. He was on guard in case I ran. I felt stalked, like a prey animal left out to pasture. 
 
    “So? So, what? Just so? That’s all you have to say to me?” He got closer and closer, the pull between us magnetic, almost painfully so. 
 
    I pushed away from him, moving backward until my back hit the wall behind me and I had nowhere else to go. I couldn’t run. I wouldn’t. I wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
    No, I was afraid of what he made me feel. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I pressed my lips together and crossed my arms, unintentionally pulling the material tight across my breasts. It was too late and I couldn’t undo it, so I left them as they were and watched as Stryker noticed it, too. 
 
    He moved the last bit between us and reached out, bracing his arms on either side of me and gazing down. From his position, he had the perfect view down the partially unzipped sweatshirt to see the cleavage I unwittingly created with my folded arms. 
 
    His eyes grew slumberous as he looked at me. Leaning on one arm, Stryker brought one finger under my chin and tilted my head back until he could stare into my eyes. My chest rose and fell with each breath. 
 
    “Ah, Gray, the question isn’t what do I want from you. The question is what don’t I want.” He left his mouth partially open just a bit and I couldn’t stop staring at the sensual curve of his lower lip, even as he followed the path of his finger with his eyes. 
 
    He traced the slope of my neck to the hollow between my collar bones. He paused there, as if feeling my pulse beat frantically against his touch. The warm tip of his finger slid lower down my chest, careful yet constant, slipping further and further, closer and closer to my cleavage. 
 
    Stryker raised his gaze to mine, holding me hostage in a way I didn’t want to escape. His finger dipped down into the shadow of my breasts and my breath hitched. He stopped and then slowly removed his fingers, the chill from their absence annoyingly obvious. 
 
    “Why do you keep bucking the line?” His eyes searched me, growing from desirous and gentle to angry. 
 
    “I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to do.” What did that mean? Right then, what exactly was I saying? 
 
    “I’m not saying you do.” He dropped his hand and turned away from me, unaware what the sight of his ass in his jeans did to my already cartwheeling stomach. 
 
    “Then what are you saying, Stryker?” I dropped my hands to my own sides, exasperated with the entire conversation and the way his touch made me feel. 
 
    He stopped walking, as if lost in thought. After ten seconds, he turned to me, his eyes intense. He closed the few feet back to me and grabbed my shoulders. “I want you out of my head. Get out of my head, Gray.” The last part was almost a plea. 
 
    I slapped my hands on his chest, the only thing I could reach from the pinned position he had me in. “You get out of mine!” 
 
    As if hearing what I said with his body, Stryker jolted and then slammed me to his chest, wrapping his fist in my hair and then tugging my head back. 
 
    With my neck exposed and my back bent over his arm, Stryker pressed his lips to mine. The electric connection could have blown me off my feet, if he wasn’t holding me in place. My legs weakened as our mouths danced and warred with each other, giving, taking, and giving again. 
 
    He delved the depths of me, giving me space to breathe and then taking it away. I could feel my blood pounding in my head and out to my nerve endings then rushing back in again. 
 
    Before I could sink to the floor in a puddle of longing, Stryker scooped me into his arms, his lips still pressed to mine, dancing in an age-old pairing that I neither questioned nor wanted to stop. We moved to the lower bunk, conveniently the only place to sit, if we didn’t want to perch on a table chair. 
 
    He pulled me on his lap as he sank onto the mattress, his touch intoxicating as he spread his hands across my back and down to my waist. 
 
    I ignored the tingles of pain where he hit spots that were injured. There was no room in that moment for pain. Just pleasure as his thumbs brushed my skin by slipping under the hem of the sweatshirt. His hands slid completely under the material and the warmth of our skin touching shocked my chilled flesh. Even the hot shower hadn’t been able to eradicate all of the cold. 
 
    Was it possible Stryker’s touch was going to do what nothing else had? 
 
    His fingers roamed upwards while he continued kissing me. My hands anchored around his neck as I held myself in place. I wasn’t sure what being ravaged looked like, but if it was anything like he was doing to me right then, I could be ravaged for a decade without pausing. 
 
    Then his fingers brushed the underswell of my breasts and I froze. My eyes snapped open and I jerked back from kissing, completing the disconnection. 
 
    Stryker paused, careful not to move further which left me in an awkward position as his hands were directly under my unrestrained breasts and I sat on his lap. 
 
    We stared into each other’s eyes and I realized the more I breathed, the closer my breasts got to his hands. That both intrigued and worried me. 
 
    Stryker tilted his head slightly to the side as he considered me. Then, his voice husky and broken, he asked, “Have you done this before?” 
 
    How did I answer when I had no idea what we were even doing? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    “Do what?” Acting stupid might be the only way I could save my pride. I’d made out with Blaze, but every time he’d gone to feel me up, I’d moved away from him, bothered by how focused he’d been on getting in my pants. 
 
    Stryker stared down at me, letting me avoid his gaze with patience until I raised my eyes to meet his gaze. He arched an eyebrow, leaving his hands still, his skin scorching me with every breath.  
 
    Was it wrong that I wanted him to move his fingers up just a little more? It felt wrong, but it also felt right. I was definitely in danger of getting in trouble with him. 
 
    “Gray, you know what we’re doing here.” He didn’t leave room for doubt and something in his tone triggered the hairs along the back of my neck to stand in awareness, much like my nipples pulled taut, threatening to rip through the sweatshirt to get to him.  
 
    My body strained for him. Something was wrong with me. People didn’t feel like that. I didn’t want to breathe as the tips of his fingers grazed the skin of my lower breasts. I stared up at him, parts of me I’d never really acknowledged before swollen and hot. 
 
    “Have you?” His eyes darkened as he lowered his gaze to my lips and then lower to take in my cleavage peeking from the zippered front. 
 
    “I’m… no. I haven’t.” Would his hands go up to cup me? I wanted to beg him to touch me, to make my body scream and to let it down slowly from the hungry high I was reaching. 
 
    Stryker closed his eyes as if he too were in pain. He slid his hands from my rib cage to my waist and leaned his forehead toward me until it rested carefully against mine. 
 
    Wait, what was going on? Why did he stop? I didn’t want him to stop. Had I not been clear? “I was saying I haven’t done it, not that I don’t want to.” I stared at him from the close proximity. 
 
    He gently turned his head to the side, rolling our faces away from each other and then lifting away from me. “No, it’s not that.” He sighed; the sound frustrated but controlled. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I wasn’t ashamed about being a virgin and inexperienced. It was just part of who I was, but I certainly didn’t plan on it making me undesirable. I shifted from his lap to the bunk he sat on. 
 
    I cleared my throat another time for the evening. I shook my head and stared down at my feet. “I… You don’t want me?” The question destroyed my pride and I couldn’t believe I was even asking. He wasn’t the only guy in the world. I could probably get Gunner or Brock, if I wanted. 
 
    But the disinterest from Stryker made me doubt my abilities. What if I wasn’t what I’d always thought? If he was seeking payback from kissing Gunner, he’d scored a point. He was winning. 
 
    “That’s not it.” Stryker rubbed his eyes, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “I don’t do virgins.” He wryly chuckled. “Do has dual meanings here.” 
 
    I couldn’t laugh. “You don’t do virgins? What in the ever-loving hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Stryker leaned my way, stretching out an arm to wrap around my shoulders. I dodged his touch, needing to keep my wits about me. He had a way of erasing my control and thoughts when he touched me. 
 
    I stood, pacing back and forth as I tried to figure out how I’d gone from melting on his lap to feeling every inch of the frigid prude I was rumored to be. Except… I was almost begging him for it. 
 
    “Gray, don’t be mad, okay? I just… it’s a mess with virgins. It would be even worse with you.” Stryker curved his lips like he was trying to smile, but his attempt faded when I snapped my gaze to his face and stared at him, shocked by his choice of words. 
 
    Did he have any idea what he’d just said? It would be worse to sleep with me than other virgins which he’d just declared to be off-limits. 
 
    I didn’t understand. How was it possible that I wanted him as badly as I did and yet… he didn’t want me? How was that fair? 
 
    The need to escape reared inside me and I spun, searching the bunker for a way out, a way to get distance between Stryker and myself. I needed to get away. I couldn’t believe I was stuck in that kind of a situation. 
 
    I gasped. Where had my easy breathing gone? I couldn’t breathe. Oh, shit, I blinked back tears. I didn’t want him to see my cry. I’d been through enough the last week. The last thing I needed was for Stryker to see me crying after he’d just rejected me. 
 
    Heat flushed my skin after I realized he didn’t want me and I was still in there. I unzipped the sweatshirt, desperate to get cooler. Desperate to get more control over myself. If I could cool off, maybe I could get myself in hand. 
 
    The sweatshirt fell down my arms and I leaned my head back, closing my eyes and breathing in my nose and out my mouth. 
 
    A muffled groan came from Stryker. 
 
    I turned toward him, curious what could get any kind of reaction out of him. He stared at me, my body bared from the lack of covering. I forgot about my missing bra and I reached up, covering the swells with an arm after whipping the sweatshirt from my wrist. “I…” 
 
    But he wasn’t trying to see my breasts as he inspected my skin, horror twisting his features. I dropped my gaze, trying to see what disgusted him so thoroughly. 
 
    The mottling on my skin looked better than it had before my shower. I had rid my body of the dirt and grime from my captivity. I looked so much better than I had. Why was he disgusted? 
 
    He moved slowly toward me, his eyes taking in the mosaic of bruises and scrapes on my body. Tenderness softened the lines around his eyes as he got closer, reaching out and tracing the lines of a boot-shaped bruise across my abdomen with the feather-light touch of sadness. “I’m so sorry. You should never have had to bear this.” 
 
    Uncomfortable with the pity when I wanted desire, I turned away, pulling the sweatshirt back up my body and fumbling with the zipper. “Whatever, it’s not a big deal, you know?” 
 
    “No. It is a big deal. Did they –″ His question was cut off as his phone buzzed on the table by the kitchen. He sliced his gaze back to mine and moved as if to ignore the call, but the next buzz felt more insistent, more knowing. 
 
    He strode to the table, his muscular back facing me. I shouldn’t have left the bra off. It hadn’t gotten me anything but trouble when all I wanted was a different kind of danger and emotion. 
 
    Stryker turned back toward me, holding his phone as he looked my way. “Gunner and Brock are going back to the house for the night. They’ll be here in the morning. They think they’re being followed.” 
 
    I nodded, more than aware that meant Stryker and I were alone for the rest of the night and he wasn’t going to touch me again. I blinked my frustration away. I needed sleep and I needed to feel safe. Both of which seemed a far-off dream at the moment. 
 
    Stryker set the phone down behind him on the table and moved to the door, checking the automatic locks before turning back to me. “I don’t think you should sleep alone tonight.” But there wasn’t hunger in his eyes as he studied me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not sure I can sleep anyway.” All the rest I’d gotten over the last week had been fuzzy and medically induced. While the drugs were wearing off, the pain in my limbs, muscles, abdomen, and torso had become more prominent. I realized just how much the drugs had actually helped me keep it somewhat together while under Blaze’s thumb. 
 
    The drugs had kept reality at bay. 
 
    “You need sleep. Come on.” Stryker moved toward me, stretching out an arm and wrapping it around my shoulders while turning me back to the bunks. 
 
    He set me down where we’d just been and then turned to the kitchenette. He dimmed the light even further until it was more like a soft night light, taking the edges off the darkness and causing more shadows that lacked both nightmarish traits and unnerving angles. 
 
    In fact, the only unnerving thing in that bunker was Stryker and he strode toward me with a determination in the set of his broad shoulders. 
 
    He ignored the ladder at the end of the bunks and pulled the blankets and sheets back on the bed I’d claimed. Leaving his jeans on and with a decidedly lacking shirt, he sat to my right and then laid down on the mattress, pressing his back tight against the wall behind him. 
 
    He patted the mattress in front of him where a surprising amount of room still was. “Come on, Lie down. I promise, you’ll sleep.” 
 
    Did he understand that I just wanted him to screw me unconscious? That’s it. Him holding me while we slept wasn’t going to make it easy for me to find rest.  
 
    But in the dim lighting that took a second to adjust to, I could see the rawness in his own eyes as he offered me solace. I wasn’t sure how to define the expression in his features. All I know is how much I ached to console him as well. 
 
    I laid down, setting my head on his arm, keeping the rest of me inches from his body, almost on the front edge of the bed. 
 
    Stryker huffed a slight laugh, grabbing my hip albeit gently and tugging me back until my rear hit his lap and my back was pulled tight to his chest. 
 
    “You’re going to try to kill me in my sleep, aren’t you?” His voice was soft and rumbly and his chest vibrated against my back as he spoke. 
 
    “Probably.” I yawned, surprised at how warm his body was. I bent my legs and my feet hit his lower calves and I jerked my legs forward. 
 
    “Whoa, your toes are cold. Get them on my legs. You won’t sleep, if you’re cold.” Stryker slid his right arm around my waist and pulled the blankets and sheets up around my shoulders. He then let his arm drape like an extra set of ribs around me, snugging me against him. 
 
    Carefully, I moved my feet back to rest on the skin of his ankles that were exposed from the jeans. The material must have ridden up. 
 
    The chill of the concrete where I’d been most of the last week didn’t want to let go, but I could fee Stryker’s body heat fighting the residual cold. With his muscle supporting my head and his large hands dangling by my stomach, I actually felt safe. 
 
    My eyelids grew heavier and before I knew it, I was sleeping against the body of a guy I wanted to be naked with. 
 
    I have to admit, I slept hard. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Stryker 
 
      
 
    I was hard most of the night. I had to wear jeans to bed to keep things from alarming her or making her think I was going to jump her. 
 
    I couldn’t get the image of her bruised body out of my head. The dirt on her wrists and upper chest had covered up the real extent of her injuries. Tenderness toward Gray had swallowed up the absolute hate and need for revenge against Blaze and anyone else who might have contributed to the marking of her body. 
 
    As we lie there in the dark, with my arms wrapped around her body, I swore revenge. No matter who it was or what they could do in retaliation. I was going to torture them in return.  
 
    Gray was small in my arms and surprisingly, falling asleep with her safe in my arms was easier than I expected after a week of constantly looking for her, worrying about what was happening to her, along with the events of the evening. 
 
    I wasn’t sore or hurt from the fight with Sergio, but I could feel the tightness in my muscles from the shock around being shot. Even the flesh wound had done a number. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still as we slept through the night. No sun rising to let us know of the passing of time or even to let us know when morning did actually try to make an appearance. 
 
    No, when I woke up, I found Gray had turned around, pressing her face against my bare chest and wrapping her own arms around me. Our legs were intertwined and my chin rested on her head. 
 
    I stared toward the dim light in the kitchen and imperceptibly tightened my hold around her. She was safe. She wasn’t going to be in danger again. I’d taken care of the Russians and Vlasi had been extremely grateful. Blaze would answer for his actions. I just had to come up with a plan that wouldn’t implicate me or my cousins. 
 
    With some sleep on-board, my thoughts felt more controlled, more precise. 
 
    Holding Gray couldn’t have been what woke me. 
 
    I searched the room for anything that might have shifted and my gaze landed on the small security box to the left of the bunks hanging on the opposite wall. The green light that had been a constant glow throughout the evening and indicated everything was locked up tight had shifted to a blinking red one. 
 
    That didn’t necessarily mean the tunnel was under attack, but it did mean that the doors were opened and we weren’t alone anymore. 
 
    I’d turned the locks on the bunker to manual last night before turning back to get in bed. When they were set to automatic, anyone could open them – inside or outside the bunker. 
 
    On manual, I ensured only Gray or myself could open them, making us even safer inside the tunnels. Brock and Gunner didn’t have their keys, opting instead to leave them there in case Dominick followed them or got the keys from them. 
 
    The red light most likely meant my cousins were back and Gray and I had slept longer than I’d thought. 
 
    I carefully extricated myself from Gray’s arms, slipping from the bunk and reaching down to adjust my morning wood as I quietly padded to the table. My phone blinked with multiple notifications. 
 
    Gunner and Brock messaged last saying they were in the outer office and I needed to let them in. 
 
    I grinned, moving to the door and pushing some buttons. I opened the panel, motioning to my cousins to come in while pressing a finger to my lips for quiet. 
 
    Gunner shot a glance around the bunker, taking in Gray’s sleeping form on the bottom bunk. He didn’t grin at me, like I’d hoped. Instead he whispered, “You both still have clothes on.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, surprised at the comment. “Yeah, we just slept. She’s a virgin.” They didn’t say anything, just gave me glances of pity. They knew my stance and what that would do to my chances with Gray – claimed or not. We took our spots at the table, each of us looking at each other and then taking our own sneak peeks in the direction of Gray as if checking to make sure she was still there and still asleep. 
 
    “Talk to me.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table and studying my cousins who seemed both recalcitrant and perturbed at the same time. 
 
    “Dominick thinks you’re dead. He wants us to find Gray and make sure she is as well.” Gunner folded his arms and leaned back in the chair; his tone low but not in a whisper. 
 
    Movement from the bunk told me Gray wasn’t asleep anymore. “You know Dominick? How in the hell do you know Dominick?” Her quiet disbelief left me stunned. 
 
    We turned toward her as a group, absorbing the fear in her eyes and the akimbo way she held her arms.  
 
    “The question is, Gray, how do you know him?” I stared at her, careful to keep my tone slow and patient. Anyone who knew Dominick wasn’t the best person to be around or trust. 
 
    “How do I know him?” She laughed and pointed at herself. “How do I know him?” She stood, striding hard to the kitchen and turning the lights brighter, flooding the room. 
 
    She walked to the table, still slightly unsteady on her feet. Her eyes blazing, she yanked the zipper down her magnificent chest until it released the two sides of the sweatshirt. 
 
    Falling open, revealing her breasts that were perfectly sized to fit in my hands, round and perky and desperate for me to hold. The sweatshirt didn’t hide the damage on her rib cage or her skin. 
 
    Gunner and Brock hissed in dismay. They weren’t looking at her breasts either. They could see past the shape of her nipples and the curve in chest. 
 
    “How do I know Dominick?” Gray pointed to the collection of bruises that were clearly a man’s hand print that wrapped around her left breast. The thumb bruise was darker, redder as if it were squeezed tighter than the other fingers. “That bastard did this to me and a few other things. That’s how I know him. Now, how do you know him?” 
 
    Gray rezipped her sweatshirt, folding her arms across her now-hidden chest. 
 
    I swallowed down the vomit threatening to come up at the proof that Dominick could hurt someone so cruelly. I glanced at my cousins whose faces had taken on an ashen hue. 
 
    None of us were prepared for that. Revenge had just taken on a whole new familial role. 
 
    Our dads had never trained us to take on family. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    I’d slept in his arms and I’d woken up to find that he knew the man who’d locked me up. “Who is he? Why does he want me dead? What role did you play in my kidnapping?” 
 
    I sank onto the fourth chair at the table, staring at Stryker and ignoring Gunner and Brock. I didn’t care that they’d just seen my naked chest. I just didn’t care. Which probably should have warned me that I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to be seeking answers, but just gave me boldness where I needed restraint. 
 
    “He’s our uncle.” Gunner pulled my attention unwillingly his direction. “Are you sure it was Dominick, Gray? Did you see his face?” 
 
    I swallowed, my throat tight at the thought that maybe I shouldn’t be trusting Stryker, lying in his arms sleeping for hell’s sake. “I didn’t see his face. He always had his back to the open doorway, but… I mean, how many Dominicks are there?” Was it a coincidence? I didn’t believe in coincidences. I just didn’t. 
 
    “There has to be an explanation. He wouldn’t dare upset the Russians. He has too much to lose.” Brock spoke up, as if they were trying to convince themselves of their uncle’s innocence. 
 
    The only way I would know if it was him was if I heard his voice. I couldn’t place his face, but his voice would be enough for me. 
 
    Gunner pushed away from the table, running a hand through his hair before slapping his open palm to his thigh. “We’re supposed to be finding her today to bring her back to him. If he’s the one who held her... I… I can’t do that. I can’t take her back to him.” 
 
    “We can’t anyway. I’m not sure what he wants to do with her.” Brock stood as if he weren’t talking about me while I sat there, staring at them in shock.  
 
    I couldn’t go back to Dominick. He didn’t want me dead. He wanted to make me wish I was dead. 
 
    Stryker hung his head and then lifted his gaze to his cousins. “No. You can’t take her back to him. You have to deny being able to find her.” 
 
    “Why? You told us to make him trust us. Getting Gray to him would secure that.” Gunner moved back to the table, bracing his arms as he stared at us. 
 
    “You don’t understand. Dominick ordered me to kill Gray last weekend. It’s one of the reasons he was after me. He’s setting you guys up for something, but I can’t figure out what.” 
 
    Stryker was supposed to kill me? I was having a hard time processing the implications of their conversation. I opened my mouth, gasping for air that I couldn’t seem to catch. Black spots covered my vision and I leaned forward, bent over my legs and letting my arms fall forward as they hung toward the ground. I closed my eyes, dragging in ragged breath after ragged breath. Why couldn’t I calm down? 
 
    Brock moved to my side, placing the warmth of his hand on the place between my shoulder blades. “It’s okay, Gray. Just breathe. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    But he didn’t know. He had no idea. I shook my head and slowly raised myself to a sitting position. I looked at each one of them, taking in the worry in their eyes. I finally stopped on Stryker, unsure if I blamed him, hated him, trusted him, or just wanted to run from him. “You don’t understand. He doesn’t want to kill me. He… You have no idea what he wants to do to me.”  
 
    I lifted my hand and pressed my knuckles to my mouth. I wasn’t even sure about the details, but the promises he’d made Blaze as they’d talked about the things they would do as well as let others do, I’d known enough to strike fear in my soul. 
 
    “We can’t take her to him. How do we do this without letting him down or letting her down?” Brock didn’t take his hand off my back as he ignored the glares from Stryker. 
 
    “You might need to start with finding Alex. I don’t know where he is, but if you can find him, you would have a witness that Gray is nowhere to be found.” Stryker’s jaw was tight as he spoke through gritted teeth. “Either way, you guys need to get out there and get seen doing what you’re supposed to be doing. If Dominick senses any betrayal, you’ll be dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” Gunner glanced at me; his eyes softer than normal. “Are you going to be alright?” 
 
    I nodded, embarrassed at my lack of inhibition. I cleared my throat, but my voice still came out raspy. “I’m sorry I flashed you.” I wrinkled my nose at my actions and words. 
 
    Brock grinned, dropping his hand as he looked at Gunner for agreement. “I’m not. Even bruised you have some fine tits, Gray.” He smirked, avoiding looking directly at Stryker. 
 
    I shook my head and rolled my eyes. I knew his words for what they were. He was teasing and trying to lighten the mood, no matter that Stryker looked more pissed off than he’d been. 
 
    Gunner and Brock muttered some other instructions and questions with Stryker, but I couldn’t focus. I didn’t want to know what they were going to do. I knew they doubted Dominick’s role in my abduction and captivity. Who knew? I could be wrong. It wasn’t like there was only one Dominick in the world. It just seemed less likely up that way where Italian first names weren’t as common as Irish or Scandinavian names. 
 
    I could be wrong. Damn, I hoped I was wrong. Although, I wasn’t sure how comforting that would be – two Dominicks after me. One to rape me and sell me and the other one to kill me. 
 
    Both options seemed extreme. 
 
    Gunner and Brock waved at me as they ducked out the door, leaving me alone with Stryker. 
 
    The doors locked and a blinking red light turned to a solidly glowing green one. 
 
    Stryker shifted from his sitting position on the chair to one of kneeling in front of me. He took my hands in his and searched my face. “Gray, I need you to tell me what happened to you.” 
 
    I bit my lip and shook my head. “No. I… I don’t want to.” 
 
    Stryker drew his eyebrows together as he continued searching my face. “Did they… Did they rape you?” 
 
    If I said yes, would he still consider me a virgin? I couldn’t lie, though. I hadn’t been raped, but the promise was there for later. I carefully held his gaze while I answered. “No. But they want to. They’re planning on it. After Dominick rapes me, he’ll give me to Blaze, then they’ll sell me to other men for a few weeks before giving me to the Romanovs to do whatever they want with me.” Just saying the words sounded surreal. I couldn’t believe I’d gone from having dreams of getting into college to box to just longing to make it to the next day without being violated. 
 
    “Why would you want to push sex with me after that kind of experience?” Stryker reached up, carefully cradling my face in his hand. 
 
    I closed my eyes, careful to keep the fear and vulnerability from my features. “I don’t want my first time to be rape.” The truth was out there but not all of it. I opened my eyes and blinked, allowing some of my softness to come through in the ragged whisper of my words. “I… I want you.”  
 
    Did I have to tell him that Blaze and Dominick wanted me? Since he’d turned me down, I felt like I had to prove that others wanted me, that I was worthy of being wanted. He wasn’t the only guy in the world and just because he didn’t want me, didn’t mean I wasn’t desirable. 
 
    “I want you more than I can describe.” He moved his hand between us in a back and forth motion. “Don’t look at this as a bad thing. It isn’t that I don’t want you. Trust me, if it was only about what I wanted, I’d have you on that bed for the whole weekend and then some.” He glanced down as if to collect his thoughts and then he raised his eyes to mine again. “Just because I want you doesn’t mean I have the right to do something that permanent to you. Losing your virginity… it’s a first-time thing, you know? You won’t forget it.” 
 
    Did he really think I was going to forget him regardless of us having sex or not? I reached out; hunger evident in my voice – even to my own ears. “I don’t want to forget.” 
 
    I leaned down, more aware of rejection as a possibility than I’d ever been. But I didn’t care. I sank to my knees in front of him, twisting my fingers at the back of his neck and curling them in the thick, dark hair at the back of his head. 
 
    I searched his eyes, moving close to his body. I reached up, while holding his gaze with mine, and unzipped my sweatshirt again, baring my breasts for an entirely different reason than before. 
 
    Stryker couldn’t help looking, I could see it in his eyes when he raised his gaze back to mine after looking his fill. 
 
    I moved my knees forward until I was close against his chest, my nipples hard and aware of every inch they brushed against. My hand returned to the back of his neck and I caught my breath. 
 
    What if he pushed me away? This was pushing my boldness past the danger point. 
 
    I licked my lips and still Stryker didn’t touch me as if he were waiting for some notification or sign that it was okay. Waiting anymore, wasn’t an option for me. I tugged his head down to mine. 
 
    I kissed him, moving my lips slow and steady, persistently as if I expected him to join me. 
 
    Even without his participation and his obvious reluctance, my body reacted. Moaning against his mouth, I worked my fingers in his hair and that seemed to set him off. 
 
    Stryker gathered me in his arms and moved with me to the bunk. His hands gently roamed my body as he set me back on the bed, our lips locked in some kind of a dance that was as old as time, but felt like the first kiss in all the world. 
 
    He set me on the edge of the bed and moved between my knees, his hands carefully cupping my breasts in a gently kneading motion. 
 
    The door clicked open. “Whoa, um, whoa.” Gunner’s voice was both shocked and yet amused. 
 
    Stryker pulled back from me, dropping his hands to my upper thighs while turning his body to protect me from view. 
 
    I closed my eyes while hurriedly zipping up the sweatshirt. 
 
    “That’s twice in one hour I got to see your tits, Gray. Should we make it a third?” Brock grinned from behind Gunner, wiggling his eyebrows at me. 
 
    Gunner’s expression wasn’t as fun or flirty. He covered the distance to Stryker and shoved his phone in Stryker’s face. “They’re coming for you. We need to somehow tie this up now.” 
 
    Over Stryker’s shoulder I caught a glimpse of the text message that came out as a group thread.  
 
      
 
    Romanovs are offering $1000 reward for the body of Stryker Jameson. Dead or alive. Double if delivery is before Monday. 
 
      
 
    The Russians were after Stryker. Just like Dominick was after me. 
 
    Stryker turned back to me, studying my face like all the answers we needed would be easy to find there. What if I told him I had no answer, no solution to the problems mounting around us? 
 
    What would he do? We’d already been stopped multiple times from doing what I needed, what I wanted. 
 
    I hadn’t lied when I’d confessed that I needed him to make sure my first time wasn’t locked in some cell and raped over and over by an older man like Dominick or a clumsy rapist like Blaze. I didn’t want to be used and left like yesterday’s garbage by men who paid money to do whatever they wanted to me. 
 
    “Dominick wants Gray and the Romanovs want you. We aren’t exactly equipped to handle this, Stryker.” Brock’s joviality and teasing faded as they delved into the situation. “What if we set up some kind of a trade?” 
 
    My heart caught in my chest. A trade would mean both sides would get what they wanted. One of the things they wanted was me. 
 
    Brock held up his hand. “No, not you, Gray. But what if we offered information to the Romanovs about the Ivanovs in exchange for Stryker’s freedom? Is that something we’d benefit from?” 
 
    Stryker shook his head. “No. If we betray the Ivanovs, their revenge won’t be worth freedom from the Rovanovs. We will be trading in one death for a worse one.” Stryker hadn’t removed his hands from my legs and I focused on the heat there while they brainstormed.  
 
    I couldn’t help finding it confusing that one guy wanted to rape the virginity out of me, in fact, he only wanted virgins, whereas the other refused to touch them because he didn’t want the responsibility of being a first. 
 
    Even though I’d never had sex, I had a feeling sex with Stryker would be as memorable as the first time, whether it was or not. 
 
    I suddenly wanted to experience it the way he was treating it. I would have to wait. I didn’t want to frustrate him, which I had no doubt my back and forth would do. But the idea that I could avoid Dominick and Blaze’s rapings and save myself for a special guy, the special guy, well, it left me feeling hopeful. 
 
    I needed all the hope I could get. 
 
    The boys continued talking about information trades and more. I wasn’t sure what it would take to get Dominick off my back and the Russians off Stryker’s, but I had to hope it was something we were willing to part with. 
 
    Because there was no point in saving our lives at the expense of others. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Craving Gray had become some kind of addiction problem. I almost wished I was a drug addict, so I would have something else to occupy my thoughts. She moved her legs and I could feel my body respond. I wanted her – bad. But I couldn’t do that to her. 
 
    I remembered my first and it wasn’t anything worth writing home about. The last thing I wanted was to be less than memorable for a girl like Gray. 
 
    I sat back, rubbing my hands down my face and sighing. “Dominick wanted me to kill Gray and I won’t do it.” Gunner and Brock hadn’t reacted quite like I expected them to when I’d first reported what Dominick wanted. “Why aren’t you guys surprised by that?” 
 
    Gunner glanced at Brock, then looked at me with a sheepishness I wasn’t used to. “He’s asked us before, too. We said no and told him to stop giving us orders, we only do what you approve.” 
 
    “It isn’t that we want to get us all in trouble, we just don’t want to set up a precedent of Dominick thinking he can go to each of us and ask for something different.” Brock shrugged. “Plus, it’s easier to keep one leader in the group rather than fighting for the position.” 
 
    Dominick asked my cousins to go against me, who knew when or for what reason. He was trying to cause a division in the ranks. My dad had warned me about leaders like that. 
 
    Gray straightened in her seat, her nose scrunched up, highlighting the bruises on her neck and cheeks with the angle of her head. “Your uncle wants me dead? And he asked you guys to do it?” 
 
    The way she said it made me sound even worse than how I’d originally handled things with her at the school. To hear the situation stated so plainly was almost painful. And she was right. My uncle, someone I should trust and someone she should be able to trust because of my association and relationship with him, had ordered me to kill her. Apparently, he’d also ordered my cousins to kill her as well. 
 
    I didn’t even know how to explain the situation to her because I wasn’t sure just what parts I should focus on. Was it realistic to ask her to forget what she’d heard? Judging by her expression, that was neither possible nor was it going to be something she wanted to do. 
 
    Raising a hand, I shook my head. “Gray, it’s not like that. Dominick… If he is the guy who held you, then you have to understand…” But she didn’t have to understand anything. I pressed my lips together, stopping the excuses from flowing. 
 
    She leaned forward, resting her head in her hands while her hair fell over her shoulders, hiding the cleavage she’d so brazenly flashed to us all.  
 
    Thankfully, Brock and Gunner weren’t turned on by the sight of her abused body. Not only did we think women were to be protected not used, we also agreed that a girl that was with one of us was off limits to the rest. 
 
    Not that we hadn’t shared, but that was usually only if the previous guy said it was fine. 
 
    I wasn’t going to say any sharing was fine. Not when I could barely handle Gray kissing Gunner. I couldn’t even imagine what I’d feel like if she kissed Brock. He and I had a history of competing and that wouldn’t be something I could take sitting down. 
 
    I raised my hands to everyone at the table. “Wait a minute. We need to figure this out. Gray, you were with Blaze and Dominick and they didn’t think you were getting away. Is there any chance you heard something or saw something that we could use?” I waited for her to raise her gaze to mine. I’d given her a way to fight back.  
 
    The fighter inside Gray was one of the strongest ones I’d ever seen. She’d take it and then she’d be relieved to have a direction to vent her anger in. Hopefully, she’d see my efforts to help her and not focus on what I’d been asked to do. I hadn’t done anything to betray her. I wouldn’t have. 
 
    A small part in the back of my mind had to needle me with the thought that I might have, if I hadn’t already known things about Gray that saved her. 
 
    I waited for her to accept my request with a nod before turning my gaze to Brock and Gunner. “I think we need to call Tiny. If Dominick is going to hire someone to take out Gray and you guys are no longer an option, then we need to assume he’ll look for local talent.” I pulled out my phone. Tiny wouldn’t betray us for anything. If he knew I wasn’t dead, he wouldn’t report it to Dominick. 
 
    I swiped up the contact list until I found Tiny’s information and I pressed the green call icon. I tried avoiding Gray’s eyes as I looked around the table and then up at the corner of the ceiling and the wall above our heads. 
 
    The phone rang once, twice, then a third time and Tiny answered. “Tiny’s Body Shop. You break it, we shake it. What’s up?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. His caller ID would have told him it was me. Someone was there. “Tell me you’re going to check your calendar, if someone is there like Dominick or a Russian.” 
 
    “Let me check my calendar. It’s in the back. Hold on a second.” Tiny’s voice then became muffled but I could still make out his words to whoever was there. “This is a customer. I’ll be right back, don’t go anywhere. I think we can talk this out.” 
 
    The phone moved against his shirt or his hand, whatever he had pressed to the mouthpiece as he left the room. 
 
    Another moment passed and then his voice came back on the line. “Make it fast. I have Russians out front and a slew of cops driving by my place. This is not good for business, kid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that. Someone shot me last night and Dominick thinks I’m dead. I was hoping the Russians and the cops would believe it, too.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. Things were getting heavier than I’d ever thought possible and involving people I didn’t want in trouble. 
 
    “Okay, so while we’re talking about that, I didn’t get too low, did I? It looked like an upper clavicle shot, but you don’t stop moving and I wanted to thump you one good.” His laughter could have been a faux professional courtesy or it could have been genuine. Either way, it felt like he was laughing at me for getting shot. 
 
    “Wait, you’re the one who shot me?” I leaned on the table, ignoring Gunner and Brock’s shocked expressions. Gray seemed to have blocked me out. That bugged me. I wanted her to be as affected as I was by our proximity to each other. 
 
    Tiny chuckled, rustling paper around to give a show to the Russians or whoever he’d said was in there. He lowered his voice. “Look, when Vlasi called me for a job, I almost turned it down, but I owed him one. Not to mention, anyone else wouldn’t have cared if they did more damage to you than a grazing. I wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt too bad. Tell me honestly, are you okay?” His earnestness was hard to discount. 
 
    I shook my head, even though he couldn’t see me, and I leaned my head back. “No, man, I’m not hurt that bad. Vlasi called you in. Okay. That makes sense.” At least it wasn’t someone on the inside, like a Russian or one of Jedediah’s men. That was taking things too far, when you made it personal like that. 
 
    “Look, I have some info, I think you need. Especially going against Dominick. That girl you brought, Asher, right? Her mom is… Hold on.” Tiny put the phone to the side and called out, “Yes, sir. I have room on the calendar for a transmission tune up but it’s not available until next week. What would you like me to put down for you?” 
 
    He came back on, whispering as he did so. “Look, I can’t talk about it right now. Come to the barn tonight or tomorrow and I’ll get you the info. Do not bring the CJ5, it’s bugged.” He hung up and I didn’t have a chance to ask him to tell me even the scant amount he’d been about to share with me. 
 
    I pulled the silent phone from my ear and held it in my hands. “Tiny shot me and killed Sergio.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he was still taking jobs.” Brock leaned forward, resting his face in his hands. 
 
    “Do you think you really can’t stop once you’re out?” Gunner tapped his finger on the wall by him, still not turning to face us. He would wonder, and he had every right to that question. 
 
    “I never want to do it again.” Gray’s hoarse whisper snapped our focus to her. 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t really kill that girl. Her brother put that into motion.” I reached out, then pulled my hand back, uncertain if she was even in the mood to be touched or comforted. 
 
    She curled her lip in a snide smirk that lacked any real sting with the tears sparkling in her eyes. “If I hadn’t hit her, she wouldn’t have died – set up or not. I killed her. Me. Stop trying to make it easier on me.” She shifted her eyes between my cousins and me. “Do you hear me? All of you need to stop trying to protect me. I’m not weak.” 
 
    “No one said you were.” But we were treating her like she was. That would drive me insane, if anyone acted like I couldn’t handle reality. I nodded, turning my attention from the skin at the base of her neck. She had an amazing neck and I wondered if I’d ever get the chance to kiss it. 
 
    “Wait. I think I know what could help.” Gray dropped her anger and stood, pacing to the kitchenette and back with a slight limp that seemed to be getting better, but I wasn’t sure. She held up her pointer finger and stared at the ceiling as she worked on recalling the info.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she squinted. “It’s a little hazy, but… when the Dominick who’d held me came by, he told Blaze to make sure the shipment was ready by the end of next week. Something about the green grass needing mowed first? There was some other stuff but I can’t…” She pressed her temples with her fingers and squeezed her eyes shut. “There’s a lot of fog I need to work through. They drugged me a lot.” 
 
    I tamped down the fury rising up at her words. My revenge against Blaze would have to wait. I had to keep my cool. 
 
    But I could kill him and I’d relish in it. Which gave me pause and had me considering Gunner’s question more closely. I had never killed anyone, and yet I sat there enjoying the idea of killing Blaze. Maybe it was something you could become addicted to with the right incentive. 
 
    Tiny might need the money, he might not. What he probably craved was the action. Taking out Sergio would have been a split-second decision and he would have had to be closer to The Pike than he lived. 
 
    More questions I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask. 
 
    That night Tiny wanted to see me. I had to take my cousins since I wasn’t supposed to be alive. Did I take Gray or did I leave her behind to keep her safe? I couldn’t help wondering if being alone was really the best thing for her. 
 
    Glancing at Gray, I looked down at my hands in my lap and then back at her. “You want to hear the truth? No holds?” She wanted the truth, I had to hear it from her for sure. 
 
    She lifted her chin. “Yeah, I want to hear it.” Of course, she did. But would she after she heard what I had to tell her? 
 
    Gunner claimed his seat, settling in as if I was about to tell state secrets, but resolved to it. Neither of my cousins knew what I was about to say, but they probably sensed something big was coming in my tone. 
 
    “Okay. Tiny wants me to come to his place to get some information about… Well, it’s about your mom, Gray.” There. It didn’t get blunter than that. She wanted to know. 
 
    Gray sat back, wiping under eyes as if she might be crying, but anything was possible. “My mom?” Gray stood, slamming her chair into the table, keeping her hands on the back of her seat and leaning forward as she braced her arms on it. “Why does she keep coming up? I don’t understand what my mother has to do with this. Any of it. She left, okay? My mom left us. No reason. Nothing. And just when I’m starting to get it out of my system, she comes back? That’s bullshit. Just…” Her deep breath raised her shoulders and she leaned her back, tears splashing her cheeks no matter how hard she tried to keep it in. 
 
    “I get it.” Gunner’s voice broke through the sudden silence.  
 
    Gray dropped her gaze to his face. “I doubt that. My mom left of her own free will and choice. How could you honestly understand?” 
 
    Gunner clamped his mouth shut; his features tight as he struggled with the emotional baggage around the topic of his parents. 
 
    Brock and I swallowed. We’d all been through so much. It was hard separating from the pain enough to just state the facts as they’d happened. 
 
    I was the oldest though. I could do it.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I offered a consoling smile to Gunner and Brock to take the sting out of what I was going to say. “Gray, we’ve all been through hell. Gunner’s dad… he came back from Afghanistan, serving with… his brothers. My dad and Brock’s dad didn’t make it back with him.” I shifted on my seat, aware of a tightness in my chest that always came when I spoke about what happened – a good reason to never talk about it. 
 
    Brock picked up the thread where I left off. “My mom cheated on my dad while he was gone and when she heard he was dead; she took the life insurance money she had on him and left with one of her random guys. I haven’t seen her since. I think she sent me a Christmas card on my birthday, but that was one time in a whole lot of years.” He nodded my way, empathy rich in his gaze. “Stryker’s mom… She died in child birth and Stryker was raised by Nana. So, it seemed like a good idea when my mom left for me to go there, too.” 
 
    “And the ones they aren’t talking about are mine.” Gunner leaned forward to rest his elbows on the table edge.  
 
    He stared at Gray. “Your mom chose to leave, but she can come back. My dad hung himself. I found him. Then my mom, who I didn’t know was a drug addict, decided to take on the harder things. I have no idea where she is or what she’s doing, but I haven’t seen her in a while either.” He shook his head, staring at Gray with desolation in his gaze. “I do understand, but I get it more than you do. My dad chose to leave me for good. I even know the reasons behind it. He explained it to me a few days before, I just didn’t realize he was saying goodbye. Your mom… you just said you have no idea why she left. If you give her the benefit of the doubt, you might realize she could have been forced to leave or something else.” He thrust his finger onto the table and lowered his voice to a soft whisper. “The point is, you don’t know. But I do.” He looked around at Brock and me and lowered his gaze. “We all do in some way or another.” 
 
    Gray’s tight hold on the chair back slackened. She looked at us with pity that didn’t sting. She got it. She could feel bad for us, because some of her pain was wrapped up in her sympathy. 
 
    The silence stretched for a moment and then Gray inhaled long and slow. “Okay, then we go get the info from Tiny and go to meet Dominick. He claimed to know my mom – not knew, but know. That’s enough to pique my interest. You guys in?” She arched a challenging eyebrow. “Maybe throw in a little bit of revenge, too.” 
 
    The girl had gumption and she was a solid match for me in the determined department. She wouldn’t let us down, not if she had a choice. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” At Tiny’s we could get more information that we might be able to trade with. Depending on what he gave us, the Russians might be willing to do exactly what I was planning. 
 
    She pushed away from the table and motioned at her clothing; her nipples prominent under the thin sweatshirt material. “I need different clothes. Maybe we could swing by my place?” 
 
    I stared at her chest and then suddenly realized getting her into something less distracting would be better for all of us. Nodding, I stood. She pointed at me and then backed up. “You need to get a shirt on, too.” 
 
    I glanced down at my bare chest. I’d forgotten I wasn’t dressed all the way. I caught a side grin between Brock and Gunner and I rolled my eyes toward Gray. “I know. My muscles often cause jealousy in less amazing specimens.” I flexed my muscles as Gunner growled under his breath. 
 
    Brock cocked an eyebrow. “You wish, douchebag.” 
 
    Gray laughed but I caught the full body scan she gave me as I turned toward the clothes in the back. I couldn’t help the half-gloating smile on my lips. She wasn’t the only one causing problems with her bare chest. 
 
    If I could get us through the next couple nights, maybe we’d talk about just how far I was willing to take things with her. 
 
    That’s if we survived. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    After being held by Blaze, I had a choice to make. I could either be scared and do nothing and let everything traumatize me. Or, I could be pissed and chase after revenge for myself and the others. 
 
    Not one to take things as they were, I was pissed beyond reason. I probably should have been terrified of getting caught by the cops and thrown in jail, or found by the Russians and being tortured to death, or even taken by Dominick and Blaze again and raped over and over before being given to the Russians. 
 
    But I wasn’t. I was more terrified that I wouldn’t get the information on my mom and discover what had happened to her. I still didn’t know where my dad was or why he wasn’t answering my text messages or calls. Most likely he’d gone on another gambling binge. Once those started, they didn’t stop and I knew it. When he’d promised not to gamble again, I knew he was lying to my face. It wasn’t my first time dealing with his lies. It wasn’t going to be my last. 
 
    Stryker got a shirt on and we headed to my place in the CJ5, even after Tiny warned us against using it. At my house, Stryker used his shoulder and busted in the back door since all of my keys and everything was in my truck which I had no idea where it had ended up. 
 
    The house was empty. I moved fast into my room, pulling out a pair of jeans and a t-shirt that I layered with a thicker hoodie, socks, and Converse. My feet were tired of being bare. 
 
    I grabbed my toothbrush and another set of clean clothes and tucked them into a small backpack I pulled from one of the boxes. Stryker and the guys waited in the living room, watching out the window for someone or something. 
 
    It was probably best that I didn’t vocalize my gratitude for having them there. They didn’t need bigger heads than they had and I didn’t need to admit it was nice having help. Some things were better left alone. 
 
    “Tiny said not to drive the CJ5. Are we still going to drive it?” I pulled the shoulder strap of my pack onto my arm and glanced between the three of them as I stood at the kitchen counter to wait. 
 
    Stryker turned to face me from the window, his muscles outlined in the dark blue shirt he’d donned. My mouth dried up at the combination of seeing him in clothes and wearing them well and the mental image of him shirtless and moving his hands up my waist to cup my breasts. 
 
    He folded his arms, his biceps bulging outward as he did so. I had to focus on his face which wasn’t any less distracting with his silver eyes, full bottom lip, straight nose, and dark hair. Damn him for being so ruggedly delicious. 
 
    “Our back up is almost here.” Stryker let his eyes roam my form, an appreciation in the curve of his lips. “You look good with clothes on.” He smirked and turned back toward the window, leaving me confused and more than a little flattered. 
 
    A couple more minutes passed and then a black SUV with tinted windows rolled to the curb. Chris from school climbed out of the driver’s seat, pushing his glasses up his nose. I was both relieved and worried that it was him. What was a kid like that doing involved with guys like Stryker and his cousins? 
 
    As if sensing my questions, Stryker followed behind his brothers as they went out the front door and said, “He works for us in the factory. This won’t put him in danger.” He reached for my hand, I’m not sure if it was to mark me as his around Chris or simply to get me started following him, but either way he reached for me. 
 
    My insides quaked at the action. 
 
    Outside in the mid-day cloud-filtered sunlight, Chris nodded at Stryker and held out his hand. Brock dropped the keys to the CJ5 in his palm. “Leave it at the abandoned house on fifth. It’ll be taken care of. Jasmine will get you home otherwise.” Brock reached out and clapped his hand on Chris’s shoulder, whose eyes had grown round. “Listen, she won’t bother you anymore. If she does, let us know. She might compensate you for the way she’s acted in the past.” 
 
    Chris turned, in a daze, and walked slowly to the jeep we’d ridden around in. He started up the motor after climbing in and drove off down the street, probably lost in thought about spending time with Jasmine. 
 
    Prepared to sit in the back of the new SUV, I turned to the vehicle, blinking at Stryker holding open the front passenger door and waiting for me. Brock and Gunner climbed in back. 
 
    There seemed to be a shift somewhere and I didn’t have the time to inspect it. All I knew was that it was nice having them act like I was a human rather than trying to defend myself against them acting like dicks. 
 
    “We aren’t supposed to be at Tiny’s until tonight, right?” I climbed into the seat and strapped the seatbelt. Glancing at Brock and Gunner over my shoulder, I waited for Stryker to climb into the driver’s seat.  
 
    Once he was settled, he turned the key in the ignition and then glanced at the rest of us. “We need to get some food in us before we do anything else. You guys up for Low Balls?” 
 
    Brock and Gunner high-fived and I smiled. Low Balls was a fast food place local to Jameson. Even those in Timbercreek had heard of Low Balls, not that they were allowed to eat there – territory issues and all that. 
 
    In the drive-through, Stryker ordered Fatties, sticks, and shakes, refusing to answer my questions about what they were. 
 
    Large greasy bags were handed to him at the takeout window and we drove to sit in the lot of a nearby park. 
 
    Stryker reached into the bags, pulling out large containers of French fries and handing us each one. I copied Brock and Gunner and popped open the fry container and then accepted a well-wrapped hamburger with remnants of cheese and lettuce clinging to the wrappings. We set those in the open lid of the fries’ container.  
 
    Each of us got a chocolate shake to set in the drink holder nearest us. 
 
    Stryker then passed out handfuls of ketchup packets and I copied the guys again as I set up my makeshift tray. I hadn’t realized how hungry I’d been with pizza the only thing I’d eaten for a few days and nothing before that. 
 
    Pulling the wrapper back, I stared hungrily at the layers of shredded lettuce, tomatoes, hamburger patties (there were two!), pickles, a layer of sliced of ham, mayo and ketchup, onions, and a glimpse of orange cheese. 
 
    Would anyone care if I started crying? I took a bite and closed my eyes at the explosion of flavor in my mouth. “This is so good.” 
 
    The guys laughed and we ate in companionable silence. For just a moment, we were normal teenagers hanging out. Nothing dramatic or dangerous was allowed in the cab of that rig. I caught Stryker glancing at me a couple times, a small smile on his lips and I had to return the flirty expression. What I wouldn’t do for a moment of normal. 
 
    We finished our meal, my stomach protesting the amount of food but my body delighting at the influx of calories. Tossing our garbage into a public trash can, we headed back to the SUV. 
 
    “Let’s head to Tiny’s now. He said not until tonight, but I think it’s late enough in the day that it shouldn’t be a problem.” Stryker climbed in the backseat, arching his eyebrow in invitation for me to join him. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate, allowing Brock and Gunner to have the front. 
 
    The rear doors shut. Stryker sat beside a window and I sat beside him. Even with Brock and Gunner in the front seats, mere feet away, Stryker didn’t hesitate to put his hands on me. 
 
    His fingers trailed up the inner part of my thigh, up and down, barely a flutter through the denim of my jeans. He turned to stare at me as he touched me, his eyes holding my gaze and not letting me go. 
 
    I might as well not have any clothes on for how much he affected me with his touch. In fact, a huge part of me wanted to rip off every article of clothing I wore and climb on his lap. But right then wasn’t the time for that. Especially, if I wanted it to be memorable. Doing anything that intimate needed to be alone and not in the back of an SUV driven by other horny teenage boys. 
 
    Stryker didn’t seem perturbed by the fact that his cousins were within hearing distance and could even watch in the mirror, if they wanted. If he wasn’t worried, I shouldn’t be either. But in my inexperience, I glanced nervously their way anyway before looking back to him questioningly. 
 
    He shook his head, a slow smile curving his well-formed mouth. He leaned forward, pressing his lips to the soft skin of my ear and whispering, “They won’t pay attention.” As if on cue, the speakers flooded the SUV with alternative music that was neither hard nor soft, just somewhere in between. 
 
    Stryker’s fingers brushed higher on my inner thighs, his finger flicking past the apex and going back down. My eyes snapped open and I stared at the ceiling. The unexpected rush of heat didn’t make it easier to want to go slow based on Stryker’s recommendation. What if he thought I still wanted to have sex right away? What if he thought I would do it right there in the backseat of the SUV with his cousins driving us around? 
 
    I couldn’t deny my relief or my agitation when we pulled onto Tiny’s driveway before Stryker could touch me more. There was a distinct presence I couldn’t deny and I did want him. If I wanted it to be special though, I needed him to back off. Something I’d have to talk about with him as soon as possible. 
 
    The lower drive hadn’t changed with the barn surrounded by cars and other various parts lying here and there. Afternoon lighting made it easier to appreciate the tall grasses leaning to the sides as if the fall rains had refused to be gentle. No movement or lights in the barn didn’t concern Gunner as he turned the steering wheel toward the drive that looped around the back of the house on the rise. 
 
    As we pulled into place in front of the attached garage on the ranch-style home, Tiny came out of the house, waving at us. He narrowed his eyes as Brock and Gunner crawled out of the front. “I asked Stryker to come out. Is everything okay?” 
 
    My blood chilled.  
 
    Tiny’s voice was the one I recognized. His was the third voice at my prison where Blaze held me. He’d even asked if everything was okay. 
 
    My mouth fell dry and I glanced at Stryker who was moving to climb out. Did he know? He’d brought me there. He said he could trust Tiny with his life. But had he also meant I could trust Tiny? 
 
    How could that be the case when he’d seen me on the ground of that cell, beaten and drugged? How could Gunner and Brock not know that Tiny had helped Blaze keep me captive? What else were they all up to that I didn’t know about? 
 
    Stryker climbed down, waving to Tiny. “I’m here, man. Nice seeing you.” He strode around the front of the SUV, pounding Tiny on the back as they halfway embraced and then parted with a handshake. I didn’t want to get out of the car.  
 
    But I had to. What if they expected me to run? There were four of them and only one of me. I didn’t have any other choice but to act like I didn’t know he’d been there. I had to roll with it, do my best to get out of there on my own. I couldn’t trust any of them and now that I fully understood that, I could make plans accordingly. 
 
    The keys dangled in the ignition. I could get out later and drive away. If I could just do that, I’d be fine. I would have to be. 
 
    I moved out of the car, careful to keep my expression warm and innocent. Any suspicion on my part would be read correctly by Tiny and maybe the other three. Just thinking of them working together against me hurt like another boot to my stomach. 
 
    Why did I expect more from them? Why would they change? They didn’t have any problem setting the football team on me, maybe this was the same thing but on a larger scale? 
 
    Stryker reached out to put his arm around my waist but I side-stepped away and moved to stand behind Gunner. I didn’t trust any of them. As much as I had to pretend everything was fine, I didn’t want Stryker’s hands on me. No matter how hot and bothered he made me. 
 
    There was a level of pride I had to maintain in myself and screwing one of the guys who knew about my captivity and was partnered with one who did it wasn’t on my list of self-love tips. 
 
    Tiny extended his hand, searching my face for recognition. He smiled uncertainly and I ignored Stryker’s questioning glance. Tiny shook my hand. “It’s nice to see you again, Gray.” 
 
    “It’s nice to be seen, thank you.” I smiled graciously, making sure to shake his hand as if I couldn’t be happier to be there. 
 
    We stood for a second in silence, everyone searching everyone as if we weren’t sure what we were doing. Well, I knew why I was there and I didn’t see the point in beating around the bush. 
 
    The sooner I got the information, the sooner I could get the hell out of there. “Stryker said you have information about my mom? Maria Asher?” I forced myself to keep my expression soft, almost curious, without being desperate. The balancing act would wear thin at some point, but for now, I could keep it wrapped around me like a shawl. 
 
    Tiny’s grin broadened and he opened his arms wide and stepped to the side, leading the way into his home. “Why don’t you come inside and get comfortable. We can talk about all of that once we get settled.” His gaze focused on me again, his eyes studying my face for something I wasn’t sure I could give him. 
 
    Stryker fell into step behind me and as traitorous as my body was, I could feel his eyes on me, every step behind me, and I could hear his breathing. Nothing I wanted to notice and everything I couldn’t help noticing. 
 
    Stupid hot guy with his touch that drove me mad. Suffice it to say, I wasn’t going to be screwing him any time soon. Not while he worked with the enemy. 
 
    No, I would have to figure out a way to get free. And even though no one had touched me forcefully or been outright cruel or even drugged me, I couldn’t help the claustrophobia surging inside me from being locked away in a cell. I didn’t want to be locked away again. 
 
    Going through the door went against everything my instincts told me to do. If I went inside, there’d be no way out. But if I didn’t go inside, I’d lose all chance at learning more about my mother. What if she’d been kidnapped? What if she needed the benefit of the doubt like Gunner had suggested? 
 
    I wouldn’t be able to find out the information on her from outside when everyone else was inside. It was a little chillier outside than would be comfortable standing around in, so going inside seemed natural. 
 
    “Why don’t you guys stay the night? I just picked up a whole pig I’d had butchered. I have some amazing bacon that would go well with French toast. Plus, it will give us time to talk.” Tiny pulled up the rear of our group, closing the front door behind us. 
 
    The snap of the door shutting startled me and I jumped, moving to stand in the doorway leading to the kitchen. I couldn’t look directly at Stryker, no matter what I was supposed to do. I couldn’t help feeling betrayed. He knew one of the guys who had held me. Stryker supposedly trusted this guy with everything. I knew the truth. 
 
    Even worse? I was going to be expected to stay there that night because Stryker, Gunner, and Brock were. 
 
    Somehow, I felt like I’d been led into a trap and there was no way I could trust that Stryker didn’t know about it. I fluttered my hand in the air and glanced at Tiny. “Do you think I could lie down somewhere? We ate a pretty heavy lunch and I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Of course, here, I’ll take you to your room. You can rest and join us when you feel up to it. I heard about your ordeal. I’m sure with time, you’ll be able to recover fully.” He motioned for me to follow him and I didn’t look back at Stryker, even though his gaze never left my back. 
 
    There were some things you could hope for help with and others you had to do for yourself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    Gray wouldn’t look at me. Not directly. The girl was jumpy and I didn’t blame her, but why with me? There was something in the way she tucked her dark brown hair behind her ear and glanced around each room she walked through that gave me pause. 
 
    She looked like she was trying to find a way to escape. But escape what? We were safe there. 
 
    Tiny had information about Gray’s mom. Why wasn’t she staying out there and asking him? Tiny always acted weird and suspicious. It was part of his personality. He was paranoid about everyone. He’d even once held a gun on me when I’d walked in on him counting cash. I think I was twelve, but he’d assumed I was after his money. 
 
    While it was a lot of cash, there were more important things in life. 
 
    Tiny led Gray down the hallway, still within earshot but I turned to Gunner and cocked my head to the side. “What happened? Do you guys know what changed?” 
 
    “Something’s not right. She’s scared.” Brock folded his arms where he sat on the couch, keeping his voice low to match mine. He stared in the direction Tiny and Gray had gone in. 
 
    Gunner pushed from the couch, moving to stand where he could see down the hallway. He stared as if waiting for a sign that something wasn’t right. He muttered from the side of his mouth. “Gray doesn’t get scared for no reason.” 
 
    She didn’t. If anyone had a pair of balls, it was that girl – figuratively, not literally. If she was scared, then something was seriously wrong. 
 
    Gunner watched as Tiny walked back into the room, all smiles. We let go of our somber attitudes and I jerked my chin from the easy chair I’d claimed. “Is Gray okay?” 
 
    “She’s tired, but she seems fine.” Tiny raised his eyebrows. “She’s been through a lot. We’ll have to make sure not to feed her pizza tonight.” He smirked as he moved into the kitchen, his back to us. 
 
    How did he know about the pizza? Gray had barely mentioned it to me in passing. I glanced in alarm at Brock and Gunner, but smoothed my features when Tiny stuck his head back out from the kitchen. “Do you guys like burgers. I know I said French toast, but burgers sounds so much more satisfying.” He waved his hand with a two-pronged fork in his grasp. “Psh, what am I asking. You guys like anything edible, am I right?” He studied us each in turn and laughed just a moment too late as he disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    My chest tightened in alarm. We couldn’t leave. Not yet. Not without giving Tiny a heads up that we knew something wasn’t right. We had to play things off until we could get away. Since we’d gone to Tiny’s place to get information, we couldn’t leave until we had it. 
 
    If Gray was scared at Tiny’s and Tiny knew about her only being fed pizza, had he been a part of the last week’s torture? 
 
    Gunner stared at me, his brown eyes so like his dad’s it left me feeling like I’d let him down somehow. My Uncle Hunter had always held us to a higher standard. He said he knew of our potential and he expected better from us. 
 
    Had I let him, and my dad, down by getting mixed up in the things I’d taken on? Selling a premiere marijuana in an area that was right next to a legalized state wasn’t easy. We’d taken a product that had become common place, sold on every corner in the neighboring state, and made it more elegant, more necessary, more worth the higher price tag. With the higher demand and lower supply, we charged premium prices that set our town up with income that it hadn’t seen since the silver mining days. 
 
    Would my dad be disappointed in the direction I’d taken? I’d seen a need and I’d tried to fill it. There wasn’t a lot of need in a town like Jameson. Not anymore. But if we could pull people over from other towns, then we’d bring their economy to us. That had been the idea behind it, anyway. 
 
    I leaned forward, my feet shifting into place as I braced my elbows on my knees. Clasping my hands together, I stared above my hands toward the carpet that was only a few feet in front of me. 
 
    Pots and pans clinked and moved in the kitchen. I couldn’t tell if he was staging the situation while planning something else or if he actually didn’t have his paranoid switched on. Tiny poked his head in again, his brow furrowed as he studied us each in turn. “Hey, what’s going on? You guys are acting weird. Normally, you’re more talkative than this.” 
 
    I shook my head and stood, smoothing my hands down the back of my pants, feeling for my phone. I had it, but I left it in my pocket. “No. It’s actually… I’m still in shock from being shot and watching Sergio die in front of me. I’d never…” I actually let the memories of the night before flood me. I needed the moment more real and I hadn’t faced the situation yet. 
 
    Tiny’s suspicion faded and he stepped more fully into the doorway. “Aw, man, that sucks. Yeah, I remember my first one, too. That’s… You never forget the first dead person you’re around or the first time you kill someone. It’s something that burns itself in your mind.” He shook his head, then waved a spatula at me. “Well, keep your head up. I didn’t kill you like I could’ve and Sergio had it coming. That’s all that matters.” He winked and turned back into the kitchen. “Come set the table and someone go get that pretty girl so we can eat something.” 
 
    I looked at Gunner and Brock. If I went in the back, she might not talk to me, not to mention I didn’t want to spark anything with Tiny suspecting something was going on. 
 
    I moved into the kitchen, pointing at Brock. “You get drinks. Gunner, why don’t you grab Gray, find out what she wants to drink.” He would get what I wasn’t saying. Find out what she knows. That’s the only way we could know for sure. 
 
    Brock and I made our way into the kitchen. I opened the fridge, pulling out the orange juice carafe that seemed to be a staple at Tiny’s as long as I knew him. 
 
    He preferred paper plates for meals where utensils weren’t needed. Hamburgers would be served with chips. It wasn’t the first time we’d eaten at his place. I hoped it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    A black raven flew by the kitchen window, the movement sudden and almost too fast to recognize the bird’s shape. 
 
    Tiny jumped, pressing his back against the wall and holding his hands tight against his sides. Grease dripped from the end of the spatula onto the floor. He stared at us with wide eyes, the whites large and adding an eerie bend to his expression. 
 
    Brock ducked, peeking out the window, then turning back to Tiny. “Tiny, it’s just a raven. Are you okay?” 
 
    “What’s going on? You seem jumpy.” I set the orange juice with paper cups on the table and faced him, careful to only allow concern on my face and not the simmering anger I worked to control. I didn’t know what was wrong with Gray, but Tiny had played a part. I could almost guarantee it. 
 
    Tiny relaxed his stance enough to move toward the stove, ignoring the mess at his feet. He probably didn’t realize he’d dripped grease on the linoleum. 
 
    He cleared his throat, keeping his back to us. “Yeah, well, you would be, too, if you caught word that the Romanovs and Ivanovs in Sergio’s circle were onto you. I think they know it was me but they don’t know it was Vlasi who purchased the kill.” He finally smiled tightly over his shoulder at us. “I can’t help being good at what I do. It’s a curse, you know?” He lacked truth in his eyes, which set me on edge. 
 
    “Yeah, I have no doubt.” I shifted my weight to my left side, leaning on the counter as I braced myself with my elbow. I needed to appear comfortable without triggering his instincts. “What were you doing in Timbercreek, anyway? You hate Washington.” I said it with a teasing grin. 
 
    He flipped a patty and then faced me; his face emotionless. “I had to pick up a job. No big deal. Did you guys see the new mustard I found? This one will definitely singe your nose hairs.” He nodded toward the fridge. That was the end of the conversation about that topic. He couldn’t have made it clearer and I wasn’t stupid enough to pursue it. 
 
    Tiny didn’t define the job he was there to pick up and he hadn’t left it open to get more information. Hopefully, we could get the information about Gray’s mom before we left. 
 
    My gut was telling me it was time to get the hell out of there. Another lesson from my dad was to listen to my intuition. It would rarely let a person down, if they paid attention. My instinct was to run before anything else could happen to us. My heart told me to hang on. Tiny was family. You didn’t walk out on family without giving them a chance to explain. 
 
    You just didn’t.  
 
    I had to believe in that. If I didn’t, then where would the Jamesons be? 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gray 
 
      
 
    I paced the room Tiny had taken me to. The space wasn’t more than ten by ten with a small trundle style bed with no headboard or sides. It barely came off the ground more than half a foot. The blanket on it was dusty and lumpy and there was no way I was touching it. 
 
    Plastic Rubbermaid bins stacked five and six high along the wall by the window. I unstacked the ones directly in front of the frame. If I could slide the pane open and climb out to get to the truck, my life would have gotten so much easier.  
 
    But, hot damn, the window was boarded shut. 
 
    The hopes I’d harbored shattered in a million pieces, sprinkling little spots of pain throughout my chest and abdomen. 
 
    I closed my eyes a moment before taking a deep breath and reopening them. I’d figure it out. I could. He hadn’t said anything to me as he’d left me in there, almost as if he knew something and didn’t want to give it away. 
 
    Hopefully, he didn’t suspect that I knew what he’d done. My hands shook as I restacked the bins, probably not in order, but I didn’t care enough to double-check. 
 
    I returned to pacing. Breaking the glass was an option, but could I do it without being heard? 
 
    A knock came on the door. I jumped to the side, pressing my back against the accordion-style doors of the closet. My chest rose and fell and I gripped my fingers into tight fists. 
 
    They didn’t wait for me to reply. Instead, in a second, Gunner opened the door and stood in the room, closing the panel behind him. 
 
    He turned to me, searching my face and holding his hands out at waist level. He glanced toward the door and then back to me. “Gray, are you okay?” 
 
    I couldn’t hide my fear. Not in that moment. I was too raw from discovering the truth around Tiny and having to pretend to be something I wasn’t around him. What did I have to lose? 
 
    If Gunner, Brock, and Stryker were aware of what Tiny had done, then they were as bad as him and they had a similar goal. But what if, just what if, they didn’t know? 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest to keep my panic contained and not give away my shaking hands and wrists. I shook my head, tears welling in my eyes. “No.” 
 
    Gunner approached slowly, genuine concern furrowing his brow and turning the edges of his mouth down. “Tell me what’s going on. Stryker thinks something’s off. He sent me in here. He’s in trying to get information out of Tiny.” 
 
    Stryker didn’t know. At least according to one of his faithful cousins. I wasn’t sure what to believe. The look on Gunner’s face though would be hard to pretend. 
 
    I threw myself into his arms, his strong embrace promising not to let anything get me. There was nothing sexual as he held me like a brother. I gathered control of my breathing, even as my heart slammed into my chest over and over. 
 
    “What happened?” Gunner’s voice was even lower, his mouth very near my ear. 
 
    I inhaled deeply, careful to keep my own volume very low. “There was a third man where I was… held. I never saw his face. I heard his voice though. I remember it. He was there. I couldn’t place why it was familiar, but when I heard Tiny’s voice…” I clamped my lips shut. I didn’t want to say anything else. I couldn’t. There was a point of no return and I had a feeling I was dangerously close to it. 
 
    “He mentioned pizza when he was talking about you. Something about making sure not to feed you pizza. Does that mean anything?” Gunner pushed me back a little bit to study my face. 
 
    I nodded, a band of restriction tight around my chest. “Yes, Blaze fed me only pizza the last two days I was there. Cold, stale pizza. I think I only mentioned that to Stryker last night or maybe this morning and barely in passing.” So, either Tiny had been there, confirming my identification, or Stryker had told him which I doubted was possible since he’d been with me since the moment he’d gotten back to the bunker. He’d even slept with me, holding me close throughout the night. 
 
    Gunner nodded, his expression grave. “We thought it might be something like that. Okay, I need to get that information to Stryker. He’s not going to want to stay here tonight. He knows you need the info about your mom, but I don’t know how long he’ll want to keep you in danger. He’s pretty protective of you.” 
 
    Gunner’s words brought no small amount of comfort. I could feel the panic easing in my chest followed by a growing guilt that I’d even questioned Stryker. Even when he’d picked on me, he hadn’t been as mean as he could have been. He’d been protective even then. 
 
    “I need you to put on a friendly face. Act like you just needed some time to yourself. Pretend. Eat something, talk, laugh, whatever. We need that information and then we’re going to get out of here. Got it? Can you do that?” He searched my face as if the decision rested in me. 
 
    But I knew that wasn’t possible. When had anything ever rested with me? 
 
    I nodded, though. It wasn’t Gunner’s fault that a family friend had turned into more of a fiend. 
 
    I wiped under my eyes with the sides of my fingers, fluffing my hair and adjusting my clothes. Pasting a smile on my lips, I followed Gunner. When we got a few feet from the door to the kitchen, I laughed, pushing at Gunner’s shoulder when we walked into the kitchen. “You’re so funny.” 
 
    Glancing around the room, I couldn’t help noticing Tiny sneaking small peeks at me and then at his watch. We were on a timeline and no one had let me know. I had a feeling no one else knew. 
 
    I needed to get Stryker’s attention, but then what? Tiny would know what I was saying. There was no way out of there. Not when we had a deadline ahead of us. 
 
    I avoided Stryker’s searching gaze. He couldn’t know anything was wrong. Not until I had a plan figured out. Tiny’s obsession with his watch while looking at me was more information than I needed. I didn’t want to be there when his clock read the time he waited for. 
 
    Tiny motioned for us to take our seats. I claimed one beside Stryker, still avoiding his gaze but grateful to have his strength and presence near. 
 
    An awkward silence stretched around the room. I shifted on my hard wood seat and smiled at Tiny as he brought in the hamburger patties. “This all looks amazing, Tiny. Thank you.” I motioned toward the Jameson cousins. “The guys tell me you knew their dads. How did you meet?” 
 
    Tiny’s eyes widened and he took his own seat across from Stryker. Flashing an encompassing smile around the table, Tiny inclined his head at the question. “We served together in the desert. You learn things about people when you serve with them. I learned about them, their families, their town, all of it. Everything was amazing.” He reached for a bun from the stack in a plastic bag on the table beside him. Motioning toward the rest of the food on the table, he looked at the boys. “Dig in, fellas.” 
 
    Tiny looked at me again, studying me as if he’d seen me before. I knew he had, so it didn’t surprise me that he thought so. “I came here for… well, for Hunter’s funeral. I’d only been back on leave for a week and I was contemplating whether I go back or not. I saw the boys at the service, standing beside their grandmother and I knew I had to move here in case they needed help.” 
 
    I leaned my chin on my open palm and offered a side smile. “That is sweet of you. I bet they’re grateful for you.” 
 
    Cheeks pinkening, Tiny shook his head. “No, if anything, I’m grateful for them. Did you want a burger, Gray? I can’t imagine you’d want anything resembling pizza.” He laughed like we all got the joke. 
 
    I tilted my head to the side, accepting the bun Brock handed me on my left. “How did you know about the pizza, Tiny?” 
 
    The table fell silent as everyone stopped dishing up and dressing their burgers. Tiny slowly set the ketchup he used back on the table and raised his eyes to mine. “Stryker told me on the phone. Was I not supposed to know that?” He glanced between Stryker and me and the rest of the boys, devoid of any guilt in his innocence. 
 
    I shook my head, ignoring the chill in my stomach. Pointing the bun top in my hand toward a bag of chips, I replied. “No, not a big deal. I’m just surprised he remembered that part. He was pretty tired himself when I told him.” 
 
    “Are you guys dating now or something?” Tiny changed the subject, his eyes flicking between me and Stryker, back and forth as if he blamed us for something. A tightening in his features would have seemed like jealousy, but that didn’t make sense. Who would he be jealous of? Stryker or me? 
 
    I laughed before Stryker could say anything. “No. Stryker doesn’t like me much. I think all of them see me as too much of an outsider.” 
 
    “Being an outsider is rough. I get it.” Tiny lifted his stacked burger and claimed a bite. 
 
    I looked down at my plate, working on making something I had no intention of eating. 
 
    Stryker finally interjected into the conversation; his mouth half-full as if he were trying to keep things normal. “Tiny, we’re thinking about not staying. We have a ton of stuff to deal with and if the Russians are after you, it might be better for all of us to get off your place.” 
 
    That was the first time I’d heard of the Russians being after Tiny. 
 
    Maybe they found out he was a double agent as well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Tiny shook his head, wiping his mouth with a napkin he pulled from the holder in the center of the table. “No, you can’t leave yet. Plus, I only think the Russians are after me. I don’t know it with a certainty.” He chomped on a chip, as if he hadn’t just glanced at the clock on the wall for the ninth time since he’d sat down. 
 
    We must be getting close. 
 
    How long had we been there that the sun was starting to set? The time of year lent itself to early nightfall. Dusk had fallen and I snuck a peek at Stryker, trying to understand his expression as if he weren’t trying to convince Tiny that everything was normal. All of us were. 
 
    “Tiny, you said you knew information about my mom?” Time to just dive in. I needed to know what he knew. I had to know just what she had to do with anything. 
 
    Plus, there was no way to warn Stryker. Not there in that room while sitting so close to Tiny. I’d warned Gunner, but not about the deadline. Something was going to happen and I had no idea what. 
 
    Tiny didn’t answer right away, as if he had to think about just what he would share. After a minute, he shook his head. “I don’t think I have as much information as you’re hoping for.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I picked up my fork like I planned on taking a bite. Tiny’s gaze dropped to my hand, watching as I fiddled with the fork. He raised his gaze, studying me even more closely. 
 
    “It means, I don’t think I know what you’re hoping I know. All I found out was that the Ivanovs know about your mom. That’s it. I was going to tell Stryker to find Vlasi and ask him since I can’t. I’m sorry to get your hopes up. I wish I knew more.” 
 
    But how did he know I was searching for my mom as it was? There was something so off about the way he knew things, but had no real reason to know them. 
 
    I nodded as if accepting his answer. I scooted back from the table, unable to pretend anymore, upset about talking about my mom and having my hopes destroyed when I thought I’d get some kind of closure on what had happened. My wariness was strong due to the fact that I’d just barely survived a week where I was poisoned by men who were not miles away, but where one in particular sat at the head of the table. 
 
    “Excuse me, I really don’t feel well. Do you mind if I return to the room?” I needed out of there. I needed to breathe for a moment without everyone around. 
 
    Tiny stood, too. He wiped his hands on his napkin and nodded. “Let me walk you.” I didn’t need to be walked there, but I was too tired of holding everything in to argue. 
 
    He fell into step beside me, glancing at me every couple feet as we walked down the hall. “If you need anything, Stryker is down the hall on the other end of the house. It’s not a huge home, though, so it’s not like it’s that far.” He laughed at something he’d said. I couldn’t pinpoint what was funny. 
 
    “Thank you.” I pushed the door open and turned back to smile at him. 
 
    Something in his expression left my nerve endings feeling like they’d been dipped in muddy marsh water. He leaned on the door, folding his arms as if he were settling in to watch me undress or something. “Do you know who held you?” The question couldn’t be blunter or bolder. 
 
    I continued walking into the room, setting on the bed as I looked up at him. I shook my head, sighing. “I didn’t see two of them. One of them I used to go to school with. I think there were other people there but I honestly don’t know.” 
 
    Seemingly satisfied with my answer and the way I acted, Tiny pushed from the door and turned to go, but turned back, snapping his fingers. “I have some extra phone chargers. Did you want me to take yours and plug it in? I have a bank of different brand plugins in the kitchen.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, his eyes wide. 
 
    I reached down, patting my pockets, then glanced at him with regret. “I must have left mine in the truck. I don’t have a lot of people to message.” I still hadn’t reached out to Sara since getting away from Blaze. I had to do that. I just didn’t want to get her mixed up in whatever I was dealing with. 
 
    Plus, she had her own issues with her uncle. I needed to call her and get caught up. 
 
    “Okay, that solves that. Sleep good.” He pulled the door shut. 
 
    I stared at the flat, dully brown surface of the door, my eyes on the handle. Then, as if he knew I watched, Tiny must have turned a key in the other side because I watched the lock on the handle turn from facing vertically to lying horizontally. 
 
    I gasped softly, shaking my head as I realized there was no getting out. 
 
    No. That couldn’t be the case. I’d had to accept that with Blaze and Dominick because I was drugged and tied. But I hadn’t eaten anything at Tiny’s. I wasn’t going to stay there without a gun pressed against my temple. I was getting out. 
 
    Pulling my phone from my pocket, I texted Stryker.  
 
      
 
    He tried taking my phone. We have to get out of here. 
 
      
 
    I hit send and gripped my phone like it was a lifeline. It was set to vibrate, not sound. I could put it in my pocket and still be aware of any incoming messages. 
 
    I needed that extra hand for getting out. 
 
    I looked around the room. There had to be something I could use to get out. 
 
    Unstacking the bins, I started going through them. Each one had been mislabeled and I wasn’t sure if it was a part of his paranoia or a huge accident. One marked kitchen had nothing but comforters inside of different reds, pinks, and yellows. The next one I opened, marked garage, held a large number of shower curtains inside, stacked to about halfway and then nothing else. Who needed that many brand new shower curtains? 
 
    As I unstacked each oddly filled bin, I revealed more and more of the boarded window. That had to be my way out. I just knew it. But how was I going to get the boards off? 
 
    The fifth bin I moved was labeled books, but when I set it on the stack next to me, an odd clanking inside told me it hadn’t been packed with just books. I popped the top off, scrunching my nose at the sight of greasy, rusty tools. A hammer lay at an angle to the side and I reached in, hefting it into my hands.  
 
    What could I do with the hammer? I turned from the bins and studied the window. I’d been too focused on looking at the wood outside the glass to look at the actual window. 
 
    It was divided in two with half sliding over the other. There was no screen and the lock hadn’t been engaged. The only thing keeping me in were the boards. 
 
    What would it take to get the boards off? I slid open the glass, grateful for the small breeze that worked itself through the slats in the boards. There were about six boards in all. 
 
    How were they held in place? I held the hammer between my forefinger and my middle finger and rested my hands on my hips as I studied my prison. 
 
    I wasn’t drugged. I could do this. Plus, I had a hammer, if I needed a weapon. 
 
    My phone still hadn’t buzzed with an answer from Stryker. I was on my own. 
 
    What if the boards weren’t fastened very well? I wanted to avoid hitting the wood as much as possible in case the pounding brought Tiny to the room. He believed I was securely stuck in there. The last thing I wanted was for him to find out otherwise until I was already gone. 
 
    Setting the hammer on the windowsill, I reached up with both hands and pushed on the top board. Nothing happened, but a bit of creaking. I glanced quickly over my shoulder, my arms still in place as I listened for any footsteps or anyone opening the door to indicate they’d heard. 
 
    No one came. 
 
    I looked back to the boards, pressing on the second one. Still nothing. The third one was just as resistant, but the fourth one loosened on one end, swinging down to expose the yard from a triangular hole that was no more than four inches high on the longest side. 
 
    I got one! I couldn’t contain my excitement. Raising my fists in the air, I grinned at the sky, careful to keep my exuberance silent. After feeling so powerless with Blaze, the feeling of capability gave me a euphoria I didn’t want to lose. 
 
    Bending down to peek through the window, I welcomed the cold fall breeze on my cheeks. From my position, I could make out the rear panel of the SUV we’d driven up in. Most of my view was made up of the driveway that looped around the rise. 
 
    A driveway that was slowly filling up with four sheriff vehicles. They didn’t have their lights on or their sirens. Even their headlights had been cut as they climbed the drive. We wouldn’t be able to get away in the SUV. I had no idea what we were going to do. 
 
    I fell to my rear, removing myself from view. I couldn’t go out the window. Not now. The cops would see and grab me. I was wanted for murder, no matter what the Russians had covered up. 
 
    I scooted around to park my butt underneath the window, pulling my knees up to my chest. I inhaled deep, trying to keep my anger and frustration at bay. I wouldn’t be able to think, if I didn’t get a hold of myself. 
 
    The hammer wasn’t going to do me any good. The window wasn’t an option. 
 
    Elbows braced on my knees, I rested my head in my hands, staring at the jeans on my thighs. If the window was out, I had to find another way. 
 
    I couldn’t sit there in self-pity. I had to get out. No one was coming for me. I had to rely on myself. I could do that. I dropped my legs and rolled to all four, keeping my head out of the revealing hole in the boards. 
 
    The tools in the box had been numerous. I grabbed the bin and moved to sit my back against the door. I studied the pieces of the panel that kept me in there. 
 
    It had hinges but I didn’t know what would work on those. I looked at the handle. It was locked. Too bad I didn’t know how to pick a lock. We’d never locked the doors in our house when I was growing up. I’d once seen Sara push something into the hole of a lock on the handle of a bathroom, but this handle didn’t have a hole. It actually had a key hole. 
 
    A key I didn’t have. 
 
    A large screw held the handle in place under the doorknob, its brass head matched the rest of the handle. I narrowed my eyes. What if I could pull the handle off? I had no idea if that was even possible, but it had to be worth a shot. 
 
    Reaching inside the bin, I dug around for a screwdriver, coming up with four options. Holding up the first one, I moved to put the tip in but the design of the tip was like a cross while the design on the screw was a straight line.  
 
    The cross one was out. I looked at the other three, all of which were flat. It was just a matter of picking one and unscrewing the screw. 
 
    Grabbing the short stubby driver, I inserted the head into the screw and twisted. And turned. And pushed. 
 
    Finally, a slight give told me I’d done something. I pulled back, but nothing much had happened. 
 
    The helplessness of the previous week seemed to compound but this time I was fully aware of my predicament. With Dominick and Blaze I’d been so out of it that I wasn’t quite sure I was in danger even though I knew I was – which is both hard to explain and hard to return to. I’d heard about post-traumatic stress disorder, but I’d always assumed it was reserved for military and others who faced deadly jobs on a daily basis. 
 
    As the walls seemed to press in on me and my breath grew shallower and shallower, I had no doubt I was experiencing some form of the disorder as a consequence of my experience I hadn’t even had time to recover from. 
 
    I felt like I’d gone from one prison to another. At least with Blaze, there had been little left to the imagination on what was coming. With Tiny, I wasn’t sure what his goals were or what he wanted. I had the possibility of escape which left me hopeful and I knew hope was more damaging when it was destroyed. I had to get myself together. Was I using everything at my disposal? I hadn’t told Stryker I was locked in the room. Maybe that would get his attention. 
 
    Pausing, I pulled out my phone and texted Stryker again.  
 
      
 
    Cops are outside. I can’t get out. He locked me in. Can you help? 
 
      
 
    If he got the message, maybe he’d come. Or maybe he was in his own situation he couldn’t get out of. It was really just one more way I could get out of there. But I had to assume Stryker couldn’t get to me for whatever reason and I had to get myself out. 
 
    I shuddered, shoving my phone back in my pocket. I couldn’t picture the type of circumstances that would keep Stryker imprisoned. 
 
    Taking another breath, I moved onto my knees, and reset the screwdriver, this time using two hands and twisting from my shoulders. 
 
    The screw gave way, tinkling down to the ground where my knees were. Offsetting a half inch, the handle slipped in the hole and the lock no longer engaged. I pulled the door open, only the slightest scrape of metal on metal giving away my movements. 
 
    I paused with the door halfway open in case someone stood in the hallway waiting for me. 
 
    What kind of an escape would it be, if I only got as far as the door? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    Rather than Tiny waiting there to stop me, nothing greeted my escape. At least in front of the room. 
 
    The hallway from one end of the house to the other was straight. I could see down the length of it, past the well-lit living room and kitchen to the darker hallway beyond. Did that mean Stryker and the guys were in the central part of the house or did it mean that I had to somehow get past the light to get out of there. If there were cops in the back, they would most likely be in the front. 
 
    Had Tiny turned us in? I wanted to scream and cry and pummel something all at the same time. 
 
    Slinking into the dark corner of the hall beside the room I’d escaped from, I leaned my head back against the wall and took a minute. I didn’t have a plan. I had no idea what to do or where to go. 
 
    It wasn’t in me to accept weakness and I’d been forced to face my shortcomings head on over the last few weeks, more and more until I was starting to feel like I was nothing but failures. 
 
    My phone buzzed in my back pocket and I snatched it out in case the sound carried to the front rooms. A text from Stryker – finally. 
 
      
 
    We’re down in our rooms of his house. There are cops on this side and what looks like black SUVs. We’ll come for you when we get a chance. Sit tight. 
 
      
 
    Come for me? Sit tight? Was he drunk or something? I didn’t need anyone to come for me. I set my jaw to the side, more offended by his suggestion that I was a damsel in distress than anything else. 
 
    Didn’t he know anything about me yet? 
 
    I tucked my phone back in my pocket and tucked my chin.. Pressing away from the wall, I squared up. All I had to do was get across the opening between the living room and the kitchen and into the other end. I could do it. 
 
    If not, Stryker, Gunner, and Brock would think I needed help getting out. That was the last thing I needed, the Jameson boys thinking I was weak. I swallowed, careful to walk lightly down the hallway, keeping my footsteps close to the wall and away from the center walkway. To avoid creaking. 
 
    I crept to the edge of the wall, peeking around the corner quickly before dodging back behind the protection of the cream and mauve wallpaper. 
 
    What had I seen? I had to go over it in my head before I could deem it safe. Tiny had been standing at a tripod set up at the window where a blind had hidden the yard from view. A box of ammunition sat at his feet and he was setting the scope just so. 
 
    I could do what I needed to do. He had his back to me, facing away as if the hallway didn’t matter, as if he didn’t have teenagers in his home. Teenagers that, for all intents and purposes, trusted him. 
 
    Rubbing my eyes, I took another spare second to gather my courage. A man who messed with guns with cops collecting around his house didn’t have all of his marbles in a set. I opened my eyes and turned back to face the separating wall and I came up short.  
 
    Tiny stood in front of me, his eyes wide, his pupils dilated as he stared at me. 
 
    I didn’t move, holding his gaze with mine as he blinked rapidly and then stepped back. “Maria… I…” He’d said my mom’s name. He supposedly had information about her. Did he know her? Had he known Mom? Why did everyone get a piece of my mother but me? 
 
    “We have to get out of here, Tiny. There are cops…” My whisper seemed to fall on deaf ears as he walked dazedly into the kitchen.  
 
    He motioned toward me, pulling out a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Maybe you need a glass to calm your nerves.” He chuckled, pouring a conservative amount into one glass. He tilted the mouth of the bottle toward me before tilting it toward his mouth. Tiny swallowed, chugging the green glass bottle’s contents of red wine with a desperation I’d never seen before, even in my own father after the gambling tables. 
 
    Turning wide, slightly crazed eyes my way, Tiny lowered his bottle and wiped at his mouth with the back of his hand. “You have no idea how much I needed that.” He studied me and then motioned my hand toward the hallway. “You better warn them. Things are about to get ugly.” 
 
    I moved slowly, almost stumbling in disbelief. I wanted to go back and claim the wineglass, guzzling it like Tiny had for a small level of comfort or calm that I didn’t feel. I started to run, my footsteps still light on the carpeted floor. I pushed into the only closed door in the hallway, the rest dark as night. 
 
    Shutting the door behind me, I panted to catch my breath. 
 
    Brock, Gunner, and Stryker turned from the window to stare at me. The window was boarded up in their room, too. They stared through slats in the wood, out into the yard. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” Gunner stared at me as if I’d just crawled out of one of the walls and still wore the plaster in my hair. 
 
    “I told you to stay down there. I’m not sure what we’re dealing with yet.” Stryker’s confidence hadn’t waned with the situation. He glanced at me as if he were wary I still blamed him for something unknown. 
 
    I lifted my chin, pinning him with my gaze. “You didn’t know Tiny was part of what happened to me? You had no idea?” 
 
    Surprise and then confusion twisted Stryker’s features. “What? If I’d known he’d had any part of it, I would have been here torturing him for answers. I looked all week for you. I don’t think I slept more than an hour or two when I collapsed from exhaustion.” 
 
    I glanced at Gunner and Brock for confirmation of his story, not that they would tell me the truth if it meant going against their blood, their cousin, their brother. I finally got that about them. They were all in for each other, no matter what the others decided, they had each other’s backs. Loyalty like that was hard to find and even harder to prove. 
 
    Stryker claimed to have searched for me. I didn’t doubt that he did. “I don’t understand how you could trust him so much. I’m so confused. This doesn’t make sense. You know?”  
 
    Stryker nodded, sighing as he reached for me, pulling me into his arms out of line of sight of the slats in the wood. He nodded his head and Brock shut off the lights. 
 
    While I felt safe in Stryker’s arms, I knew it was temporary. It had to be. We had to get out of there and we didn’t have a lot of options. 
 
    “We need to get out of here.” Brock said what we were all thinking. We all turned to face Stryker as if expecting him to have the plan that none of us could identify. 
 
    “We can’t go out the windows.” Gunner moved to sit on a chair at a desk.  He thrummed his fingers on the edge of his seat and stared toward the dark ceiling. 
 
    “What’d you see when you came this way, Gray? What was Tiny doing?” Stryker murmured against my ear and I straightened as I realized maybe I had information that could help. 
 
    “He was setting up a gun with a ton of ammo. He saw me and then told me to warn you guys. He looked kind of crazy.” I didn’t feel like hounding the fact that he’d proven he couldn’t be trusted. Stryker didn’t need to be reminded over and over that he’d been let down by a man who had fought alongside his dad, someone he’d thought of like a reliable uncle. 
 
    “How many are out there?” Brock leaned forward, his silhouette blocking the minimal light breaking through the tiny lines between the wood boards. 
 
    “I saw four cop vehicles, but that was just out the back. I have no idea how many are out front or even what they’re here for.” I lowered my gaze, biting my lip. The pressures of the last few weeks compounded, crushing me. I moved away from Stryker and sank onto the edge of the bed against the wall. “That’s a lie. I keep lying.” I grabbed my right wrist with my left hand and squeezed. I needed the grounding from the surreality of the situation. “They’re here for me. Why wouldn’t they be here for me? They haven’t dropped their warrant, right? Why would they?” The cops wouldn’t give up looking for me, no matter what the Russians or Dominick or Stryker said. 
 
    Brock stood, brushing his hands down the back of his pants. “I’m going to check things out. I’ll be back.” 
 
    I held my breath, waiting for someone else to stop him from going outside or out in the living room. What was he thinking? 
 
    “You guys, no. Brock, don’t go out there. Seriously, there’s something wrong with Tiny.” Nothing I said conveyed what I was actually thinking or feeling. 
 
    And no one was listening to me. I had to stop Brock. I had to make him hear me. 
 
    I leapt from the bed, jumping in front of Brock before he could get to the door. He jerked back and then shook his head. “Okay, move, Gray. I won’t be gone long. I’ll be careful, blah blah blah.” He waited a minute and then stretched out his hands to wrap them around my waist. “No, really, you need to move.” 
 
    I lifted my knee, swinging up from the side and catching him just below the ribs with my inverted shin. Brock crunched to the side and speared his upper shoulder with the corner of my elbow. No matter what I had going on, I could always come back to my fighting. 
 
    He groaned, clutching at his waist and leaning to the side until he was supported by the wall. I’d only been able to get any kind of reaction out of him because I’d caught him by surprise. 
 
    We were in that trust versus loyalty dichotomy. I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt him – not even himself. 
 
    “What’d you do, Gray?” Gunner pushed to stand beside Brock. He hissed at me, but didn’t touch me in retaliation. “You don’t need to hurt him. He has to go. Someone does. Brock is our most qualified scout. You don’t have any idea what he can do.” Gunner helped Brock up and I swallowed back my apologies. I wasn’t sorry and I would do it again. 
 
    “No, you’re not going out there. We can figure this out without one of us getting separated from the rest.” I wasn’t sure when they’d become so important to me, or when I’d accepted it. I wasn’t going to demand they listen to me. At least not verbally. 
 
    Without raising my voice, I encompassed them all with my comment. “You’re all bigger than me, but I won’t stop fighting to keep you safe.” There. I’d shared my feelings and I wasn’t going to be able to take them back. The intimacy of the dark made it easier to be honest where in another time or place, I might have held back the truth. 
 
    They didn’t say anything. Was it possible I felt something for the three of them that wasn’t returned? 
 
    Stryker approached me, his hands up, just barely discernible in the dim lighting. “Gray, no one is going to force you to fight. We just want you to trust us.” His tone soothed me and I lowered my hands from my guard position I naturally fell into. 
 
    He bent as if to check on Brock and in less than a second I was wrapped up in a hold that pinned my arms to my sides and held my head at a tight angle. He murmured in my ear, “I’m sorry, but we need to keep you safe more than you need us safe.” 
 
    How did I respond to that? I wanted to melt at the sentiment behind the words, but I wanted to lift my heel and nail him in the crotch at the same time. Who did he think he was? He couldn’t just manhandle me whenever he wanted. 
 
    Except… as Brock ducked out the door, I had to admit that I’d just tried the same thing. While I wasn’t as strong as them, at least my hits had been memorable and understood. 
 
    I wished I could say I didn’t fight Stryker’s hold, that I had more pride than struggling against his arms and trying to slam my heel down on his foot, but I can’t. 
 
    Stryker swayed me to the side, setting me off-balance as he chuckled softly. “Your feet should be registered as weapons of mass destruction.” 
 
    I didn’t laugh like he wanted me to. The moment didn’t lighten up for me and I couldn’t believe he could even attempt to be relaxed with cops around the house and Brock outside doing who knew what. 
 
    Gunner moved from the door and walked to the window, ducking down to peek out a window hole. “Porch lights are on and so are the floodlights. No headlights from the cars. This wasn’t a surprise drop by, Stryker.” 
 
    Nodding as if he wasn’t shocked, Stryker spread his legs shoulder-width apart and folded his arms across his chest. “Give Brock a minute to get the information we need. Don’t rush it.” 
 
    Gunner clamped his lips shut and nodded. He must have been the impatient one of the group. That made me feel even more of a kinship with the guy. I had about as much patience as a crowd waiting for a knockout call in the ring. 
 
    A lot of things came into focus as we waited. The fact that I’d been closer to information about my mom in the last week then I’d been since she left had me reeling on what the entire thing had to do with me. 
 
    When Dominick had said he knew my mom but in the present tense I’d been drugged and groggy, but that comment hadn’t slipped through. He knew her and judging by the things he said, he knew her intimately which just left me feeling dirty and unsure of everything in life. 
 
    I mean, if she’d left because of something I’d done, I could understand that. I could even hate myself for breaking up the family and not being enough for her.  
 
    If she’d left because of something my dad did, I could hate him, I could blame him for upsetting her, or anything that he could have controlled. But when she was gone and I didn’t have a reason to assign to the cause of my pain, the hate and anger grew and grew, moving into an implosion of pain and anger that festered with no pretense and no container. I had no direction to aim my hatred which left me bereft of just what to do with the overflowing feelings from her loss. 
 
    Gunner might complain about the way his dad left his life, but at least there was closure. At least there was no doubt why he’d done what he’d done. I studied what I could see of Gunner in the shadows of the room. He held his back straight and his shoulders straighter, even under the immense pressure of his past. 
 
    Would that be so bad? To know that there was nothing he could have done to help his dad? To know that none of his father’s absence was his fault… I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to not wonder every moment of my life what my mom was doing right then. Did she think of me? Did she miss me? Did she ever check in on me without me knowing about it? 
 
    No. My heartache couldn’t accept that suicide was worse than being abandoned. Gunner hadn’t gone into the details about why his father killed himself, but he’d said he knew what the reasons were. 
 
    My mom left without any warning. As far as my dad or I knew, she could have been kidnapped. Although, knowing my mom she’d never allow that. 
 
    I really just wanted to know if she was alive or not. That’s all. If she was alive, I’d like to think that I would be fine not knowing where she was or what she was doing. I’d like to think I was that comfortable with my life without her in it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure about anything though. We had fallen into what felt like a solemn assembly with our arms folded and our senses on high alert. 
 
    Gunner’s cologne had a distinct spice to the upper edge as it moved around me. When Stryker moved, I could smell him, but also feel the vibrations as my body was aware of every move he made. 
 
    He breathed in and it felt like he breathed for me. I exhaled and his silhouette seemed to sag forward like he was the one to breathe outward. We were caught in this threesome without being aware of who was the pull and who wasn’t. 
 
    The door opened suddenly and we all spun to face the threshold at the same time. 
 
    Brock slipped inside, closing it again, and we all heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    Rushing fully into the center of the room, his eyes wide and catching the small light from the holes in the window boards, Brock’s whisper reached every crevice of the room. “Tiny’s coming and he has definitely lost it.” 
 
    At least I wasn’t the only one who’d recognized the signs. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Stryker moved closer to Brock, his shoulder forming an edge as he abutted with his cousin. 
 
    Gunner moved into place across from Stryker, rubbing elbows as they closed ranks. There was room in the group for one more. I could see where I would fit, if they would allow it. Did I dare it? Did I dare the possible rejection of trying to fit in? They’d already taught me at school that I wasn’t one of them, that I’d never fit in or be accepted. 
 
    Did I dare challenge what their actions had already demonstrated? 
 
    I had to, though. So much had happened since my last day at school where I’d left from the bullying. I couldn’t just think I was the only one who’d noticed a shift in how we were around each other. 
 
    I slowly leaned forward, stepping toward them and inserting myself into the spot that completed a square. They didn’t seem to notice, as if that was my spot and they’d been waiting for me to move in. 
 
    Brock’s voice dropped to a sullen whisper. “There are eight cop cars outside. Four in front and then four lining the drive down to the barn. The truck is still down there, but the SUV has been penned in by two of the cars. We’re stuck in that regard.” 
 
    Stryker and Gunner stared into the dark space between us in the direction of our feet as they thought through the situation. I couldn’t think. I didn’t know the lay of the land, but I knew that to get out of there, all we needed to do was get to the road past the forest on the north side of the property and we could hitch hike from there. 
 
    Maybe. Maybes seemed to line my life and that didn’t make me feel very safe about anything. 
 
    The door opened again and this time we had a reason to turn as a group, protective stances in place as we raised our guards. 
 
    There was no one left outside of the four of us that would have a reason to be there that would be trustworthy. Sara was the only other person I trusted at the moment and she was wrapped up in her own crap. 
 
    Tiny didn’t bother closing the door behind him as he stood boldly in the open doorway. He held onto the doorknob with a relaxed grip, studying each of us as if we were one unit or an extension of each other. 
 
    “Ah, Gray, you did come down here. You left so fast.” He grinned at me, the light from the hall casting a long shadow across his face and leaving the lines of his smile in deep distress. 
 
    Did I answer? Had he asked a question? There was an underlying tone there that I couldn’t pin down. Was he trying to figure out what I was doing or where I was going? Did he know I suspected him as one of the men who held me? 
 
    “Yeah, she came down here. What’s going on, Tiny? What’s with the cops outside?” Stryker held his stance, not lowering his hands or lessening the tension in his shoulders and back. 
 
    Tiny scoffed as he tilted his head to the side and pivoted his body so there was room for someone to pass by him. 
 
    I held my breath. Was someone coming in? Had he let the cops in? We had no way out. I didn’t want to get arrested. I couldn’t go back into a cell. I wouldn’t be drugged or tied up or beat, but a cell was a cell and my claustrophobia couldn’t handle that kind of torture again. 
 
    Stryker nudged my shoulder and leaned down, whispering in my ear without moving enough to be noticed. “If we need to, you make a break for it through the back slider. The boys and I will distract them.” He didn’t look at me and so missed the look of disbelief on my face as I snapped my face his direction. 
 
    I would never let someone else suffer just so I could escape. That wasn’t how I worked and I couldn’t help being slightly offended that he would even suggest the option. 
 
    Maybe he didn’t know me like I’d hoped he did. 
 
    “Why don’t you guys come out to the kitchen so we can talk?” Tiny’s voice took on an edge that didn’t brook argument. I glanced at Stryker. Would we follow Tiny out? How far did Stryker and the guys trust him? 
 
    Stryker slowly lowered his hands but didn’t drop his guard in any other way. He shook his head. “Sorry, Tiny. We can talk just as well here.” 
 
    Moving to flip the light switch, Tiny paused when Stryker spoke again. “No lights. We’re already vulnerable as it is. Start explaining, because from where I’m sitting, you’re not looking too good. Family shouldn’t treat family this way.” 
 
    Tiny moved to take up the space in the doorway again, letting me relax since he wasn’t waiting for anyone to pass by but us. “If you think it’s appropriate to talk about this in the dark, then fine. We can do that.” He laughed, waving his hand our direction as he leaned against the side of the doorjamb away from the hinges. He stared at us, watching for something we weren’t giving him. 
 
    Stryker straightened first, slowly trusting that nothing was going to happen in the immediate future. The rest of us settled around him, careful to keep our eyes open. Stryker was giving the signal that he trusted the situation and maybe even Tiny and that set me on edge. 
 
    Tiny’s voice was too familiar, too related to my trauma. I didn’t want to be in that room where the light was dimmer than the living room and kitchen. 
 
    “Well, I hate to tell you guys this, but some things are stronger than family.” Tiny hung his head a minute, tucking his chin toward his chest before lifting his gaze again to take us in with one look. “Dominick is coming to claim you, Gray. The cops are… in his pocket if you want to define it that way.” 
 
    The light shifted outside the window and I flinched as it lit up Tiny’s face. His eyes were large with the white easy to see around his irises. 
 
    “Why would you call Dominick? Is Dominick the one who held Gray?” Gunner didn’t wait for Stryker’s signal or even for him to lead the questioning. He clenched his hands at his sides and stared at Tiny with his chin jutted out. 
 
    Tiny shrugged. “I don’t expect you to understand, Gunner. You never did fully understand why your dad killed himself. You guys were like my own kids at times. I loved you – love you still. But your expectations are so strict. I have to kill people. I have to. The fact that I get paid to do it is a bonus and enough jobs that I don’t have to search for my own opportunities.” 
 
    “Uncle Hunter didn’t like doing it.” Brock’s soft voice couldn’t hide the tumultuous pain rocketing through the cousins. 
 
    “I’m not saying I like it, Brock. I’m saying I have to do it. Hunter… he had to do it the same as me. Unfortunately, the only difference between the two of us is that he had a conscience. I might have once upon a time, but I abandoned that notion long ago.” Tiny laughed, but the sound lacked conviction. 
 
    “Tell me the truth. Did you have a job in Timbercreek the night you shot me?” Stryker hesitated as he asked his question, as if maybe he didn’t want to know the answer but had to ask anyway. 
 
    “I was there for a job, yes.” Tiny tilted his head down, and then looked up, the light hit his eyes, reflecting off and giving him a serpent appearance. 
 
    “What was the job, Tiny?” Was I the job? I had to ask, too. It felt like we were stuck in a form of inertia we couldn’t slow down. 
 
    “Stryker was the job, Gray. He wouldn’t kill you like Dominick asked. He wouldn’t stop looking for you when Dominick grabbed you, so Dominick ordered a job. I wasn’t sure if I was going to do it or not, so stop giving me that look of betrayal, Stryker. I didn’t kill you. It would have been easy, too. You left yourself open like a stupid game bird. You know the rules. When you hear a shot, you drop – hit or not.” He shook his head, lifting his hand to rub his eyebrows with the back of his fingers. 
 
    “If Dominick ordered the job, why didn’t you follow through?” Brock jumped in, probably the last one who didn’t have shock controlling his vocal cords. 
 
    “I owe Dominick. I didn’t have time to involve the Russians who want Dominick almost as much as they want Gray. But he won’t survive the night. He doesn’t know Stryker is still alive. I didn’t giveaway that secret. But he knows Gray is here. That’s the only way I could get him here.” His jaw set with anger and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Why are the cops just waiting?” My whisper didn’t seem to disturb anyone as they stared into space at Tiny’s revelations. 
 
    “Well, dear, they’re waiting for me to either kill hostages, release hostages, or order them to arrest you. They all have been told conflicting information so while they wait to filter through and figure out the facts, we’re going to do what we need to do.” He moved into the room then, striding toward me with a suddenness that left me breathless. He pressed close, the distance between us no more than inches. 
 
    His eyes darkened as he ducked his head and our faces came close to touching. Tiny lifted his fingers, brushing them down the lower line of my jaw. I inhaled deep and then exhaled, swallowing as I stared into his eyes. 
 
    “You know, Stryker, this one is special.” Tiny didn’t look at any of the Jameson cousins. He just watched his fingers as they touched me. “I wanted to shoot you, Stryker, but I couldn’t because Dominick wanted me to. I owed your dad, you know? Ah, the price tag was solid, though. Then Vlasi called me while I was in place to pull you out of the audience for Dominick. He outbid Dominick and I got to shoot Sergio who I found very annoying. So, win-win, right?” His lopsided grin threw me off. Than and the fact that he hadn’t stopped stroking my face. 
 
    Stryker shifted to stand directly beside me, pushing on Tiny’s chest with a stiff arm. “You need to back up, Tiny.” There was no compromise in the angle of his jaw or the heavy way he thrust his chest forward. He wasn’t backing down. 
 
    Tiny didn’t look away from my face, but he slowly dropped his hand to hang slightly between us. “You’re just like your mom.” He said it almost reverently, ending on a sigh. 
 
    A hitch in my breath filled the silence as Stryker, Gunner, and Brock stared at Tiny like they expected him to try something else and they had to be ready to attack. 
 
    “What do you know about my mom?” I blinked, but held his gaze, careful not to scream and shout at him like I wanted to. 
 
    Tiny didn’t answer and I stepped forward, grabbing his upper arms with desperate hands. Almost screaming, I shook him as much as I could shake a solidly built man who towered over me. “You know my mom?” 
 
    Sadness twisted his maniacal grin into a depressed frown. He framed my face in his hands and shook his head as he leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. The contact surprised me and he pulled away, ignoring Stryker’s angry grunt and Brock’s hands pulling at his arms.  
 
    Tiny smoothed my hair down the side of my head. “I loved her. So much. She was with your father and I never interfered there. Not until I saw what he was doing. Not until Dominick got involved. When I asked for a chance with her, he laughed and said I wasn’t enough for her.” He huffed and glanced down the length of his body. “I can’t be any more. I’m as big as they come.” 
 
    I pushed closer, certain there was more he wasn’t saying. “Do you know where she is? Does she miss me?” 
 
    He stared down at me, lost in something I couldn’t identify. He didn’t even struggle against Brock and Stryker’s holds. “You’re like her but stronger. I’m sorry this is happening. You have no idea how sorry.” He glanced at the cousins and dropped his hands from me. “Come on, boys. We have to see just how much we can mess up.” He grinned, like he and I hadn’t had a moment that left me shaking. 
 
    Tiny turned away, his stride wide and strong. Whatever path he’d decided to go down, he was going down in style and to make a statement. 
 
    Gunner caught me as I fell to the side. “Stryker, she’s losing it.” 
 
    I wasn’t losing it. They didn’t know losing it. I hadn’t lost it. But my hands were shaking, my legs felt like they were made of jello and I think my back even deflated. Another man who knew something about my mom and I still had no idea where she was or what she was doing. 
 
    Did she miss me? Why couldn’t anyone tell me that? I missed her. I hated that she most likely didn’t care what I was doing or where I was. 
 
    While loneliness surged inside me, Stryker moved to my side, crouching next to Gunner and shifting me to his arms. Heat from his touch just simmered, nothing sent tingles through me. He wasn’t there to seduce me. Instead, everything in his touch and presence was focused on me and comforting me. He shushed me, wrapping me in his embrace. 
 
    Was I going to survive the weekend? What else could I expect to happen? 
 
    Was it bad to wish for normal? 
 
    I curled into Stryker’s arms for a brief moment. I knew we didn’t have time. I recognized the urgency of the situation, but I needed a moment – just one – to find comfort. 
 
    “Gray, you’re going to be okay. I know it’s been a lot. Come on. We can get out of here and sleep the rest of the weekend.” He grinned, his cheek moving against the top of my head where he’d pressed his face. 
 
    Gunner and Brock split up, one checking the doorway and hall and the other peeking out the lines between the boards. 
 
    “It’s quiet out there. Tiny is too quiet.” Brock whispered from the hall. His shoulders didn’t bend under the stress of the moment and I had to acknowledge that Stryker wasn’t the only one with muscles or strength. He might be the strongest but he definitely didn’t have all the muscles in the family. 
 
    Gunner spoke as if he waited his turn. “Officers are moving toward the house. It looks like a different SUV is driving up the drive between the stationary cars.” 
 
    Stryker nodded. He lifted me to a standing position and straightened beside me. Taking my face in his hands, he stared intently into my eyes. “You can do this, okay? I have no doubt you want to lose it. You’re dealing with more over a couple days than most people have to deal with spread over their life time. I need you to stick with me. You can do this.” 
 
    He had no idea how strong I could be. I pushed myself onto my own feet and stabilized my own balance. I held out a hand, staving off his arms that came to steady me. “I can do more than you think I can.” I lifted my chin, refusing to let my exhaustion control me. 
 
    If we could get away, I’d be able to sleep for a week. But only if we got away. 
 
    “What do I need to do?” I could see Stryker had a plan in mind. “I’m ready to get out of here.” More than I could explain. 
 
    Multiple clickings echoed through the house. They were more like bursts of air that ended in a popping sound. 
 
    “He’s shooting into the yard. We have to go now.” Gunner jumped to his feet, pushing at Stryker and me from the backs as we turned. “Get going. This is the distraction we were waiting for.” 
 
    “Does he still keep the side-by-side in the lean-to?” Stryker wrapped an arm around my waist and picked me up, striding quickly across the hallway and shoving me at an unboarded window. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. I think he got a four-wheeler, too.” Brock acted like I wasn’t there or like they weren’t opening a back window protected by a bush in the rear of the house. 
 
    The pops I heard were gunshots. Tiny was actually shooting into the front yard. Yells and screams indicated he’d hit his targets and others called to him to stop. 
 
    I couldn’t see what was happening from behind the thick foliage of the bush. Trusting Stryker implicitly had become my priority. He wanted me to die about as much as he wanted himself to. I could see that as he constantly put my safety ahead of his own. 
 
    I only hoped we were going to make it out of there alive – together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Stryker 
 
      
 
    My imagination wasn’t strong enough to get inside Gray’s mind. What she was going through and what I thought she was feeling were entirely different things. I tried to soothe her and she had to convince me she didn’t need help. 
 
    As much as I was impressed by her strength, I didn’t need to rely on others. I wanted her safe and I was going to do whatever it took to make it happen. 
 
    Shoving her toward the window, I grabbed Gunner and pulled him to the side as Brock slid the pane open. I couldn’t hear what Brock said to Gray, but it didn’t matter. I needed her attention elsewhere as I made sure she was safe. 
 
    “Look, get Gray to the ATV and get back to the bunker. Don’t look back, don’t stop. Do you understand?” I held up my hand when Gunner shook his head. “I’m serious, G. You’re doing this. Brock and I need you to get out. We’ll be right behind you, but we can’t let Tiny go out like this. He’s lost it… but, I can’t help but think maybe he’s suffering from the same guilt your dad did, you know?” Uncle Hunter hadn’t been able to handle the fact that he couldn’t stop killing. He’d grown to crave that danger and high. He’d been a sniper, one of the best, and a skill like that wasn’t needed in civilian life. 
 
    Hunter had hated fighting normal when he felt mediocre in every other aspect of life. Not to mention he’d constantly mentioned how it wasn’t fair that he’d come home and his brothers hadn’t. 
 
    Rearing back at my mention of his father, Gunner blinked. “You’re not staying here, right? You’re not going to be able to help us, if you’re arrested by the cops or killed by Dominick.” 
 
    “You’re being obvious, man. I can’t do what I need to do, if I’m worried about her or you.” I nodded in Gray’s direction but kept my eyes on my cousin. “Do this. I need you to get her out of here.” 
 
    Gunner held my gaze, staring in my eyes as if he could read my thoughts and label my intentions. He finally nodded. “Fine. But if you’re not there behind us, I’m coming back for you.” 
 
    He didn’t have anything to worry about. I wouldn’t get caught. I punched his shoulder and moved toward the window. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to leave you alone with Gray any longer than necessary.” My side-grin brought a chuckle. 
 
    Everything happened in seconds and I tried to ignore the urgency of the moment. Tiny was shooting into his yard which was covered with cops. Dominick was probably there in the mystery SUV and we had to get out of there. Now. 
 
    But if I let the moment get to me, I’d be unnerved and slip up. Mistakes would be costly and I wasn’t willing to lose anything more than I’d already lost. 
 
    “Gray, in case we get separated, you need to get to the ATV at the bottom of the hill. Gunner knows where it is. There’s a key. Start it in neutral. I’ll be right behind you.” I winked, despite the seriousness in her eyes. She didn’t smile in return and I didn’t blame her. 
 
    Four more pops came from the front living room and I flinched. Tiny wasn’t even using intimidating ammunition. He’d put a silencer on his .22 a year or so ago and swore he’d never use it on people. Another lie. 
 
    “Get out of here.” I wrapped my fingers around her upper arms and took a deep breath. I was a big guy, known around town for my brute strength and my ability in the ring. The slight girl in my arms made me feel powerless with her ability. She didn’t need me. She didn’t need anyone. 
 
    She reached up and cupped my face in her hand, her eyes soft but strong. “Don’t get stuck.” She nodded and faced the window, her brown hair spinning out in a slight circle around her shoulders. 
 
    I jerked two fingers in the air in a goodbye and get going sign to Gunner. He ducked out the window ahead of Gray, reaching back into the opening to help her out. As soon as the shadows swallowed them, I admitted to myself that for once, I was nervous I wouldn’t make it out of the danger I was in. For once, I wanted to get out of there and be present somewhere besides my life. 
 
    The sound of gunshots burst through the house. I didn’t need to make eye contact with Brock as we both slammed to the floor. Bullets cracked through glass, shards tinkling as they hit the linoleum in the kitchen. 
 
    Tiny’s laugh chilled me to the bone. I used my elbows to drag myself forward, crawling on my stomach from the room and out into the hallway. 
 
    Moonlight spilled across the carpeted flooring of the rooms we passed. Their furniture created various shapes with shadows. Tiny had turned off the lights in the front rooms, the focus being on the floodlights outside. I held the majority of my weight on my forearms and my toes, shifting my balance to my knees when I moved forward.  
 
    The control in the moment would determine if I could jump to my feet to run or if I’d die on my stomach like a coward.  
 
    I could almost hear my dad’s voice repeating that line over and over in my head. Dad had once made a point to explain to me and my cousins that running away didn’t mean someone was a coward. Running away was sometimes the only way a person could escape to recover and try again a different day. 
 
    So, if it was okay to run, why was I leading my cousin into the center of the fray? If I died, fine. But what if I put Brock in unnecessary danger? I would be devastated if anything happened to him and I’d never be able to forgive myself. 
 
    Yet even with all that, I couldn’t bring myself to turn around and run. Tiny was a huge part of our family and even though he’d done some horrific things, I couldn’t just leave him there. Not when we could run together. We’d have to figure out the details later. 
 
    I glanced back at Brock, making sure he followed. A part of me wanted to motion him back, tell him to run with Gunner and Gray. The only problem was, we’d been raised pretty tight on never leaving anyone we loved behind. Brock wouldn’t let me go alone. I knew it as surely as I knew I wouldn’t let him do it either. 
 
    I moved forward relentlessly, heading toward the sounds in the living room. 
 
    Brock stayed silent, following me in the same moves we’d learned when we played hide-and-seek with our dads. Everything was better when we played with our dads. In the still-dark hallway, Brock crawled up beside me and we inched out to view the living room, keeping our heads out of sight of the windows. 
 
    Tiny’s massive hands manipulated the ammo rope or bandolier strung up through the Gatling gun he’d set up on a tripod by the window. Gone was the .22 he’d been shooting. There was nothing quiet about the bullets bursting from the end of the revolving gun. He wore a bullet proof vest, the black easily seen over his white long sleeve shirt. He wore an Army green helmet on his head, the chin straps dangling by his collarbones. He glanced at us, his peripheral vision on hyperalert, when he sensed our movements. 
 
    Tiny smiled like he was having the time of his life. He flicked at something at his waist and half-shrugged. “Can you blame me? They’re dirty cops and Dominick is out there… somewhere.” Tiny’s smile faded as he watched me closely. “Dominick wants to kill you, Stryker. He’s planning on getting rid of you. Watch your back.” He blinked and then glanced back at his gun, his finger pulling the trigger of its own volition. There was no way he even knew where he was aiming since he hadn’t directed his eye in the direction of the yard since we’d come out there. 
 
    “Tiny, what are you doing?” I didn’t stand. That many bullets would only bring a barrage our direction again. 
 
    “I’m getting free, Stryker. Brock, you and your cousins need to know…” Pausing his speech, Tiny poured more bullets out into the yard, striking a car and sending sparks to light up the dark of the evening. He turned to face us; his eyes tilted down at the corners. “Your dads were some of the best fighters I’d ever seen. They helped people, genuinely helped people, and they were great friends.” A single solitary tear slid down his coarse cheek, reflecting the modest light from the headlights outside. “I miss them.” 
 
    The pause in gunfire earned him a round from outside. In less than a second, eight pops filled the air and Tiny’s neck exploded on the side. 
 
    He fell to the ground, dead before he hit. 
 
    I stared at the body of one of my dad’s best-friends. He’d been there for us in more ways than one. Yeah, he’d made mistakes at the end, but who was perfect? I refused to believe he’d ever meant to hurt us. 
 
    There wasn’t a single mean bone in Tiny’s body. Whatever he’d done, he’d done because he had to – in whatever capacity. I had to trust that about him. If I didn’t, then every memory I’d ever had about my dad’s friend would be tarnished. 
 
    I couldn’t allow that to happen. Not to Tiny, not to myself. 
 
    Brock tugged at my sleeve, already backing up, ignoring the loss in front of us. “We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be by the front door, Brock. We need to get some guns and head out the backup.” I wasn’t the only one who refused to go through life without a backup on everything. 
 
    Brock didn’t argue. He’d do what he was told. Another reason to keep the younger of my cousins with me. That and he would do what it took to get out of there. Gunner questioned what I said. If he got Gray out, he’d get some of that self-confidence he’d lost out on when his dad died. 
 
    Instead of heading back to the rooms we’d used, Brock and I crawled on our hands and knees in the hallway and then stood, rushing to the first bedroom on the left, opposite the front yard where Tiny had shot at the cops. We were running out of time as they would soon realize he wasn’t shooting back. 
 
    They would storm the house and we had to make sure we were nowhere around to get handcuffed. 
 
    Tiny’s room was bare of decorations or anything other than a well-made twin bed against the wall, a four-drawer dresser perpendicular to the foot of the bed, and a set of boots side by side under the head of the bed. 
 
    We dropped to our knees and I reached into the boot on the right, pulling out a Taurus Slim, the pistol fitting exactly in my palm. Brock retrieved a similar sized piece from the bottom dresser, tucking it muzzle down in his waistband. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I nodded, waiting for him to shimmy onto his stomach and then crawl under the foot of the bed. 
 
    A slight creaking gave away the opening of the crawlspace door. We’d have to go under the house to get away. 
 
    Inhaling, I recognized the acrid smell of smoke as it worked its way through the house. Were they burning Tiny’s home? A fire would bring more law enforcement. 
 
    I couldn’t guarantee we could out in time, if we didn’t get out immediately. 
 
    Brock’s boots disappeared from view and I dropped into position. Tiny had kept an immaculate house, even keeping the floor under his bed dust-free. 
 
    Shouting from the front pulled my attention away from the yawning hole in the floor. I glanced over my shoulder; sure I was seconds away from getting pulled back. 
 
    “Stryker, get out here.” Brock called to me, spurring me back into action. 
 
    I pushed and pulled to get under the bed, wiggling my shoulders to get through the tight crawlspace opening. 
 
    As soon as I landed on the ground with a thud, my chest, arms, and head hitting almost at the same time as my knees, Brock reached up and slid the door back into place. 
 
    We weren’t safe from the growing smoke in our new positions tucked under the house. If anything, the duct system allowed the smoke to billow down beneath the house with a vengeance. We pulled our shirt collars up over our noses and mouths, rolling to our hands and knees as we crawled in the opposite direction of the living room and kitchen. We wanted to get out of trouble, not dive headlong into the fire – literally. 
 
    Tiny had placed ty-par under his house over the dirt when he’d first put the place in. Bins tucked under the house held who knew what and we didn’t have time to check the contents as we crawled by. 
 
    The covering under us rustled with our movements but the sound never made it anywhere with the sounds of yelling, more shots, engines, and the crackling of fire fighting to get through the paneling separating the crawlspace from everything else. 
 
    We moved further from the door, deeper under the house but closer to freedom. 
 
    Tiny had once shown us the trapdoor to the crawlspace and made us crawl under the house to the exit. One thing about Tiny’s paranoia was he constantly came up with things we would need to run from. 
 
    Thankfully, he wasn’t too far off base. 
 
    We got to the end of the line, where the foundation paneling should open into the backyard, where the grass should spread out from there like a hidden blanket to hide under. But Brock and I came up short as we pushed against the original opening and nothing happened. We looked closer, taking a deep breath when we realized Tiny had boarded the exit up from under the house. 
 
    For whatever reason, Tiny had locked us in there. 
 
    I wasn’t sure we were going to get out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Gray 
 
      
 
    The bush outside the window scratched at my skin, tugging at my hair. Gunner slid from the window, his belt loop on his pants snagging on the corner of the window. He grunted, frustration and impatience in the slap of his hand as he batted his pants down.  
 
    Gunner grabbed my hand, all but dragging me to the edge of the house. He stopped me inches before the corner, peeking from between the house and the brush. He pulled me to tuck against his chest so he could speak into my ear with minimal sound. 
 
    The way he held me reminded me of how a brother might hold his sister. There was no longing, no heat, and I was grateful. It was hard enough having an insatiable craving for one of the Jamesons. I’m not sure what I would do, if I craved all three of them. 
 
    “The next round of shooting, we’re going to run like all out hell is after us. Got it? Head for the line of trees over there. If we get separated, head down toward the barn, stay in the trees, and there’s a four-wheeler you’ll see. Take it back to the factory. The password for the tunnel is semperfi3 – all lower case and the three is actually a digit.” He glanced sharply at me, gauging my attention. 
 
    I nodded and tensed my muscles, hoping to wake them up enough to perform how I needed them to. Where was Stryker and Brock? They should be joining us. Stryker had said something about grabbing Tiny, but why? He’d shifted on them, rolled over like a dog on people who were supposed to be like family to him. 
 
    I’d leave Tiny, let him wallow in the mess he’d made. Or maybe I wouldn’t. It’s not like I completely understood their relationship to the giant of a man. My experiences with him were from the other side of the spectrum and not rosy. 
 
    I turned to look back. Gunner shifted so his chest blocked my view. I glanced sharply up, searching his features for a reason. 
 
    Gunner jerked his head side to side with the barest of movement. “Don’t look back. No matter what. Do you understand?” 
 
    What was that supposed to mean? Don’t look back. 
 
    I bit my lip, tasting copper as blood leaked onto my tongue. I stared toward the tree line, holding my breath before I could ask him. “Aren’t you guys supposed to stay together, no matter what? Isn’t that the mission or something?” 
 
    “You’re my mission. Stryker assigned me to you. I don’t have a choice. He calls the shots. That’s how it is. He wants you protected, then that’s what will happen. I don’t have a say in where I’m needed.” He dropped into a half-crouch, pulling on my shoulder to make me drop as well. “Get ready.” 
 
    I couldn’t see anyone out there, on the back end of the lawn. While cars spread down the drive, it seemed everyone had congregated along the front yard, focused on the action coming from the front windows. 
 
    A shot rang out and Gunner tapped my back. Like I was in track, the tap triggered my nerves. I jerked forward, sprinting full force in three steps across the slight plateau of the yard and then down the hill toward the tree line. 
 
    My lungs burned as I pumped my arms, harder and harder and harder. It had been over a week since I’d run last and I could feel my inactivity in the stiffness of my muscles. Thankfully, muscle memory was a real thing and I shifted into the downhill sprint after a jerky start. 
 
    Gunner’s long legs could have easily overtaken me with the pull of going downhill. Instead, he seemed to shadow me, slowing when I did, speeding up when I did, and veering around like I did. Then it hit me, just what he meant by I was his mission. 
 
    He would have stayed back with his cousins, if Stryker hadn’t ordered him to get me to safety. 
 
    Running straight down a hill wasn’t the best time to have an epiphany about the workings of the groups’ dynamics. I gripped my hands into fists as I softened my knees to absorb the shock of pounding when I transitioned from grass to gravel road. Focusing on the run was the only way I was going to get out of there. 
 
    Shouts followed us down the hill, punctuated with a shot and the zing of a ricochet. 
 
    From somewhere deep inside, I pulled out more speed. Tucking my chin, I bent at the waist to dig for more speed. Gunner kept up with me, his breath matching mine as he didn’t veer too far from me. 
 
    We broke into the tree line at the same time, crashing through the underbrush with little regard for where we stepped. Neither of us was stopping until we had the protection of multiple tree trunks behind us. 
 
    I bent at the waist, not out of breath but dizzier at the speed we’d rushed from the house. 
 
    “We can’t stop.” Gunner reached for my elbow and I jerked from his hold. 
 
    “Can we just give them a second to catch up?” All the four-wheelers I’d seen in my life would have a hard time carrying the four of us, but that didn’t mean we had to leave them behind. The ATV would have a hard time, it didn’t mean it was impossible. 
 
    We faced the house from where we stood, hidden fully in the brush. No one pursued us with most of the focus on the house. From our vantage point, we could see where Stryker and Brock would come out. 
 
    A smudge of smoke captured the light in the front of the house. The cloud billowed, growing bigger and bigger with the bottom curve reflecting an orange glow that could only be made by fire. 
 
    I reached for Gunner’s arm, clutching at his skin as I stared at the house. Where was Stryker and Brock? 
 
    “We’ve already waited long enough, Gray. We have to go. They know where to meet. Trust them. Trust him.” Gunner reached his arm around my shoulders and redirected me away from the house. 
 
    Numb, I did as he instructed. It wasn’t just them I was supposed to trust, it was Stryker. Didn’t it always come back to Stryker? 
 
    I fell into an easy jog behind Gunner as he led the way through the woods around the perimeter of Tiny’s property. I couldn’t imagine what kind of betrayal Stryker and his cousins were feeling as they’d discovered things about their surrogate uncle. 
 
    I couldn’t get it through my head that he’d loved my mom. I couldn’t get anything through my head of what was happening. 
 
    Gunner pulled up short, raising his left hand in a fist beside his shoulder. I stopped, staring at the closed fingers like they should mean something. He shook his head and then waved his hand, pointing the opposite direction from the barn. Gunner sprinted lightly through the brush, ducking behind a copse of cedar trees and using the low hanging branches for cover. 
 
    I followed, careful to stay on his tail. We crouched there in the wet dirt, staring around us as if the woods had a secret. 
 
    We needed help. I didn’t consult Gunner as I pulled out my phone. I texted Sara. 
 
      
 
    Can you get us? Same area as last time. 
 
      
 
    Gunner didn’t argue. We were in trouble and he knew it. How did you deny the truth? 
 
    My phone screen lit up when she texted back. 
 
      
 
    On my way. I stole his car. Once we don’t need it, let’s trash it. Be there in forty minutes. 
 
      
 
    “She’ll be here in almost an hour. We just have to hang on.” By then, Stryker and Brock would have joined us and we could all get out of there at the same time. We could hide at the bunker, maybe call out for pizza or something. Although, I was pretty sure calling takeout to your secret hideout made it just a hideout and not a secret any more. 
 
    Gunner nodded, glancing around us, not relaxing in his role as my protector. 
 
    “Why didn’t we get the four-wheeler?” I folded my arms, tucking my fingers into my armpits to keep them warm from the surprising cold. 
 
    “Something didn’t feel right. My dad… he always taught me that if your gut says one thing and your orders say something else, you go with your gut. You can handle the consequences of disobeying, but you can’t handle the death part.” He glanced down, picking up a fallen pinecone and tossing it toward my feet. “I didn’t always listen, but when it came down to survival things, I absorbed as much as I could.” 
 
    “My dad taught me something similar but it really only had to do with the ring. He’s not good at life otherwise.” I smiled weakly and wrapped my arms around my legs with my knees bent toward my chest. 
 
    “At least he’s trying.” Gunner shrugged, looking past me as if he could see in the dark. 
 
    “True. There is that.” But Gunner and I didn’t see things the same way. He might have lost his dad, but it sounded like his father had been present, he’d just had issues with things that had happened to him while he was away fighting in the military. He’d come home damaged. That didn’t mean he was a bad guy, it meant he’d been broken and didn’t know how to fix himself. 
 
    My dad… was something much weaker, much less honorable, and I doubted he could ever be fixed. He was still my father, but he wasn’t someone I was entirely proud of. 
 
    We sat together in silence, waiting for a sign that Sara was coming, that the boys were coming, that anyone was going to join us. The minutes ticked past and every sound made us catch our breaths and freeze. 
 
    “Do you think they’re coming?” I narrowed my eyes to see Gunner better in the dark. Every nuance of his features would tell me if he was lying or not. 
 
    “They’ll meet us at the bunker, if we don’t see them here. Don’t worry. They’ll be there.” Gunner nodded toward my phone sitting on the ground at my side. “You just got a message.” 
 
    I jolted, dropping my hand to grab the phone and pull it to my face. A text from Sara was exactly what we needed. 
 
      
 
    I’m near that place. Where are you? 
 
      
 
    I texted as fast as I could in response. 
 
      
 
    Stick to the road. We’ll be standing on the side. 
 
      
 
    It could have been déjà vu as I stood, brushing my pants and striding from the protection of the trees to climb onto the road. Lights aways off moved slowly our direction and it had to be Sara. 
 
    I motioned to Gunner to hurry. “Come on.” Off in the distance, smoke billowed in the air and more gunshots were muffled by the trees but not eradicated. 
 
    Sara slowed the sedan she’d stolen and the locks clicked up. 
 
    I climbed in front while Gunner grabbed a rear seat. We closed our doors and I glanced at Sara. “We need to get to the factory, fast. Just get out of here. We’ll deal with questions and all of that as we drive.” 
 
    She put her foot on the gas, tearing out of there. Gunner and I stared heavily out of the windows in case Stryker and Brock appeared on the road and we needed to stop. 
 
    Gunner seemed so certain that they’d be at the bunker. He seemed confident enough that we’d just driven away without them, even though my gut told me to go back. 
 
    “You know, you just left me out there last week, right?” Sara glanced at me, keeping her eyes mostly on the road. 
 
    I nodded, blinking back guilty tears that were more susceptible to release after the chaos we’d just left behind. “I know. I’m sorry. They said they had Dad. I just wanted to fix it, you know? Fix it without hurting anyone else or putting anyone else in danger.” I sagged back against the seat, my shoulders dropping as I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    “Where’s Brock and Stryker?” Sara slowed at a stop sign and turned left. At least she remembered where we were and where we needed to go. 
 
    “Tiny… called the cops and Dominick. Gunner got me out. Stryker and Brock are coming. They said they’d be at the factory. They…” I swallowed, turning back to Gunner and fixing him with my gaze. “Promise me they’ll be there. Gunner, tell me your gut isn’t telling you to turn back and save them. Because mine is screaming that we’re going in the wrong direction.” 
 
    He shook his head, bracing his arm on the seat on either side of him as he stared out the window. After about thirty seconds of silence, he looked at me. “You don’t understand. Stryker made me swear I wouldn’t come back for him. No matter what. He made me swear on my father that I would get you to the factory and in the safety of the bunker before I did anything else. Anything else. Do you understand? This isn’t about following orders, Gray. This is about honoring what could possibly be the last wishes of one of my best friends, my brothers. This isn’t about you. It’s about something bigger.” His voice broke on the last word and he looked back out the window. 
 
    Slowly, I turned to face forward, grateful Sara hadn’t interjected anything. She waited quietly beside me, turning the wheel and just being present. 
 
    We closed the distance to the factory in silence, each minute passing with thoughts full of what-ifs and I should have done something different. 
 
    Parking outside the tunnel, we climbed from the car, all of us slow and unsure. Gunner let us in, careful to make sure all the security measures were in place behind us as we walked further into the mountainside. 
 
    “This is really cool.” Sara whispered as we walked through the conference room and into the bunker Gunner opened for us. 
 
    I nodded with a half-smile as I tried to ignore the bunks where Stryker had held me and pretty much the entire bunker where he’d stalked me like his prey. 
 
    Gunner had spoken like he knew his cousins weren’t coming back and there was nothing he could do about any of it. 
 
    I turned toward him, lifting my hands as I spoke. “We’re here. We’re safe. Can you go back now? Can you save them?” I didn’t expect him to save them by himself, but he’d said he couldn’t do anything else until I was safe in the bunker. Well, there I was. Did he think I was just going to sit there and wait? 
 
    “I don’t even know where to start on my own.” Gunner sank onto a chair by the table, slouching forward as he braced his elbows on his knees. He pressed his face into his hands and I had to accept that this was harder on him than it was on me. 
 
    Those guys were his family. They were all he had and he most likely lost them tonight. We had no idea what had happened afterward, but with that much gunfire and flames, the odds were it wasn’t good. 
 
    I moved to take a seat beside him, pulling my phone from my pocket and setting it on the table in front of me. Sara followed suit, copying everything I did except the phone part and leaning forward. 
 
    I reached out, grabbing her hand and smiling with a scrunched-up nose. “Thanks for coming. Sorry, it was so late.” I didn’t care about the time. 
 
    “You’re fine. I stole his car and he’s not going to call the cops because I’m ready to report him and I told him that. I almost want him to call anyway. I would love to have a reason to let the police know what he’s been up to. I think it would violate his parole.” She smiled and wrapped her arm around my back, pulling me in for a hug. “I was so worried about you. When you’re up for it, you’ll have to tell me what happened and where you were.” 
 
    I nodded, but I didn’t think that was something I wanted to talk about any time soon. The fact was, I just wanted to survive until I was old enough to run away without repercussions. If I was eighteen, I could leave. I could go anywhere I wanted and no one would get to stop me. 
 
    My phone buzzed on the table and I flicked my eyes at the screen. 
 
    Stryker’s name flashed on the screen. I squeaked, catching Gunner’s attention. “It’s Stryker.” 
 
    All of our hope crescendoed and I could feel myself inflating with air and possibility. He was calling which meant he was still alive. There was a pause as I stared at the phone, Gunner watching breathlessly beside me. 
 
    I swiped up, lifting the phone to my ear, grateful for a chance to hear him and to make sure he was okay. 
 
    “Stryker, oh my hell, where are you? We can come get you.” I pushed away from the table, standing and moving toward the door. Of course, we’d go get them. Right then. All three of us were ready. 
 
    “Gray?” A woman’s voice I recognized as one I thought I would never hear again crawled across the line. 
 
    I froze, staring at the crease where the door sealed with the wall. I didn’t answer. I didn’t need to.  
 
    She continued speaking, her voice firm, like I’d always remembered it. She hadn’t left me that long ago that I’d forget the way she sounded when she wanted something. 
 
    “I need you. And if you don’t hurry, there’s nothing you’ll be able to do for Stryker or Brock. You’ll let us all down. Don’t do that.” My mom hung up the phone. The first time I’d heard from her in over a year and she threatened Stryker and Brock. 
 
    I stared at the phone in my hand as I turned, leaning against the door and sinking to the floor until my butt hit the concrete. My mom was with Stryker. She needed me to do something, but she hadn’t said what. 
 
    What exactly was my mom involved in and what was I going to have to do now? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 *** 
 
      
 
    Grab the last of the Bad Boys of Jameson High series, Her Champions. Stryker, Gunner, and Brock are even more addicting as they try to right some wrongs from their past and help Gray fix her own mistakes. Can they stick together once more than murder charges come calling for Gray? 
 
    Never miss out on a Taylor Blaine book – sign up to get an email on new releases and sales. Maybe even some stupid stuff that she’ll come up with at the last minute. Who knows, but it could be fun! 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for joining me with the Jameson cousins.  I love them so much! Stryker… sigh. 
 
    Keep your eyes out for a fast-paced series coming this fall – Rival teams led by brothers and the girl who’s stuck between them. 
 
    Want to follow all things Blaine? Join me on my Facebook page! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The End 
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