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Chapter 1
“Sometimes the only way to get justice is to take it yourself.”

-Leigh Bardugo

Something shifted in the shadows as Justice stalked silently past boarded-up warehouses half crumbled by time and abuse. Though long ago abandoned by legitimate business, this sinister place was far from empty. She tracked the movement in her peripheral, keeping her pace steady, even as they hunted her from a distance.
 
The broken buildings were occupied by various operations and squatters, but the streets were deserted. Death lurked in the dark corners and alleyways with covetous stares that were more felt than seen. These were not streets to linger on.
 
A lone young woman walking these desolate streets at night may have appeared to be easy prey. But the lack of fear in her confident stride and the solid definition in her well-trained body reminded those lurking nearby that she wasn’t an easy mark.
 
The shadows shifted restlessly, the air heavy with an insatiable lust for violence. For most willing to risk these parts, a careful balance was needed. Their instincts fueled the need to move quickly but not inspire a chase, to avoid challenging aggression while not appearing weak. Some pulled it off. Some never made it through, dragged away by the castoffs that were drawn to this place by their thirst for brutality.
 
Justice didn’t pander to the unspoken rules. She marched through the familiar, crumbled streets at her own pace in her well-worn combat boots. Her eyes didn’t dart nervously to the shadows like most, but she knew the lurkers were there and she tracked their movements without fear. The only thing they truly understood was survival, and most didn’t survive an encounter with her. That simple fact drove them to keep their distance more often than not.
 
They weren’t monsters, just empty souls so immersed in the savagery of the world that they no longer existed without it, operating on nothing but survival instincts and wild aggression. Their humanity had been ripped away piece by piece until all that was left was a cruel drive to subsist at any cost. Violent beings created by a violent world. A sad reality, but it was only one more ugly piece of what the world had become.
 
Justice approached her destination and turned down an alley toward the entrance. The lurkers closed in, sensing their opportunity slipping away, but she didn’t break her stride.
 
The desperation of the nearest stalker drew her attention, raising the hair on the back of her neck. She tucked a small knife into her palm and reached for the door seconds too late. Dragged back into a bony chest, she caught the hand that darted for her throat and flipped the knife around in her hand. Anticipation thickened in the air as the others shifted closer.
 
The attacker at her back went rigid, and the movements of the others took a dramatic dive into panic. Not taking the time to contemplate the change, she sliced back, aiming for his thigh, but met no resistance when the body behind her disappeared in an instant. Justice swung around with the momentum of her strike, stumbling slightly with the sudden shift. In the second it took to regain her balance, every one of them had run.  
 
Apprehension crawled down the back of her neck. Her well-honed instincts sensed danger, even as her eyes flicked over the deserted alley. Whatever had scattered the lurkers like cockroaches was something she didn’t want to stick around to meet. Keeping a guarded awareness of her surroundings, she reached for the door again, nearly missing the lone figure in the shadows.
 
One of the lurkers remained.
 
In the dark, she couldn’t see more than an eerily still outline, but he was bigger than most that ended up here. His features were consumed entirely by the shadows, yet she knew without a doubt that his eyes were locked on her with a chilling intensity, holding her frozen when she should have escaped inside.
 
A shivery warning worked its way down her spine, startling her into motion. Breaking free, she tugged the heavy door open, forcing her composure back into place and striding inside with her usual attitude. Where she was going, he wouldn’t follow.
 
***
 
The entrance was dark and deserted, but she knew the way well. Passing a maze of dingy halls, she strode forward unerringly, until finally tugging open a metal door. Inside the dimly lit stairwell, a large man sat perched on his rickety stool, shrinking the tiny space further. He gave her a subtle nod and crossed his massive arms over his chest as she slipped past, heading down. 
 
The Underground had few rules. The only criteria to get in, once you made the dangerous trip, was getting past the doormen. If they decided you didn’t belong there, a long walk home was in your future. Those with money could buy their way in, but even that wasn’t a guarantee. What was important was that they could spot a cop a mile away. Those that came looking for an extortion opportunity never made it through. They also never came back. Justice figured it was best not to think too hard on why that was, but it was enough to mostly keep their patrons in line. Once you were out, you were out, and there was more than one way to accomplish that goal.
 
They didn’t care if you got yourself killed, but they definitely cared if you affected their profits. This was not a place to go hunting. It was a place to blow off steam and indulge. The Underground didn’t tolerate anyone disrupting their business.
 
Slipping down one more flight of stairs and stepping out into a tiled tunnel, Justice passed the next doorman, a finely dressed man of average build who looked completely out of place surrounded by the broken tiles and crumbling cement. Somehow, despite their differences and his bland, almost forgettable looks, he was even more intimidating than the last. His cold eyes met hers briefly, conveying a threat as clearly as if he’d been heavily armed instead of overdressed.
 
A flash of envy hit her over the effortlessly daunting stare she’d tried and failed to emulate. She’d never been capable of delivering such a warning with nothing more than a glance. But as he pulled his gaze away, she realized that the look in his eyes wasn’t something he’d mastered. It would come naturally when she finally lost what was left of her soul. It seemed a little less like something to look forward to when she thought of it that way.
 
The Underground was spread out through old abandoned transit tunnels. Most of the rails ran above ground, but there were plenty of large underground areas where patrons once boarded the trains. Many of the tunnels had long since collapsed, and some had even been expanded. But what remained in this area had been transformed into every sin and indulgence you could ask for.
 
Reaching the end of the final tunnel, Justice passed the last doorman, a slightly less threatening man with a dark beard that didn’t quite cover the deep scar running halfway across his throat. She pushed through a metal door into the entrance. The deep thumping beat of the music and the low buzz of voices hit her as she pressed forward into the sweaty, gyrating crowd.
 
Delicate fingers trailed across her stomach as a small raven-haired beauty tucked up against one side. A smooth male voice tickled her other ear.
 
“Are you looking for some company tonight, beautiful?”
 
Justice turned toward the man and raised an eyebrow. He stood only a few inches taller than her, thin and delicate, but undeniably attractive. His blonde hair was long enough to just brush his shoulders and his porcelain skin looked far softer than hers.
 
“Are you referring to her or yourself?” Justice asked, nodding toward the woman on her other side who’s dark eyes watched with hunger.
 
He smiled, blue eyes twinkling. “Both? Either?”
 
The contrast between the two was striking. His soft features and light coloring, along with his friendly demeanor, next to her black hair and intense stare. Her skin was a deep, silky caramel that Justice would love to run her hands over. Tempting, but Justice was pretty sure she’d break these two. She gently extracted herself from their grip.
 
“Thanks, but I’ve got someplace I need to be. Maybe next time.”
 
Moving further past the bodies, Justice slipped up to a counter, purchasing a drink and slamming it before moving on as it burned its way down. It was never a good idea to have two. Not for her anyway. The area just inside the door was pretty equivalent to a bar. Or what she pictured bars looked like since the only place they still existed outside the Underground was in the rich cities.
 
There were only five of the high-tech cities remaining in what was left of America. Like most, Justice had never even been to one of the elite cities. Let alone their exclusive clubs. No one on the outside would ever be allowed to taint their pretentious haven. Hell, they’d never make it to the border. Street trash was the unofficial name they’d given to anyone outside their walls, and she was pretty sure they’d sooner dispose of them than have to look at them.
 
Justice snorted at the very idea of someone like her walking into their pristine city. With a shake of her head, she pushed past the bodies and moved deeper into the belly of the Underground.
 
Every section beyond the entrance held some sort of entertainment. While the Underground was exclusive, it wasn’t at all scandalous. The general population had long ago moved past judging others for their vices. As long as you could find yourself a willing partner or group, no one cared how you found your gratification. Life was hell, and people grabbed on to whatever momentary pleasures they could find.
 
Gambling was big business, and there were opportunities to be parted from your money in various ways scattered throughout, as well as stages for dancers or those with exhibitionist tendencies, BDSM rooms, voyeur sections, sensation rooms with a different kind of drug for anything you wanted to feel, or not feel, and rooms where you could live out whatever fantasy you wanted with whatever willing partner or partners you could find or pay for. And then there was the part Justice was there for. The best place to blow off steam if you asked her. The fight rings.
 
Justice welcomed the familiar buzz of adrenaline and scent of sweat as she pushed through the angry crowd to the back room. Sliding past a mountain of a man, she shoved her way to a locker and tucked her boots and weapons inside before taking the time to tape her knuckles.
 
There weren’t many rules for the fights. No protective gear was worn other than mouth guards, and as long as you stopped pummeling once someone was out, it was pretty much all fair game. Except for weapons. That rule was earned by trial and error. In the end, they needed fighters alive to make money.
 
Justice checked the fight board, and a slow grin made its way onto her face. She recognized one of the fighters and was quite eager to get him in the ring. She was pretty sure the feeling was mutual. Justice handed a few bills over to the giant managing the board and pools and then scribbled her name across from Draven.
 
After being directed to ring four, she wandered over to watch the match, waiting for their turn. She cast a glance at the dark-haired man that stepped up next to her as he crossed his arms over a black t-shirt.
 
“I knew you couldn't stay away from me,” Draven drawled.
 
Justice snorted. “I don’t know how I made it this long. You certainly made an impression.”
 
The last time she’d seen him, she’d dragged him off a kid that had no business being there. Granted the kid was bigger than her, but everything about him screamed fresh meat. And he’d unwittingly jumped into a piranha tank. Too inexperienced, too stupid, and too overconfident to survive at the level he was trying to play. He never even made it into the ring. 
 
She hadn’t caught the words exchanged between Draven and the kid. And she knew damn well the kid threw the first punch, but Draven sure as hell ended it. If Justice hadn’t stepped in, he might have done serious damage. So she got between them, shoved him back, and knocked him down a few pegs for beating up on a kid. His icy glare had turned on her before her words filtered through his rage.
 
The wild gleam in his amber eyes faded and he threw a smirk her way. “Sweetheart, if you wanted to get your hands on me, all you had to do was ask.”
 
He had stalked off before she had a chance to respond, but he’d been right. She’d wanted to get her hands on him, just not in any way he would enjoy.
 
Eager to get her chance, Justice stretched her limbs, getting loose and warmed up. Draven stood next to her, unconcerned. If he thought she’d be as easy to take down as that kid, he was sorely mistaken.
 
“I know you’re used to beating on children, but this isn’t gonna be an easy win,” she taunted.
 
Draven shot her a nasty look. “He wasn’t a kid, just a punk.”
 
“Whatever you need to tell yourself.”
 
“You’re a pain in the ass.”
 
Justice grinned. “I get that a lot.”
 
The fighters in the ring hit the mat with a heavy thud, blood spraying from one man’s nose. There was a brief beat of silence when he didn’t get up. Cheers and disgruntled groans filled the room as people mentally tallied their winnings and losses.
 
Once the body was removed, and the blood mopped up, Justice and Draven stepped into the ring. Adrenaline and anticipation flooded her body. He was just under a foot taller than her, broader, with a longer reach and more power. But few people had the training Justice did, and she’d taken down much deadlier men.
 
Crouching and setting her stance wider, Justice let the mischief in her eyes shine as she smirked at Draven. He quirked an eyebrow and casually set his feet as well. They waited as the ref approached.
 
“Draven and Justice, you know the rules. No weapons, the fight ends when someone is down or taps out. Do you understand?” He barely waited for their nod before stepping back out of the ring to let them beat the hell out of each other.
 
Draven reached out for a grab, and Justice ducked out of the way. He was stronger, but she was faster, and she knew how to use that to her advantage. He reached for her again. Once again she evaded. Catching his arm and spinning under it, she slammed an elbow into his ribs, following through and sliding out of reach again. She’d heard his surprised grunt as the air left his lungs. And the moment she spun to face him, it was clear he knew he’d underestimated her. And that he wouldn’t do it again.
 
When he attacked again, he didn’t bother with another grab, throwing a punch instead. Justice evaded and drove a fist up into his stomach. Draven hunched forward with a grunt. Before she could follow up with another strike, he tackled her.
 
The air left her lungs in a rush as his solid frame crushed her. The crowd howled their approval. The rough mat scraped at her back. She managed to force her hips up and shove him off, before rolling away to her knees. They both took a moment to get back to their feet and catch their breath.
 
Justice stepped in close. Draven took the bait, drawing his arm back for a punch. Dropping to a crouch, she swung her heel into his legs, knocking him to his hands and knees. Giving him no time to rise, she drove a knee into his ribs. He recoiled but still got a hand on her ankle and pulled.
 
This time when she hit the ground, he jumped on her. His punch split her lip before she got an arm up to block. Blood pooled in her mouth. The lights glared in her eyes. Draven leaned in to pin her. Justice hated being pinned, but the refs would let it go as long as she was still in the fight. 
 
Gritting her teeth, she slid the back of his shirt up, hooking her hand through the collar. He loosened his hold the moment she twisted, constricting his throat. He reared back. Her grip on his collar pulled her with him, tightening until she could get up and back away.
 
Draven tugged his shirt off and tossed it out of the ring, shooting her a nasty look. Men often used their size to overpower those smaller than them. They never liked her tricks to ensure they couldn’t.
 
Blood dripped down her chin, dropping to her chest. She did nothing to stop it. Her lips tipped into a smile and she tilted her head as if to say, ‘What else ya got.’ Her attitude tended to throw people off balance and she used that to her advantage as often as possible.
 
Draven stepped in again. She blocked his strike, landing a few strategic hits of her own. He drove the palm of his hand into her sternum. Justice stumbled back several steps once again, struggling for air. This time he didn't give her time to recover. 
 
Blocking his swing, she changed directions, going on the offensive. With two fast strikes, she nailed the side he favored and a sore spot on his gut. Well within the rules and she needed a second to catch her breath. Draven growled, throwing her back like she weighed nothing.
 
Justice tumbled across the mat. She jumped to her feet, expecting him to attack the moment she stood. But instead, he held back, catching his breath. His eyes were down, his fists clenched. The crowd voiced their impatience.
 
Blood trickled from a cut on the arm he’d grabbed. She glanced at the injury in confusion, not sure what caused the oddly clean slice. She checked his hands for a weapon, but when he opened his fists they were empty.
 
Dropping back into her fighting stance, Justice decided it was time to end the fight. She didn’t want to find out the hard way that he was playing dirty. 
 
Pacing herself, she waited for an opportunity. Sweat beaded on her forehead and ran down her back as she fought off his attacks. Her patience paid off when Draven reached for another grab. Justice latched onto his wrist, spinning under his arm. Maneuvering behind his back, she dragged his wrist up between his shoulder blades. Kicking the back of his knee, she dropped him, gaining even more leverage. Justice held and waited for him to tap out. Except he didn’t.
 
He struggled in her grip, forcing her to wrench his arm tighter. If she pulled much harder she’d dislocate his shoulder, which she preferred not to do. Weaknesses could equal a death sentence in the wrong situation. Most days she couldn’t walk down the street without ending up in the wrong situation, so she didn’t take the idea lightly. Not for someone she assumed was relatively harmless.
 
“Tap out,” she demanded around the mouthguard, still bleeding from her lip. Her words were mumbled, but she knew he’d understood her.
 
Draven growled, tugging away again. But she had the leverage in this position and she used it to tighten her hold. If he moved any further, he’d dislocate his own arm.
 
“Tap out,” she gritted out again.
 
The crowd booed at her for giving him an out. Other fighters would have just fucked up his arm and taken their win. And if Justice had thought he’d deserved it, she would have too, but Draven was just a run of the mill asshole if her instincts were to be trusted.
 
With another growl of frustration, he gave the signal, and the ref called the fight. Justice was declared the victor as a pissed off Draven stomped off to the lockers.
 
Justice was not surprised to see most of the bets placed against her. People never learn. They saw a smaller female fighter and assumed she’d get her ass kicked. Just like the assholes that made the mistake of targeting her on the street pretty much daily. One day they would learn. The fact that any of them placed bets on her at all was proof that she’d started making a name for herself. The man at the fight board winked and stuffed a wad of cash into her hand as she strode past to her locker with her head held high.
 
Justice scrubbed most of the blood off before returning for her boots and weapons. She slowed when she saw Draven leaning against the locker with a glare. Crossing her arms, she cocked her head in question.
 
“What the hell was that?” Draven growled.
 
“A fight,” Justice drawled out, making the unspoken idiot obvious.
 
He grabbed her arm and pushed her against the lockers. She barely reacted, unimpressed with his anger. “The Underground isn’t the place for mercy.” He spat the words as if they disgusted him. “If you want to fight with the men here then you better learn to fight like them.”
 
She’d grown up sparring with family and some habits died hard when she didn’t feel her opponent deserved to be maimed, but was he seriously pissed that she didn’t hurt him more? She rarely held back in a fight, and this was the thanks she got. She shook her head.
 
“Are you saying you weren’t done getting your ass kicked? I’d be happy to finish the job.”
 
She pushed off the lockers to grab her things but he shoved her back, pinning her. Again. Irritation flashed over her as he leaned into her face.
 
“I’m saying, if you’re going to be pulling punches, then don’t come back. You don’t belong here. You’re too soft.”
 
Soft? She almost laughed. She had never in her life been called soft. She’d been dangerous even as a child. Still, she shouldn’t be surprised. Hell, she was starting to see his point. Why had she held back? They weren’t friends, she didn’t have any. And he sure as hell wasn’t family, she didn’t have that anymore either. Ugh, maybe she was getting soft. She tried to shift forward to give herself some space but he refused to move. 
 
Justice nodded. “I see what you’re saying.”
 
Surprise flickered in his eyes, but he quickly recovered. Thinking he’d chased her out of there if the smug look was anything to go by. Justice threw her head forward, wincing at the sickening crunch. Draven yelped and reared back, holding his now bleeding nose.
 
“There ya go. It’s broken. I didn’t hold back.” She yanked her boots and weapons out of the locker and stormed off toward the exit. “Just like you wanted.”
 
***
 
Justice found a dark corner in one of the stage rooms to unload her weapons from her boots, sliding them into place before pulling her boots back on with jerky, irritated movements. Some people were so annoying, this was supposed to have been relaxing. Flopping back into a chair, she huffed out a frustrated breath and watched the show for a few moments, both tired and worked up at the same time.
 
Familiar fingers tickled her arm and another firmer set worked the knots in her shoulders. Justice closed her eyes and groaned at how amazing it felt. God, when was the last time someone had touched her this way?
 
The woman’s long hair brushed her arm as she leaned in. “Did you change your mind?” her sultry voice purred.
 
Justice opened her eyes to look up at the man rubbing her shoulders and back to the dark-haired woman trailing her fingers seductively down her arm. Justice smiled.
 
“You know, I think maybe I did.”
 
She didn’t bother getting their names, it wouldn’t matter after tonight. She let them each take a hand and pull her to her feet, leading her off to their private room.
 




Chapter 2
Justice stretched her sore but satisfied body before extracting herself from the sleeping couples limbs. Apparently, they were cuddlers. It was almost funny that after the hours of experiences she’d just had with the two of them, this was the unfamiliar part.
 
For the briefest of moments, she almost wished she could join them. It would be so easy to let them wrap themselves around her as she drifted off. She shook off the ridiculous idea before it could take hold. No one could be trusted enough for that.
 
Justice wasn’t shy about sex or pursuing whatever physical desire struck her. But actually sleeping with someone was far too dangerous for someone like her - someone that had made as many enemies as she had. Those kinds of frivolous attachments brought nothing but trouble.
 
With a spine cracking stretch, she dressed and snuck out. There was other business to handle before she could leave the underground.
 
Along with the various avenues of entertainment, the Underground was also a place with unofficial business connections. Business connections that liked to hide from her. Good thing Justice was always up for a challenge.
 
The place was a maze of attractions, it would be all too easy to get caught up for hours hitting every area available. Luckily Justice knew her targets proclivities.
 
Sliding to a silent stop, Justice pressed her ear to a locked door, smiling when she caught the unmistakable deep, gravelly voice. She pulled a lock pick from her wrist cuff and knelt to put her skill to work. Pressing a finger to her lips, she slipped in and gestured outside the door, offering a few bills to the room’s occupant.
 
Once the woman stepped out, Jess carefully pressed the door closed behind her and turned to address her guy. The man she was looking for was naked and strapped to an upright frame. Grinning, she strode forward. This couldn’t have worked out better if she’d planned it.
 
Picking up the paddle that her predecessor had left behind, she gave a solid smack to his already reddened ass and the man let out a deep appreciative groan. As much as she liked having him at her mercy, she needed to stay on his good side - or as close to it as she could after this stunt. So instead of continuing the ruse, she walked around the contraption so he could see who was delivering the blows. His eyes opened in confusion and he groaned in annoyance when he saw her grinning face.
 
“Goddammit Justice! Where the fuck did my girl go?” His gruff voice was quickly losing its lusty haze.
 
Justice flipped the paddle in her hand. “Just taking a break. I’d be happy to help you out instead.”
 
Archer rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. My dick is now permanently conditioned to shrivel up at the very sight of you. You’re a huge pain in my ass, in completely the wrong way.”
 
She snorted. “I’ll be sure to add that to my business cards. I’ll make this quick. I’m looking to pick up a job.”
 
Archer let out a snort of his own. “No. Now go get Lita back in here. You’re killing my buzz.”
 
Justice didn’t move, just tipped her head, waiting for the answer to change.
 
Archer groaned. “I don’t have any jobs right now.”
 
Again Justice didn’t respond. Instead, she dragged a chair over, the metal legs scraped loudly against the floor much longer than the few feet of space should have required. Making a show of getting comfortable, she plopped down in front of him, sinking back and stretching her legs out.
 
“For fuck’s sake, Justice! No one’s looking for some no-name little girl to get themselves killed fucking up a job they need done.”
 
“You say that like I’m not sitting here, right in front of you - still alive after every job I’ve done.”
 
“You’re missing the point. There’s a lot of competition. It’s my job to find the most qualified man for the job.”
 
“Save the bullshit, Archie. You and I both know that I’m perfectly capable.”
 
His eye twitched at the nickname. “My reputation is on the line if you fuck something up or get caught.”
 
“And it’s on the line when anyone else fucks up, too. Can we skip the back and forth? I’ve got shit to do, but I’ll sit here all night if I have to.” Justice tipped her head in thought. “What happens if we bring Lita back in to finish the job? Does the paddling override the Justice-induced dick shriveling? Or is it the other way around?” She smacked the paddle against her palm a few times while she thought it over.
 
Archer closed his eyes and mumbled something about reaching his limit for crazy-ass women under his breath. “Untie me,” he barked.
 
Justice held back the gloating and released him from the contraption. He walked over to a chair, ignoring the pair of pants draped over it, and plucked a small device off the seat. He flicked through a few options before pausing, his finger hovering over the screen. With a sigh, he wrote a few details on a piece of paper and handed it over.
 
“Don’t fuck it up.”
 
Justice skimmed the details before aiming a glare his way. “What the fuck, Arch? You’re way low-balling me on this!”
 
He shrugged his broad shoulders. “You’re a wild card, no reputation, no track record. You’re not going to make what the pros do.”
 
Her track record was actually impressive, but since they weren’t hired jobs, she didn’t have anything to show for it. That was the problem. Only higher rungs of the operations would have decent information, and she needed to build a name for herself to get there.
 
“This is a shit job and half of what the fee should be. Give me something else.”
 
Archer crossed his arms over his bare chest. “Take it or leave it, Justice. And I really don’t care which it is.”
 
Justice shook her head. “When I get this done, I better start getting the same respect as the others.” She stormed for the door.
 
“Respect is earned.” Archer’s reply followed her into the hall where his mistress was waiting.
 
Justice ground her teeth but smiled sweetly at the woman as she handed her a few extra bills. “Make sure he can’t sit for a few days.”
 
Lita’s pouty, red lips quirked up as she tucked the bills into her ample cleavage and gave Justice a wink. Justice grinned. She might not have gotten quite what she was looking for, but somehow getting the last laugh made it a little better.
 
It hadn’t been the first time she’d asked Archer for a job, but it was the first time he’d caved. Though it really was a shit job. He would learn not to underestimate her. Eventually, they all would. Her father had been well known in the Underground, not that she could allow anyone to make the connection. No one truly knew who she was and that was for the best. But one day she would get the same respect he’d gotten, and she would use that to finish what he couldn’t.
 




Chapter 3
Even in her uncaffinated state, Justice felt eyes on her as she made her way toward the diner in one of the rundown neighborhoods she frequented. Getting mugged before coffee would be just her damn luck. Her eyes burned with exhaustion and she’d hoped to make it to the door before her tail had the chance to ruin her morning… okay, evening. But still too damn early considering she'd only made it to bed a few hours before.
 
The rustling of the less than stealthy idiot behind her told her that avoiding a confrontation was not in the cards. She huffed in annoyance. Before she could turn, a thick, hairy arm snaked around her waist, yanking her around as hot breath swept over her neck. Justice was slammed into the wall, brick bit into her cheek and a heavy body pressed into her back. Her attacker buried his face into her hair. She both felt and heard the deep inhale and clenched her teeth hard to swallow back the gag reflex.
 
"Mmmh, you smell good," he grunted. She was only glad that her stomach was still empty.
 
"Yeah, some of us still believe in bathing." It was an unfair thing to say, not everyone had access to the things she did. But damn it, she needed coffee!
 
The large body at her back shoved her into the brick harder. "See if you’re still laughin’ when I'm done with you, bitch."
 
Hands wandered her hips looking for pockets and getting rougher when they came up empty. Who the hell kept their money in their pockets?
 
Justice was better educated than most. Between her street-smart father and her history-obsessed mother, she’d had access to an education and training that few else did. Generally, she didn’t hold that against people, but this guy was an idiot.
 
He’d likely only survived this long because of his size. Unfortunately for most, size did tend to be a factor for survival. Unfortunately for him, he was about to learn it wasn’t everything.
 
Justice closed her eyes and took a slow, calming breath. A trickle of blood slowly made its way down her cheek like a fuse ticking down to the end of her patience. Before it even hit her chin she was forced around to face her attacker. Which gave her everything she was waiting for.
 
She slammed her knee into his groin. As expected, he doubled over. With a firm grip on the back of his shirt, she swung him headfirst into the brick wall behind her. The guy dropped to the ground. Justice scooped up the dirty pocket knife he'd dropped, swiping a few inches to the left of where he was still holding his manhood. The tiny cut hardly warranted his yelp as he rolled into the fetal position. Not so big and bad now.
 
Justice stood and wiped at the blood on her face with the back of her hand, smearing it more than anything and only adding to the feral glint in her eyes.
 
"Well, look at that. We’re done and I’m still laughing. This was quite amusing." Justice shook her head at his whimpering and continued on her way to the cup of liquid heaven that awaited her.
 
***
 
"Another Niyazine-afflicted sighting was reported yesterday outside the border of Kalopsia city. This is the third sighting of this nature this year and authorities still seem to have no answers as to the identity of the responsible parties. All involved in the investigation agree that the affected are purchasing a black market version of the experimental drug known as Niyazine and suffering the consequences.
 
As you may remember, the drug was released for limited trials in the U.S. years ago with devastating results and has since been banned worldwide. Authorities have asked anyone with any related information contact their local law enforcement."
 
The news report rambled on from the small government-issued screen behind the counter of the diner. The one broadcast station in existence was used solely to push propaganda and fake a connection to the elite city. It didn’t work. Not on them at least.
 
Justice had stopped listening, shaking her head at the term "law enforcement." Maybe at one time, they held some authority that mattered, but that was well before her time. Modern-day police were nothing but oppressors for hire, specializing in blackmail and playing judge, jury, and executioner whenever they saw fit. Something like a finding the party responsible for distributing a dangerous drug probably didn't pay well. Though looking the other way might.
 
The idea of justice was a fairy tale, had been for as long as anyone could remember. There wasn't a lawmaker, judge or officer that could be trusted in a bad situation. "The authorities" were only out for themselves and if you were unlucky enough to get caught in the middle of anything, you'd be an idiot to expect any kind of justice. You were more likely to find a leprechaun in the courthouse than an honest judge.   
 
There might be a handful of low-level officers that still had some grandiose notion of protecting the citizens in their zone. Jess had heard of one or two actually doing their job on very rare occasions. They were most definitely the exception to the rule and would never climb the ranks to a position of higher authority without going along with whatever corruption consumed the rest of their district. Which is exactly what happened every time.
 
Either way, they had little effect on the pathetic state of the country. For the most part, a victim going to the police with their problem runs the risk of being further exploited and victimized again by the very people that claimed to protect them. That was just common knowledge, no one risked it. 
 
If you were targeted, it was either deal with it yourself and hope like hell that you got away with it, or pick up the pieces and pray they didn't come back. The latter was wishful thinking more often than not.
 
Justice was raised to be a fighter, a survivor, and well aware of the way the world worked, but even she had learned her lessons the hard way. A mistake that she excused with youth and desperation - and one that she would never make again. 
 
Justice, or Jess as the waitress knew her, tucked some money behind the counter and stood, chugging the last of her coffee. "Later, Kat."
 
The young waitress spun and gave her a warm smile. "See ya, Jess. Stay safe."  
 
Kat was around Justice's age. But the age gap was exaggerated by the very different ways they lived and the vast amount of bullshit Justice had endured in her twenty-two years. Kat wasn't really a friend. Justice had no friends. She couldn't afford the liability.
 
Jess was just a regular at the tiny diner Kat ran trying to provide a meager existence for her little brother. It helped that it was the only diner anywhere in the area. But with extremely limited hours and food options, Jess was probably her best customer with a coffee addiction that most people couldn’t afford.
 
More often than not, Jess showed up sporting a new bruise, cut or limp. At first, Kat had tried to pry, but she soon learned that Jess didn't talk about herself.
 
Her concerned looks and inquiries were always answered with a wicked smile and some ridiculous comment about a natural disaster, or some rabid animal that was probably long extinct. The closest she ever came to the truth was, “You should see the other guy.”
 
Kat watched with admiration as Jess blew out the door without a backward glance. She always walked like that - tromping around with purpose in her heavy black combat boots as if she belonged anywhere she went. Jess didn't ask permission for anything, nor did she need it.
 
She always dressed the same, in functional, tight black pants with plenty of pockets and hidden compartments and a simple black top crisscrossed with strips of heavy material. She kept her dark hair tied back, and heavy black eye makeup always drew attention to the look of mischief in her light brown eyes.
 
Jess could probably stomp right into an elite black-tie gala in her typical gear and exude enough purpose and confidence to make everyone else feel overdressed. It was an image that she worked hard for, and one that she could never let slip. 
 




Chapter 4
The outer blocks of the warehouse district were just as quiet as the deadly streets where the Underground entrance hid but moderately less dangerous. The outcasts still lurked and wandered out from the center of it all, but without the same numbers that made the heart of the district so lethal.
There was no place left for those unfortunate souls, so they ended up on the outside of civilization continuing their fight to survive, scavenging and stealing whatever they could, and killing each other for supplies or space. They avoided the populated areas, preferring instead to pick off stragglers when they wandered away from the pack - or made the dangerous trip to the Underground.
 
Still, people kept their distance. Settling in old neighborhoods away from the abandoned cities, keeping their heads down and grabbing on to whatever existence they could make for themselves. Since Justice wasn’t great with keeping her head down, she preferred having places to crash all over, ensuring no one saw her in one area too often. Most were just drug dens that she’d cleared out and taken over. But her needs were simple, and they worked just fine.
 
The place she was heading to had been used in a human trafficking ring as a holding place for their cargo until transports could make periodic pickups. She hadn’t taken down the entire operation. The transport vehicle meant they were big. That or they catered to politicians or the elite. She got the faction in the area, though, including their runner and his vehicle. A luxury she’d had for all of a day before it was stolen.
 
It was just as well, she could never have afforded the fuel, and selling it would only have brought unwanted attention her way.
 
The Underground had the only other vehicle that she knew of. They transported employees and certain patrons that brought in money one way or another. It was likely how the couple she’d met got in. They wouldn’t have survived the walk she’d made.
 
There were probably a few other operations that had cars hidden somewhere as well. But Jess keeping one would have stood out like a monk in the Underground, and she didn’t need another target on her back.
 
A scuffle in the alley drew her briefly from her thoughts. She kept walking, minding her own business until the pained cry of a girl caught her attention. Jess didn’t often get involved in trouble that wasn’t hers unless it benefited her with information or money. But the panic in the girl’s voice brought back memories of a different life.
 
She’d paused during her internal debate, but forced herself to continue walking. She wasn’t noble or heroic, or some good-hearted schmuck that took on other people's troubles. She had her own problems. But every step laced Jess with guilt. Not that she’d admit that.
 
The unmistakable sound of a fist hitting flesh, followed by a raspy cry had her turning back before she could re-think it. They were making way too much noise and someone had to deal with it before they drew unwanted attention. Justice rounded the corner and took in the scene.
 
The girl couldn’t have been out of her teens. She had a full bag strapped across her that had probably attracted every outcast she’d passed. Justice rolled her eyes. A bag full of goodies might as well be a sign begging people to rob you.
 
Her clothes were dirty, torn, and rather unusual. People typically used whatever they could find, but Jess had to wonder where she’d found them. Her scuffed shoes were slim and flat. The top of her pants had a single tight piece of fabric wrapped around both legs, ending a few inches above her knees - a horrible design flaw.
 
The girl held some kind of weapon - a pipe, or crowbar from the looks of it. She was making a valiant, though sloppy, effort to ward off her two attackers. Jess could see at least two more lurkers at the other end of the alley, and she had no doubt more would come if she didn’t end it soon. She pulled a knife from its place on her hip and moved in. All eyes turned to her as she approached.
 
Keeping her voice even, she crept closer. “Slowly move this way. Get out of here and don’t come back.”
 
The girl gave a shaky nod and side-stepped closer, drawing her attacker's attention again. Justice used the distraction to toss a throwing knife. It sank into the shoulder of the closest body, drawing his attention back to her. He lunged at Jess. The girl ran for the street, making good time despite the restrictive clothing.
 
Justice dove out of the way and tackled a second man that had started to chase the girl. By the time she was back on her feet, the lurkers at the other end had closed in. Jess was surrounded, five to one. The only sound to be heard was the girl’s rapid footsteps echoing through the empty streets, growing fainter at an impressive pace. Yep, she was on her own. And no doubt more would be coming if this didn't end quickly.
 
Justice let out a breath and twirled the knife in her hand. Guns and ammo were too expensive for the average person. They were only regularly carried by high-level criminals that could afford both the bullets and the cops they attracted with the noise. Jess had stolen a couple, but with only a handful of bullets and no cop on her payroll, she didn’t carry them unless she was heading into a situation that specifically called for it. The situation was calling. Screaming actually, and she was really wishing she’d grabbed one now. It was only a matter of time before she was mobbed with all the noise that girl had been making.
 
Justice chose the target blocking her exit and tossed a few throwing knives before fighting her way past and behind him. She held a larger knife to his throat, feeling slightly better once she no longer had an enemy at her back. The shifting shadows in the distance quickly snuffed out her little bit of triumph. She was about to be truly fucked.
 
The other four closed in, her hostage making no difference to them. Seeing that it was pointless, she slammed the heavy hilt of her knife into his temple and dropped him to free her hands. She stepped back into a fighting stance.
 
No one moved.
 
Justice would have liked to claim responsibility for their sudden hesitation. Being seen as a formidable opponent was something she’d been working at for years. But four sets of eyes were now looking right past her, frozen with fear. So much for not having an enemy at her back.
 
Almost as one, they took off in the other direction. Deja vu coupled with icy awareness to dance down her spine and she forced herself to suppress a shiver. Nothing good could have caused that reaction in a group that lives and breathes violence. Swallowing hard, she straightened and turned to face the new threat.
 
He stood in the opening of the alley with that same unnatural stillness that was both alarming and creepy as fuck. Like Jess, he was dressed all in black, and probably for the same reason. Wide leather cuffs adorned each wrist, and swirling tattoos covered his arms, flowing like water in some places, curling like smoke in others and cut through with flames and lightning bolts.
 
He definitely gave off vibes that screamed of danger. And sure, he was tall and muscular, but seeing someone so young scare the piss out of those that lurked these streets was unheard of. Hell, anyone scaring them was unheard of.
 
Creepy guy's black hair fell across his forehead partially obscuring his piercing blue eyes. They weren't a friendly blue like Kat’s - not even close. His steely grey-blue gaze was dead, cold - completely emotionless. Empty. Justice didn't scare easy, but this guy sent chills down even her spine.
 
Forcing an unimpressed expression, she stooped to pull her throwing knife from the body on the ground. Not wanting to be caught in a vulnerable position, she stood quickly and headed out of the alley, slowing when she realized she was alone. The creeper was gone from one moment to the next, no sign of him down any street.
 
He’s just one of the outcasts, she convinced herself as she headed to her hideout. They clearly had a new guy taking over their streets, but that thought didn’t bring any comfort. Creepy guy somehow found a way to control the outcasts through fear. Jess couldn’t think of a single scenario where that was a good thing.
 




Chapter 5
His name was Fitz. The list of enemies he’d made might almost be impressive if it wasn’t for the number of victims he’d left in his wake. As long as he’d stuck to killing and fucking over those whose families couldn’t afford retribution, he’d been safe. But Fitz had gotten greedy and finally messed with someone that could pay the contract on his head. Justice wouldn’t feel bad about her hand in making it happen. Even with the shit payment, it was worth it.
 
Her knees cramped from squatting on the rooftop for so long, but her discomfort had finally paid off. The info Archer had given her said that Fitz was holed up deep in the heart of Devil’s Riot gang territory - and that he never left.
 
Archer knew exactly what he was doing when he’d given her the job. Anyone else would have been forced to pose as a new member to get close enough to take Fitz out, but Devil’s Riot was well known, and there was no way in hell they’d let a woman in unless she was being passed around for their guys to enjoy. There wasn’t a chance in hell Jess was doing that, and Arch knew it. He’d given her an impossible job so he could blacklist her once she failed.
 
She had no idea why the men she dealt with acted like women couldn’t handle shit. Unless they were using their penis to club a target over the head, there was nothing they could do that she couldn’t. She just had to be a little more creative.
 
She’d been spending hours every day for weeks stalking their territory, waiting for her chance. After far more of a time investment than the measly pay was worth, she finally had eyes on her man. Fitz was meeting with someone just outside the borders she’d become much too familiar with. A smile tipped her lips and she glanced up at the sky. It was such a lovely day, the haze of pollution thick as ever in the practically poisonous air. A casual stroll down the street was definitely in order.
 
She didn't bother to hide her eye-roll at the cat-calling, but when the dumb ass associate had the nerve to grab her wrist as she approached, she decided to teach him some manners first. Twisting her wrist, she broke his grip and latched onto his instead, yanking his arm out to the side and angling it to put pressure on the wrong side of his elbow. With the threat to snap the joint the wrong way, she quickly dropped him to his knees.
 
Seeing a tiny girl take the man down had Fitz letting out an amused snort, but he made no move to help.
 
"When will men learn to keep their hands to themselves, or that catcalling is not attractive? It’s not a hard concept. Try just introducing yourself before you comment on a girls ass,” she teased, putting more pressure on his elbow joint. “Go on, try it out. What’s your name?” She added pressure until the idiot finally grunted out a name. “Was that so hard? So nice to meet you, Eddie, my name is Justice.”
 
The smile fell from Fitz’s face and he reached for his gun. Excitement rose up in Jess's gut.
 
"You’ve heard of me," she beamed, yanking Eddie to his feet in front of her with the help of her knife at his throat. "You wouldn't believe how long that took. Seriously, like a long time. It’s my fault, really. I keep forgetting to leave people alive. Makes it kinda hard to become famous."
 
"Famous ain’t gonna mean shit if you’re dead."
 
Jess smiled and whipped her knife out in a flash, sinking it deep into his bicep. His gun went off, shooting Eddie and skimming her side. Searing pain sliced the skin along her ribs, and warmth ran down her side, seeping into her shirt. That was not how she’d planned that. She shoved the dead weight of her hostage forward into Fitz and used the distraction to get out of his line of fire.
 
Fitz dumped Eddie to the ground as his eyes focused somewhere over her shoulder. The color drained from his face, wariness taking the place of his anger. Dammit, that was starting to get old. 
 
Justice didn't waste any time asking questions. She swung inside his reach knocking the gun outward and smashed her elbow into his face with a satisfying crunch. Blood gushed from his nose, making their fight a little messier than she preferred. This was why all of her clothes were black.   
 
During their struggle, Jess managed a glance in the direction she previously stood. A shiver ran down her spine when she met the glacial eyes of the man from the other night. The cast-offs didn’t wander that far, nor did they blend in with the general population. Which made him a whole different kind of stalker. Her eyes narrowed, aiming a glare in his direction. Why the hell did this guy keep showing up?
 
The distraction cost her a headbutt to the face. Her cheekbone throbbed, and her eyes watered. Damn, that was a rookie mistake. Good thing Archer wasn’t there to see it. With her attention back on the fight, she managed to get Fitz on the ground while she rested a boot over his groin and aimed his gun at his chest. The job was just a kill, but since she had him at a disadvantage, she might as well try to get some information. 
 
"This is a really nice gun, mind if I borrow it?” she teased. “And how about you tell me who you work with while you're at it."
 
"You’re going to pay for this," he growled. Jess sighed and stepped down a little harder causing a panicky grunt. "We work for lots of people. Anyone that’s payin’!"
 
"So you have lots of connections then. Anyone kidnapping instead of killing?"
 
"Haven't worked any kidnappings."
 
Jess stepped down even harder, smiling at his pained squeal.  
 
"I got no damn idea! We do hits, move some drugs, make good on threats. That’s it!”
 
Jess frowned. "Fine. Who's responsible for the Niyazine dealing?"
 
"Devils ain’t got nothing to do with that," he gasped as the pressure on his groin steadily increased.
 
She clicked her tongue in disappointment. "Not what I asked."
 
"I don't know! Never seen that shit anywhere."
 
Jess let out a heavy sigh and glanced back to the end of the alley where the creepy guy had disappeared. "Who was that guy?"
 
He pursed his lips, and another solid nudge of Jess's boot was required to get him talking again.
 
"I don't fuckin’ know, I only know not to fuck with him. He works for someone important, no one knows who. Got a reputation. When he comes around you get out of his way or he'll remove you. Permanently." And he’d set his sights on her. Great.
 
Justice pushed that issue aside to deal with later but didn’t bother to hide her frustration. "So basically, you've been a complete waste of time." She didn't give him time to argue, she shot him and kept the gun.  
 
Jess quickly checked their pockets and got the hell out of there. The gunshot was going to draw attention but hopefully anyone that knew Fitz would think something went down between him and Eddie and they killed each other.
 
There was a list a mile long of people that wanted Fitz dead, and it wasn’t unthinkable that Eddie could have sold him out. Anyone that came across the bodies would take their guns and whatever else they had on them, so the only thing tying her to the scene was creepy guy. It was a loose end she didn’t like at all.
 
Once she was a good distance away, Jess slowed, putting pressure on the wound on her side. That could have gone better, but it could have been a whole lot worse too. At least she got some new information. Creepy guy was a new player for someone important, and that meant he had information. The problem was that he was also insanely dangerous if he had high-level gang members practically pissing themselves over nothing but his presence. 
 
Reputations never stopped Justice before, but something about that guy's eyes threw a warning in her stomach that she wasn’t willing to ignore. Her instincts told her she needed to find out more before she went hunting him down.
 




Chapter 6
"Scientists have confirmed that the modified street versions of Niyazine used in recent months have been significantly modified from the originals which were banned after initial testing revealed various frightening side effects of the drug. The new variations are expected to have even more unstable results. The police are urging anyone that sees one of the afflicted not to approach, and instead to get to a safe area and immediately contact the authorities.
 
“Security and Technology mogul Cade Price of Price Industries had graciously offered some of his team to increase security along the borders while the threat remains. This news comes along with rumors that Mr. Price may be announcing a candidacy in the near future. When asked about the rumors, Price merely stated that the safety of Kalopsia city is his first priority."
 
The news report rambled on again while Jess sipped her coffee. Niyazine had started as a promising new drug for the wealthy that was designed to make people healthier, stronger, and essentially immune to almost anything. With backers seeing dollar signs, it was rushed through the approval process for human testing trials, taking what ended up being disastrous shortcuts.
 
The results had varied greatly. A total of fifty people were involved in the initial trials, of those people twenty-one died within a week. Fifteen developed some sort of enhancement. Some were minor like a higher metabolism, better vision or a stronger immune system, some were things like significantly enhanced strength or speed, even telekinesis, or telepathy. Twelve of the participants developed some form of brain damage or deformation, most along with some kind of ability. Two people came out of the trials unaffected. 
 
Some scientists speculated that the drug interacted differently with the different subject's biology, genetic makeup, preexisting conditions, etc. They felt that further study may show that the drug was still safe for some if they could narrow down which factors affected the result. But they never got that chance.
 
The entire program was shut down despite the influential backers that were pushing its continued testing. That was the peculiar part - because, with everything else, the quest for profit outranked human lives. Jess didn’t quite get why that project had been shut down, and it made her curious about the whole thing, the drug, the trials, the street knock offs.
 
It didn’t make sense.
 
Though Niyazine was immediately banned from further trials worldwide, the drug quickly ended up on the streets. The government would be no help since it was owned and run by criminals in suits - bought and paid for. And there would always be some people out there dumb enough to try anything in hopes of working their way up the food chain and becoming something more - even with the same possibility of ending up a monster and an even higher possibility of death. 
 
In recent months, there had been a few sightings of those who had suffered the less desirable side effects of Niyazine. At first, she’d assumed that they were dumped in the poor cities like hers by the scientists that had run the experiments. But when they’d started reporting the sightings outside the elite city, she knew her assumption was wrong.
 
Despite the name, the border cities were not right outside the elite city. And the common street trash that populated the poor cities could not just waltz right in. In their area, there was the elite city Kalopsia, and on the outskirts of that city were heavily patrolled neighborhoods where cops, judges, and politicians lived. The ones that hadn’t sold their souls enough to make it into the heart of the elite city, anyway. They were technically still within the elite city, but not quite as elite. Well outside of that, were the poor areas where most of the population lived. And beyond that were the crumbled, abandoned districts where the outcasts had been pushed.
 
There was no way the Niyazine monsters were wandering through to the elite border. Someone was dropping them there. Probably the same people responsible for the black market availability. Quite a few people had lost out on a ton of money when those experiments died, and it seemed like maybe someone was still trying to cash in.   
 
Justice had no luck finding out who was doing it or why, but it was all just a distraction anyway. She was supposed to be looking for someone, someone that was taken instead of killed and no one seemed to know why or by whom. She’d spent the last few years of her life raiding criminal hideouts, looking for anyone with enough authority within crime circles to have real information and she would tear the world apart until she found him if she had to.
 
She’d been hunting for years and come up with nothing useful linked to the kidnapping. Her little trafficking ring bust had led her nowhere. Still, Justice held out hope. There had to be a reason he was taken alive. They must have wanted him to stay that way. And if he wasn’t, the person that took his life would most definitely die screaming their regret.
 
“So are you going to tell me what happened to your face this time?” Kat interrupted her thoughts.
 
Jess glanced up and smiled. “Nah, don’t worry about it. Got caught up in a tornado.”
 
“A tornado,” Kat deadpanned. “I’m not saying you’re lying, but I feel like I might have noticed if a tornado came through here.”
 
“It was on the other side of town.”
 
Kat shook her head. “I worry about you, Jess.”
 
“Nothin' to worry about,” Jess insisted with a shrug.
 
“Just try to be careful, Okay?”
 
“Careful’s my middle name.” The mischievous grin that tried to pull at the corners of her lips gave away her lie.
 
Kat laughed. “Yeah right, I have a feeling trouble is your middle name.”
 
Jess flashed Kat a guilty, yet proud smile that only confirmed she was right. She glanced out the window at the dreary world outside, needing to break their moment of bonding. Her eyes caught on someone familiar moving toward the diner and her smile fell as his empty blue eyes locked on to hers. 
 
“You know him?” Kat asked.
 
Jess looked back up at her. “Uh no, I don’t know him.” Her eyes flashed back to the window, but he was already gone. 
 
“He was hot. And he seemed pretty interested in you,” Kat provided.
 
Jess stood, trying to see where he disappeared to. “Yeah, maybe I’ll go see if I can find him.” She distractedly handed Kat money and headed for the door.
 
It was a bad idea. She knew that. It had only been a couple of days since she last saw him, and the handful of criminals she’d questioned had no information. They recognized his description. They all had noticeable reactions, clearly terrified to give anything up. But none of them had anything helpful anyway. No one knew who he worked for, or even had a name. So far, the biggest clue she had was how much he scared the shit out of everyone.
 
Jess stood outside the door and looked in either direction, frustration building when she found no sign of him. She darted to the nearest alley, finding it empty. Back out on the street, she looked in every direction only to come up with nothing. Where the hell did he go?
 
Not seeing any sign of where he could have gone, Jess snuck around the diner toward the back of the building. She smiled when she heard movement, but when she turned the corner, it wasn’t who she was expecting.
 
The kid was bouncing a busted-up rubber ball against the building behind the diner. His dirty blonde hair stood up in all different directions. When the ball hit the brick at a bad angle and bounced toward her, instead of back to him, he turned his familiar eyes on her. The ball bounced off the broken street with a heavy thud before she reached out and snatched it from the air.
 
She’d seen Kat’s little brother a few times through the window at the diner, but they’d never spoken. For some reason he made her insides twist up in knots. It wasn’t difficult avoiding kids. For the most part, it was too dangerous for them to wander on their own.
 
Zain was around fourteen or fifteen, and that was about as young as you could expect to see in passing. Not exactly a child, but even so, interacting with Kat’s little brother had her itching to run. Forcing old memories away, she looked into his eyes, identical to Kat’s, and tossed his ball back. She should have left. He wasn’t her business. Wasn’t her problem. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.
 
“Your sister know you’re out here?”
 
He clenched his hand around the ball and turned toward her again. When their eyes locked this time, she reconsidered her earlier assessment. Zain’s eyes held a resentment that Kat was too gentle to harbor.
 
Zain tapped a finger on his chin, pretending to consider her question, before snapping his irritated eyes back to her. “None of your damn business.”
 
Jess rolled her eyes at his attitude. Now he was starting to remind her more of herself than Kat. She remembered well her angry, punk-ass teenager phase and how it had come to an abrupt end.
 
Casually strolling up to Zain, she let through that glint in her eyes that never failed to warn her opponents just how dangerous she really was. His eyes widened slightly but, to his credit, he held his ground. Jess smiled at that. She wasn’t much taller than him, but she moved in close to exaggerate looking down at him.
 
“Kat is my business. Believe me, when I tell you, she would be beyond devastated if anything happened to you. She busts her ass every day trying to provide for you, and you are going to thank her by not making her life any harder than it already is. Understand?”
 
Zain didn’t answer, stubbornly holding on to his defiance.
 
“Pull your head out of your ass and protect your sister the only way you can right now. If anything happened to you, it would break her.” Zain opened his mouth to argue, but Jess cut him off. “You know I’m right. How would you feel if anything happened to her?”
 
Finally breaking eye contact, he frowned, nodding his understanding.
 
Jess ruffled his hair, much to his annoyance if his glare was anything to go by. “Whatever you guys are fighting about, it’s not that important. You’re all she has. Start acting like it.”  
 
Zain huffed. “Fine. I’ll be more careful.”
 
Jess nodded and watched as he slipped through the back door before turning to take in her surroundings again.
 
Creepy would be long gone by now. Truthfully, it was for the best. She wasn’t ready to take him on just yet. If everyone else was so afraid of him she had to be smart enough to proceed with caution, she didn’t get this far being reckless. Jess couldn’t go looking for trouble until she had some answers. Problem was, trouble tended to find her. 
 




Chapter 7
In the dark of night, Jess meandered casually down the street in one of the nearby shady neighborhoods. There were a handful of areas that she favored for one reason or another. She’d dug up tons of information in these alleys and stolen plenty of money in the boarded-up drug houses.
 
Since Archer had stiffed her on half the bounty for Fitz’s head, she needed a little extra cash. And this was just the place to find it. It had been worth it in the end, to see the look of wary surprise on his face when she’d shown up for her money after she'd completed the job. 
 
Up ahead, Jess could hear the familiar sounds of a fight and her smile widened. She rounded the corner and watched as two men fought for control of a knife in the shadows. Eh, no point in stealing their thunder just yet. Waiting her turn, she leaned up against a rusty, stripped-down car that had probably become a permanent addition to the street decades ago.
 
The fight was glaringly uneven. One of the guys was huge, and he had no problem pummeling the life out of someone half his size. The smaller one was trained to fight, just not well enough to win against a guy that big.
 
Most people were trained to fight. If they couldn’t fight, they were destined for a life as a victim. Probably a short one. Justice was trained all her life by her father. He’d been a successful professional fighter and it showed in her skill.
 
Big guy was done with the scuffle. He effortlessly lifted his little friend and tossed him aside into another dilapidated car. His head smacked into the metal with a loud clang, and he dropped to the ground. He didn't get back up.
 
“Wow, what’d he do to piss you off?” she asked casually.
 
Big guy turned to see a small girl leaning up against a rusty old car. One foot propped on the hanging bumper, arms folded, with an amused smile tickling her lips. He stepped out of the shadows, and Jess drew in a sharp breath.
 
Big guy was no ordinary guy. His muscles had muscles. Light from the only working street lamp fell across his face to reveal a completely unnatural shade of golden-orange eyes and even every section of his face was chiseled and bulging with muscle. She had no doubt he was one of the Niyazine monsters.
 
It wouldn't be an easy fight, but there was potential information, so why leave now? A twist of concern fluttered through her stomach. But Jess maintained her cool, unimpressed show of confidence. That part wasn’t optional.
 
“I just settled in to watch the show, but it was kinda over too fast. Don’t worry about it though, it’s a common problem I hear.”
 
Jess’s charm wasn’t getting her anywhere, big guy kept moving closer, slowly but steadily with his awkward, stomping gait. She frowned.
 
“Not big on small talk, huh? Kinda shy, or just not in a conversational kind of mood?” Still no answer. “Fine, I was just trying to be friendly. Not to be rude but you could stand to work on your people skills.”
 
Big guy was finally within arms reach, and he took the first swing. Jess was quickly on the other side of him. He might be huge, but she was much faster. Her speed helped her dance around him, landing plenty of hits, though none seemed to cause even the slightest injury.
 
Finally, she pulled one of her larger knives and stabbed him in the thigh. Expecting some sort of retreat, she paused., but the only reaction that came was a swipe of his arm across her cheekbone, in the same place she had been head-butted days before. The first time it just hit her sinuses, making her eyes water. This time she’d be lucky if he hadn’t broken her damn cheekbone.
 
Big guy stopped to pull the knife she’d left in his leg, but she rolled away and popped back to her feet before he got too close. Getting behind him, she kicked in his leg as hard as she could. He dropped down to his knees but hefted himself right back up, nothing broken. Big guy wasn’t going down easy, but Jess wasn’t dumb. She just had to tire him out, and then he’d get sloppy. Using her speed to keep him moving, their back and forth went on for much longer than she would have liked. She focused more on not getting hit than attempting serious damage. Eventually, Big Guy was noticeably slower, and it was time to make her move.
 
Justice pulled more knives. She threw two back to back, and both hit him right in the chest.  The layers of muscle protected his organs, so there wouldn’t be any serious damage. But it had to hurt, at least a little. Three more knives hit him in the stomach and legs. He managed to deflect a fourth. He wasn’t going down, but he was bleeding, that was something. He was also getting pissed.
 
A knife was whipped back at her and Jess dove out of the way, scraping up her elbow in the process. From the ground, she managed to throw three more knives, all hitting him in the chest and stomach. Still no serious damage, but he was tired and bleeding, and that was something she had to take advantage of. Big guy started pulling knives out while she zipped around behind him and tried breaking his knee again with no luck. It was like kicking a rock. 
 
“Shit,” she muttered as she ducked a swing and put more room between them. “I suppose it's too late to try that conversation again?”  
 
Big guy swung again narrowly missing her head as she spun away again. 
 
“Yeah, I figured as much.” 
 
She pulled her much larger knife from her boot and moved in a little closer in a ready stance as he approached. A few ducks and a little maneuvering and she managed to get behind him and drive her knife with all her strength through the back of his knee before dashing out of reach again. Big guy let out an inhuman growl as he dropped to his hands and knees. Justice paused, catching her breath for a moment. 
 
“Okay,” she said a little breathlessly while wandering back in front of him. He growled and lunged but, unable to use his leg, he didn’t reach far enough. “Settle down. I just want to chat and then you can go have your leg fixed up. You got a name?”
 
Big guy bared his teeth as she stepped closer but he didn’t respond.
 
“I’m being much nicer here than usual, you might want to consider helping me out. Let’s start over. My name is Justice, what’s yours?” 
 
There was still no answer, just another lunge that she easily hopped away from. 
 
“Who did this to you? Where were you exposed to the Niyazine?” 
 
Big guy simply glared. Jess shook her head in frustration. 
 
“How ‘bout this one. Ever seen a scary dude, kinda hot, black hair and clothes. Scares the piss out of everyone, everywhere he goes?” 
 
Big Guy let out another growl, but this time his eyes darted around looking for another threat. Justice stepped back and looked around as well. While her eyes picked up nothing, she had to admit there was a strange feeling of being watched. She’d been a little distracted with Big Guy, but the hair on the back of her neck was standing on end. She blew out a breath to steady her nerves. 
 
“Okay, times up, last question. A few years ago, a man was killed and his fourteen year old son was taken. His name was Ryker. You ever heard that name anywhere?” 
 
Big Guy returned his attention to Jess. The look in his eye told her their conversation was over. He lunged up on his good leg and threw himself at her, landing on her with the force of a small building.
 
The wind was knocked out of her. Her organs and ribs were slowly being crushed. Pushing down the edge of panic, she used both hands and all of her strength to slam the butt of her knife into his temple. Big guy shook his head in a daze. She'd intended to knock him out,  but his distraction was enough to heft his shoulder up and slide free. Holy shit, that hurt. The thin handle of a throwing knife had been sticking out of his chest and sank into her much softer leg when he landed on her. 
 
“Son of a bitch,” she complained, leaning back to stomp her heel down on his temple. He finally dropped.
 
Justice flopped back in the middle of the street to catch her breath. The strange, icy feeling crept over her again, and she pulled herself up to look around. There wasn’t a person in sight, but it wasn't a good idea to linger. She had no way of knowing how long big guy would be out. Or how long he held a grudge, but she was sure he wouldn't wake up in a good mood. She had that effect on people.
 
Using her legs, she heaved him over to his back and retrieved her knives. The eerie feeling raised goosebumps along her spine, rushing her along. She quickly slid her knives back into the slots in her pants and limped back to her nearest hideout, exactly zero dollars richer.
 




Chapter 8
It just started raining when Justice let herself into her small, abandoned apartment. It didn’t rain often, but when it did, it was usually in the form of violent storms. Good timing, she thought to herself as she snuck in through the window. The door was bolted shut, and the window was the only way she came in and out. There was a trick to getting it open that made her feel safe. 
 
Jess stripped down the second she was inside, leaving her bloody boots by the window, and dropping her pants and tank top on the floor on her way to the shower. Like the others, she had commandeered the little apartment from one of her targets, and anonymous cash payments to the slumlord kept the water on. It also kept them from asking questions. That was all she needed. She lit a candle in the bathroom and climbed into the tub that was calling her name. 
 
Twenty minutes later, Jess grabbed her bag of supplies out of the closet and headed to her tiny futon. She kept an emergency bag just like it at every one of her hideouts. After pulling on black shorts and a tank top to sleep in, she dug first aid supplies out of the bag.
 
Before she had the chance to patch her leg, a flash of lightning threw a shadow across the room - a shadow that looked an awful lot like a figure. Jess froze. Forcing a practiced calm, she glanced up at her window, seeing nothing. It was dark, with the exception of the soft flickering of the candlelight in the next room.
 
Picking up her usual attitude, Jess dropped the supplies back in the bag, sneaking a knife into her palm instead. With a glance around, she confirmed that no one else was inside and moved to the window. Sliding her feet into her boots, she found that one was still wet with her blood and wrinkled her nose in annoyance. 
 
An ominous rolling of thunder and flash of lightning made her hair raise as she slid the window up. When nothing jumped out at her, she stepped confidently outside, flicking her knife open and looking around. She felt the blood running down her unbandaged leg again and mentally cursed out whoever had her in out in the rain in her bedclothes. So much for her good timing. 
 
Justice moved slowly and silently, like a predator pursuing its prey, circling the small, mostly abandoned building while trying not to splash in the gathering puddles. She made it all the way around, nearing her window again before she finally caught something out of the corner of her eye.
 
Spinning around, she swung the knife out, but her wrist was caught before she could make contact. Pivoting inside her attacker's grasp, she slammed an elbow into his ribs. A small grunt met her ears as he shoved her forward. Her untied boots didn’t offer the stability needed to keep her upright. Once on the ground, she stomped her foot down into a leg that was pulled away too quickly to do any real damage. Damn, she’d broken kneecaps with that move before. This time she doubted it even left a bruise.
 
Frustrated, Jess shifted to her back to get eyes on her attacker and was met by an empty grey-blue stare. Her blood went cold, and she rolled back to her feet again, putting a little more distance between them. Her wet hair slapped against her back as she righted herself. It clung uncomfortably around her neck and shoulders.
 
She remained crouched and ready to strike, with her knife in plain sight, but he merely stood there staring, taking her in. His expressionless gaze lingered down settling on her leg, and then back up again observing her face. Something about his piercing stare left her feeling exposed. For a moment, her attire, or lack thereof, left her feeling even more uncomfortable. Though she cared more about the lack of weapons stashed in her tiny sleeping shorts than she did about her minimal clothing, sticking to her body in the rain.
 
Shaking off any thoughts of insecurity, Jess remembered the black eye she from Big Guy’s hit and realized her creepy friend was taking in her injuries. Assessing how easily she would go down, maybe?
 
Feeling the need to show that she was in no way weakened, she let a confident and mischievous smile trickle across her lips. She hadn’t forgotten this guy’s reputation, or how dangerous he was. But there was no way in hell she would let him sense fear from her. She tilted her head expectantly.             
 
“You gonna stand there all day Peeping Tom?” she asked with her usual amount of snarky attitude.
 
Creepy’s eyebrows rose at her comment, but he made no effort to advance or continue their fight. 
 
Jess straightened, turning up one side of her mouth in a taunting half-smile. “What’s the matter, afraid to make the first move?” She shook her head and sized him up with a sigh. “What is it with the shy guys tonight? Well, don’t worry hun, I’m not afraid to take control.” She gave him a little wink in case he still had the idea that she was intimidated by him.
 
For the first time, his eyes almost seemed less cold, maybe even amused. Though his expression hadn’t changed, so she might be imagining that. 
 
Always one to follow up on a threat, she attacked, aiming to do some superficial damage but not cause significant harm. She needed him cooperative but at a disadvantage, if she wanted to get him talking.
 
Unfortunately for her plans, he blocked and eluded almost everything she threw at him. The few times she did make contact hadn’t done much damage. Somehow she ended up with her knife and her arm twisted behind her back, firmly, but not painfully - unless she struggled. How the hell did that happen? She was pressed into his chest, and he held her with one arm. She squirmed, stalling, while she took inventory of her situation and how willing she was to sacrifice her arm to get out of this. 
 
“What do you want?” she demanded, caught in his stony gaze.
 
A trickle of fear tiptoed down her spine as he stared back. She slid her free hand along her lower back and dropped the knife to it. She swung it up, intending to hold it to his neck, but his other hand caught her wrist long before it became a threat. He pressed her tightly in his grasp, both hands trapped in his. Shit. He was ridiculously fast.
 
“Why are you looking for me?” he asked. His deep, raspy voice had the same lack of expression as his eyes. Cold. Empty. It gave her chills. She hoped he didn’t notice the goosebumps rising all over her body.
 
“What? What are you talking about?”
 
“You’ve been asking about my identity for days. Why?”
 
Justice froze, suddenly extremely uncomfortable with how close they were. She was pressed up against him, soaking wet, in her sleeping clothes. Not that he wasn’t hot - his own wet shirt clung to his skin, revealing every defined muscle in his chest and abs. His bicep flexed where he held her trapped wrist out at their sides, keeping the knife away from his throat.
 
The way his wet hair fell across his forehead almost made him look less menacing. Her every movement, every shiver, every struggle to break free rubbed her against him in an awkwardly exciting way. But the conversation had just taken a dive for the extremely creepy side, which was where this guy seemed to spend most of his time. 
 
Regaining her composure, Jess straightened and locked in on his stare, ignoring the chill it sent through her. Not to mention the way the heat of his body counteracted it.
 
“Have you been following me?! Look, I’m flattered, but I’m not really looking for a new stalker right now.” 
 
Jess lifted her knee to stomp down on his boot, but he released her and stepped back before she could bring her foot down. Her angry stomp hit nothing but a puddle, splashing dirty water all over herself. Gritty dirt and debris clung to her legs and trailed down into her boots with the rain. Jess set her jaw and tried to hide the wave of frustration. She couldn’t let him see that he was getting to her. 
 
“Who are you?” she demanded.
 
His eyes met hers again. She felt his stare clear down to her gut, holding her frozen in place. Once again, feeling exposed by the intensity of his watch. A shudder took hold of her shoulders before she could cover it, and she mentally berated herself for letting him see that he affected her. She hoped he wouldn’t notice, that he would brush it off as a chill from the rain. Still locked in his stare, she knew the answer. He’d noticed. She didn’t know how she knew, but she did.
 
His eyes finally released hers and quickly grazed over her once more. This time it looked more like an appraisal. Like he was deciding if she was worthy of knowing. Apparently, she wasn’t. He turned to walk away, the dismissal clear. 
 
“Somebody you don’t want to know.  Stop looking.”  
 
Justice stood there, a little dumbfounded as he disappeared around a corner. It took a moment before she finally got her thoughts together and realized she’d let him get away. She ran after him, stopping at the corner only to find an empty street. How the hell did he keep doing that? She blew out a frustrated breath and glared down the empty street as if she could intimidate it into forking over the creeper it had magically devoured.
 
“Shit,” she muttered, as she turned to head back to her apartment, sloshing through the rain in her wet, bloody boots.
 
Jess climbed back through her window. Feeling less safe, she stacked glass jars along the top. If anyone tried to open it, she’d hear the glass breaking. If she hadn’t been completely exhausted, she’d have headed to another one of her safe houses, but she was soaking wet and frustrated after a less than successful night of fighting. Not to mention, she was still bleeding. If anyone else showed up, they were going to have to deal with her temper – and that would not be pretty. 
 




Chapter 9
Justice gave herself a few days to heal before she headed back out. Her leg was well enough that she was no longer limping, but her black eye was still noticeable. She plunked down at a table near the window, and a minute later Kat set a coffee in front of her. 
 
Jess looked up at her with a smile.  “Thanks.”
 
Kat shook her head at the sight of Jess’s face. “Let me guess? I should see the other guy.”
 
Jess’s grin widened. “Something like that.”
 
“Jess, are you in trouble? Maybe I can help you. Do you need a place to stay? I don’t have a lot of room, but if you need to lay low for a while, to hide from someone or something...”
 
Jess’s face softened for about half a second.  “No. No, it’s nothing like that. I’m good.” Kat just stared at her, the worry in her face was obviously not going anywhere. Jess laughed. “Really, I appreciate the offer but you were right about me the first time. Trouble is my middle name. I’m really good at finding it.”
 
Kat frowned. “The offer stands if you change your mind.”
 
Movement drew her eye to the pass-thru to the kitchen where Zain was watching her with the same look of concern on his face. When she caught him staring, he gave her a small smile and a half-hearted wave before disappearing. These two and those damn eyes.
 
Jess turned her attention back to Kat and gave her a tight smile and a nod. “Thanks.” She looked down at her coffee, and Kat finally took the hint to walk away.
 
Jess decided to take off while Kat was distracted. Murderers and monsters she could handle without flinching. Emotions and relationships, however, gave her the overwhelming desire to bolt. She knew all too well that those were the only things that could ever really hurt her.   
 
Needing a distraction, Jess headed down the nearest back alley looking for something to punch. Just her luck, she found four guys in the middle of a mugging - a pretty brutal one, too. Their victim was already on the ground, but they hadn’t let up yet.
 
Jess casually tromped up to the fight, looking on as if she was about to offer tips on their technique. The guy on the ground was bleeding badly, and if he didn’t get out soon, he wasn’t going to. Not that that was her problem. She was just looking for someone to take some aggression out on. Though she did typically aim for people that deserved it, and she had four viable options right in front of her.
 
She leaned up against the brick building next to their fight and casually propped one boot against the wall. “This looks like fun. Four against one, huh? You guys must be real badass.”
 
As expected, their focus had turned to her.  One of the four searched the guy for valuables before they all moved closer. Jess pushed away from the wall, not wanting to get cornered, and stood in front of them, unconcerned, arms crossed, her usual snarky smile pulling up one side of her mouth. 
 
“Sorry ladies, I guess I was just looking for some attention,” she taunted. “My name’s Justice. I’m looking for some information.”
 
They clearly hadn’t heard of her and kept advancing without reaction. She frowned. Obviously, she wasn’t as famous as she’d hoped. Two of her new friends ran their gaze over her body. She aimed a glare their way, not liking the look in their eyes. That was so not happening.
 
Two of them moved in from either side, attempting to block her in. The other two stepped forward directly in front. She stepped into the two in front of her and planted a heavy boot right into the groin of the closest guy, followed by a hard punch to the temple. He went down immediately. He wouldn’t be getting back up, but his friends were a little ticked.
 
A forceful kick broke a rib of the next guy that dared to get close. He grabbed her leg and pulled her off her feet. Jess landed on her ass and stomped the other boot into the side of his leg. The move worked the way it was supposed to this time, breaking his knee and taking him down. She popped back up to her feet. Two to go, and they were closing in. She took a step back to give herself time to pull a knife, but she was tripped by the guy whose leg she had just broken. She’d counted him out too soon. Her legs were swept out from under her and her head smacked the ground. Her teeth clacked together, and spots danced in her vision.
 
While she took a second to stop seeing stars and fight the wave of nausea, the three of them pounced on her. Two grabbed her arms, starting to lift as her buddy with the broken leg stood shakily at her feet. Still seeing double, but not wanting to miss her opportunity, she drew her knees to her chest and slammed both feet into his blurry face. He flew back and didn’t get up. There. Now he was down. 
 
Jess was dragged to her feet and felt a knife press against her throat while being handed off to one of the two remaining men. He wrapped his arms around her upper body, and the other moved around in front of her again. The knife dug harder into her neck as the guy moved closer, and reached out a hand toward her. 
 
“Stop being such a pain in the ass and maybe we’ll let you live,” he growled.
 
She held still, waiting. Her head sagged to the side, still ringing. The pressure of the knife loosened slightly, as the attacker holding her assumed that she was passing out. Her head dropped forward once the knife was no longer holding it back. Her chin dropped to her chest.
 
She heard a soft laugh from the guy that was cautiously approaching. He nudged her in the stomach, checking her reaction. When she didn’t react, he dropped his hand a little lower. The breath of the guy behind her told her exactly where he was. The guy that was about to be crying let his hand trail down her abdomen before she threw her head back with enough force to crush the nose of the guy behind her. Her head rang with the impact, but the damage was already done. She stumbled forward, off-balance, but skilled enough to connect her fist with the guy’s throat. Not that she’d been aiming for his jaw or anything.
 
He’d already drawn his hand away, but she managed to catch two fingers and twist, breaking both, and holding on for balance as she brought her boot up into his groin. He dropped to his knees. She snapped two more fingers. No one got to touch her and keep their fingers. A hard kick to the chest knocked him onto his back. One more kick broke the ribs of the guy who was still nursing his broken nose and sent him stumbling away.
 
Too injured to chase, she turned her temper back to the whimpering guy on the ground. She stood over him, head spinning, breathing a little heavier than she typically liked to reveal. Jess pulled one of her knives out and dangled it over him.
 
“Seems you’re in the mood to play.” Her words were slightly slurred. That was a little concerning, but she did her best to hide it. “Fine by me, I’m an entertaining kinda girl. Not seeing too straight right now, but that just adds to the challenge. Pretty confident that I can still hit an immobile target." She held a boot firmly to his throat, wobbling slightly, before regaining her balance. 
 
The guy saw her weakness and reached for her leg, trying to throw her off balance. Just as quickly, her knife was thrown, piercing his upper thigh. The guy groaned and recoiled. 
 
Jess frowned. “Yup aims definitely a bit off.  I was trying to hit a little higher. No worries, I have plenty more where that came from.”  She produced another knife and held it over him. “Now, who do you work for?”
 
The guy gritted his teeth but didn’t answer. With a sigh, Jess tossed the knife, and it sank into his leg. The guy yelped and struggled. She stepped down harder on his throat to compensate as she pulled another knife. 
 
“Small target I guess. I’ll get it eventually.  Usually, my aim is dead on. Now, I didn’t catch the name you gave me.”
 
The guy was shooting her a death glare. If she ever crossed paths with him again, he was either going to run for his life or kill her on the spot. Though, maybe she wouldn’t leave him alive regardless of what he told her. He was gasping for breath, and his answer came out as a garbled whisper.
 
“Key. I work for Key.”    
 
“What the hell does that mean? Is that a name, a company?”
 
“It’s a guy, that’s what they call him.”
 
“Is that like his last name?”
 
“I don’t fucking know!”
 
Not liking his attitude, Jess threw the knife into his shoulder. “Whoops,” she said sweetly. “My bad. Where can I find Key?”
 
The guy struggled under her foot. She pulled it off and kicked him to the ribs to speed the process along, her head was not getting better, and her balance was getting worse. She removed her knives from his bleeding body while he recovered and tried desperately to hide the bout of nauseating dizziness that took over as she stood again. 
 
“Where?” she demanded.
 
“I don’t know,” he coughed. “There’s an old warehouse on 3rd and Main, I get my jobs from his people there.”
 
“Names?” She kicked his already bloody stomach when he didn’t answer right away. “Names?” she repeated.
 
The guy groaned. “I don’t know, there’s like three of em. One is called Harris I think.”
 
“Ever worked any kidnappings?”
 
“No,” he coughed.
 
Jess crouched down next to him. “And what’s your name, scumbag?”
 
The guy rolled away from her onto his back, breathing heavily. “Nick,” he gritted out.
 
“Got a last name Nick?” She played with her knives teasingly while she awaited his answer.
 
“Barrett,” he grumbled.
 
“Well, Nick Barrett, if you ever try to lay a finger on me again, I’m going to do much worse than break yours. Do we have an understanding?”
 
He gave her a death glare and a half nod. She smiled and stood again, trying to compensate for the spinning in her head. “Great.” Giving him one last kick, she was satisfied she had enough time to walk away before he could recover.
 
The adrenaline washed away as she walked around the corner. Her vision was darkening at the edges, and her limbs began to tremble. She gave her head a shake, which turned out to be a terrible idea. Reaching out a hand, she steadied herself against the building as she started to stumble. Checking to make sure no one was around to see her weakness, she leaned against the building and lowered to the ground, giving herself a moment to regain her strength.   
 
“You draw too much attention to yourself.” 
 
The voice came from next to her and scared the hell out of her. She tried to hide her reaction, but she’d just jumped out of her skin, and she was sure it was noticeable. The voice was familiar, but she glanced up to confirm. Sure as shit, his creepy damn eyes stared down at her. Blurry eyes, but she was pretty sure that was on her end.
 
Jess refused to act like everyone else did around this guy. She took a breath trying to hide the fact that he really did scare the crap out of her. 
 
“Do you make an effort to be this creepy or would you say it’s just something that comes naturally?” 
 
“It comes naturally,” he answered. 
 
Did creepy guy make a joke? There was no amusement in his voice. Maybe he was serious? She didn’t know how to respond.
 
“I’m trying to draw attention, that’s the idea,” she huffed, throwing a glare in his general direction.
 
“There’s been a price put on your head.” He spoke calmly and without any kind of threatening tone, but his words were obviously a warning.
 
Jess inhaled sharply and stood, intending to defend herself. “Is that why you’re here?” She narrowed her eyes, trying to focus on his face, but her quick change in altitude had everything spinning even worse. She tried to squint through her darkening vision.
 
“You have a concussion.”
 
Weakness. He saw it, and she was in trouble. The situation didn’t matter - never show weakness. Her vision was going, but she planted her feet and fumbled a knife from her pants. The darkness closed in around her. She was still conscious, but not for long. 
 
“Shit,” she muttered as she fell back against the wall. 
 
She had the sensation of falling, but the impact she’d expected to follow never hit, or if it did, she was out before it happened. If she woke up, it was likely she’d be meeting whoever had put the price on her head. This wasn’t going exactly how she planned it. 
 




Chapter 10
The pain in her head told her she was alive. For how long, she didn’t know. The throbbing of her headache made her stomach turn with nausea. But Jess had a feeling that was the least of her worries. Before she even cracked an eyelid, she was cursing creepy guy for dropping her at the feet of a crime boss unprepared.
 
Shit! If she got out of this mess, she’d have to avoid Archer for a while. There was no way to know if he’d been asked to find someone to hunt her down. She wasn’t naive enough to think there was any loyalty there.
 
Not that any of that mattered at the moment. She was still alive, and she would find the opportunity to get what she needed. Jess slowly let her eyes open a crack to adjust. What she saw was not what she’d expected.         
 
She opened her eyes fully to confirm, and sure enough, she was in her apartment. The same place she'd confronted Creepy. He’d taken her home instead of collecting the bounty on her head. Why?
 
If he was trying to get her to stop looking for him, that wasn't the way to do it. She was twice as curious now. Was hiding his identity more important than claiming his prize? 
 
The guy legitimately scared the shit out of everyone. Was it possible that he wasn't as dangerous as he’d seemed? No. Her instincts told her that he was easily as dangerous as her, if not more. And he was still a stalker. That automatically upped the disturbing factor. It had to be the identity thing. Why was it so important that no one know him? What the hell was he up to?
 
***
 
Justice laid low for a few days, wandering around her safe houses, bored out of her mind, and focused on training. The next several days she spent watching the warehouse. Nick had been right. There was definitely something going on there. Seasoned killers were in and out at a steady pace. Some she recognized, some she didn't, but she could tell they were shady just by the weapons they carried and the blood on their clothes. Still, she didn't see anyone that seemed to have a ton of authority. It was all muscle and guys that did the dirty work.
 
The most respect she'd seen anyone get was Creepy. She needed to get some info out of him but how the hell could she get him to answer any questions when he wasn't afraid of her in the slightest. Jess frowned and leaned back in the seat of an old, abandoned, stripped-out car that was parked in an alley across the way. She dropped her head back and blew out a slow breath. How did you get people to tell you things without threats of violence? She shook her head. "I've got nothing," she muttered to herself. "So something better come out of this lead."
 
Justice got out of the car and made her way around the back of the building, looking for a window or obscure door. Just her luck the window she found was ten feet off the ground. She shoved a wheeled dumpster closer making a little more noise than she would have liked in the process. But when no one showed up, she hoisted herself up and stood on the bowing top inching to the edge where she peered inside the window. 
 
Her line of sight was mostly obscured with dusty boxes. With a frown, Jess reached through the small section of broken glass to quietly nudge some boxes over for a better view. Since she could only reach the back of the boxes, they turned instead of sliding over. Of course. Needing to see what she was getting into, she tried again with little success. It didn’t help that she was standing on the edge of an uncooperative dumpster that was slowly inching away from the building every time she pushed off too hard.
 
With a frustrated sigh, Jess settled her hips back slightly to counter her balance so she could dig her heels in pressing the dumpster closer to the building instead of away. She braced one hand on the top of the window frame and bent in half to shove her other arm through the broken glass reaching as far as she could into the shelf to nudge the front of the box over as well.
 
“Well, can’t complain about this view.” The amused deep male voice came from behind her.
 
Jess jumped slightly in surprise, causing the broken glass to slice into her shoulder. Just a scratch, but she was in a bad enough situation. If this guy kicked the dumpster out from under her, her arm would be sliced halfway through before she could get it out. Luckily, he didn’t seem interested in an amputation. Slowly, she slid her arm out as she turned to get a glance at the guy enjoying his view of her ass.
 
Standing below her was a specimen that could have been used in textbooks to define masculinity. He was standing confidently, arms crossed over his very muscular chest, making his biceps bulge under his stretching shirt. The guy obviously spent half his time working out.
 
An amused smile tickled his scruffy face, his dark hair a little longer on top and sheared close around the sides, clean-cut in contrast to his unshaven face. Reflective sunglasses hid his eyes. On his hips rested an unmistakable belt, and obscured by the giant arms folded over his chest was the hidden symbol that made her situation so much worse.
 
Jess took a frustrated breath. “Shit!” she complained as she jumped down from the window. He had to be close to a foot taller than her. She kept her distance to make it less obvious.
 
Scruffy smiled a nice grin revealing a dimple in one cheek. “Wanna tell me what you’re doing, Sweetheart?”
 
Jess cringed at the pet name, but she bit her tongue. “Just looking for a friend is all,” she answered innocently.
 
“A friend?” He smirked and uncrossed his arms revealing the badge emblem on his shirt. “In there? Your friend got a name?”
 
He knew damn well what went on in that warehouse, and he was outside interrogating her instead. Typical.
 
“Harris,” she answered confidently.
 
“Is that right? You know him well?”
 
Jess’s eyes narrowed. “We have a mutual friend. I just wanted to ask him a few questions.”
 
Scruffy smiled again. “Anyone I’ve heard of?”
 
He assumed she was bluffing. Fine. She could play along. Maybe she’d get out of this if he thought they were on the same side. “Nick Barrett.”
 
One eyebrow arched over the top of his sunglasses, but he didn’t answer. She could feel him sizing her up, even behind his reflective lenses. Finally, he pulled off his sunglasses and hung them from his shirt collar. His intense green eyes continued sizing her up. She noticed how much they stood out against his dark lashes. Damn, he was good looking, and he seemed to be well aware of that. He was beyond cocky. It was written all over his body language.
 
Getting uncomfortable with his inspection, Jess shifted her weight, brought her arms across her own chest, and let her eyes run him up and down in a very obvious manner. Two can play that game. His lips separated into a slow smile, revealing his dimple again.
 
“How’s Nick doing? I haven’t seen him in a few days,” Scruffy finally responded. 
 
Jess held back her smile the best she could. Good. She hoped she did some serious damage. “I haven’t seen him in a couple days either.” 
 
Scruffy’s dark eyebrows rose slightly at her response. Maybe she hadn’t hidden that smile as well as she thought. “You got a name, doll?”
 
Jess gritted her teeth. She hated when guys used those stupid pet names to act superior. She could take this guy. So his biceps were bigger than her thighs. Size wasn’t everything. If it wasn’t for that damn badge on his chest, she’d have already gotten rid of him. But killing a cop was beyond a bad idea. They don’t just look the other way like they do for everything else. Even if you survived the trial, you’d never see the sun again. She couldn’t afford to piss this guy off. The only people that got away with killing cops were other cops, judges, and politicians. Jess had to tread lightly. She swallowed every retort that had come to mind and dodged his question.
 
She softened her body language with effort. “I didn’t do anything illegal. I was just looking through a window for a friend.” She carefully kept her calm.
 
Scruffy was about to respond but was interrupted by two new players. 
 
“Cash, there you are. We saw your car on the way in.” 
 
“What ya got here?” the second guy asked, noticing Jess.
 
The humor had fallen from Cash’s face for an instant, and he flicked a glance at Jess that looked strangely like concern. Faked for her benefit, she was sure. Just as quickly, his charming smile returned, but this time he turned it on his buddies.
 
“Late as always, Zak,” he teased with an easy familiarity. “She’s no one important, just keepin’ myself occupied while I waited on you two.” He sent a smirk their way that gave the impression he’d been working his magic on her before they showed up. “You guys ready?” he added, as he took a couple of steps toward the street. Jess didn’t have time to ponder his strange behavior.
 
His friends didn’t follow.
 
Cash stalled sensing he was alone and turned back to face her, watching the two guys closing in. She could take these two, but there was a cop watching, one that clearly worked with them. Her hand dropped and hovered over the sheaths in her pants where her flat throwing knives were hidden. Her finger touched a knife and hesitantly flicked it up a fraction of an inch.
 
She glanced back at Cash, and his eyes locked on hers. His masculine jaw flexed, the ever-present smirk finally gone. He gave her a slight shake of his head. A warning. A warning that he would be arresting her if she defended herself? That would be typical. Or was he warning her that she wouldn’t get away with killing these two?
 
Most likely the former. That was how the official justice system worked. The highest bidders got defended, and crime pays.
 
Jess took two reluctant steps back. She never ran from fights or showed weakness. But there wasn't a good option here. She couldn’t fight a cop. Everything she’d done would be for nothing. 
 
“What are you doing here?” One of the men finally asked.
 
“Just cutting through the alley on my way home,” Jess answered innocently, hoping Cash wouldn’t call her on the omission.
 
The guy sized her up, then noticed the dumpster had been moved to the window. His eyes narrowed. “She’s lying. Who do you work for?”
 
Jess shook her head, taking another step back, against her better judgment. “Seriously. I don’t work for anyone.”
 
The two goons closed in, and she glanced at the cop who was still standing there. And apparently not going to come to her rescue. He wasn’t enjoying this, though. She could see it in his eyes. Regret. Good, he should feel guilty. It was his fault.     
 
Not seeing any other option, Jess took off.  Ugh, this was so bad for her reputation. She’d have to make up for it with twice the violence next week. But right now, she needed to get the hell away from the police.
 
She took off toward the front of the building, hoping to hide in the abandoned car she’d been hiding in for days. But as soon as she made it around the other side, three men near another door joined in, along with a few more men from inside.
 
That would explain why she couldn’t attack the two guys. Their friends would have heard the fight, and she would have ended up with the whole building on her ass. Now she just had to outrun them. That wouldn’t have been a problem if more men hadn’t shown up in front of her.
 
Jess pivoted and took off in another direction, heading between two more buildings. She’d started putting distance between them when a stabbing pain in the back of her leg took her down. Jess fell with a roll that caused more pain.
 
She reached back and pulled a small knife out of the back of her thigh. It hit awkwardly, not sinking in deep, but it still hurt like hell. She stood anyway, planning to take off again. But it was too late. She was surrounded by no less than ten guys, three more waited across the street.
 
Cash stood, arms crossed, in front of the building, sunglasses again covering his expression. Nice. There was no getting out of this, but that didn’t keep her from breaking the nose of the first guy that tried to grab her. Or the elbow of the second. She cracked a rib on a third guy, but his second attempt got her in a bear hug from behind. She swung her head back into his mouth. A blindingly painful punch to her temple followed before he released his grip.
 
A flash of white filled her vision, and she staggered as she was dropped. Another jarring pain filled her head as she hit the ground, the last sensation before darkness took over.              
 




Chapter 11
“Ugh, damn it,” Jess muttered, bringing her hands up to hold her aching head before she even opened her eyes. When she got out of this, someone was going to pay. She wished she’d gotten a better look at the asshole that punched her. She couldn’t figure out which one it was. Well, she took out three, it had to be one of the seven that remained uninjured. Maybe she’d make sure she got all of them before she left. 
 
Slowly, Jess opened her eyes. Her head was still throbbing. Probably should have given herself a little longer to heal from that last head injury before getting into more trouble. Her eyes wandered over her surroundings, a supply closet, mostly empty, but with a few bottles of old cleaning supplies still lingering on the shelves.
 
It was dark except for the little bit of light coming in from under the door. She rolled to her side and peered under the door. Surprisingly, there was no one standing outside. Justice was suddenly grateful that she hadn’t given her name. Normally she was happy to boast, but she didn’t have the upper hand this time. If they’d known who she was, what she was capable of, the door would definitely be guarded.
 
Overall assessment, things could be worse. She wasn’t too worried just yet. Justice was confident in her skills, and sooner or later she’d get free. Hopefully, before they figured out who she was.
 
Jess pushed herself upright. Her head hurt, her temple was badly bruised, but she wasn’t seeing double this time. So that was something. She took inventory of her weapon situation. The knives had been removed from her pants and the tops of her boots. She still had the hidden knives in the heels of her boots, and the lock pick in her bra.  Unfortunately, there was no lock to pick. Just a smooth handle that wouldn’t turn, and a metal door - figured.
 
Jess leaned back against one of the shelves, wondering how long she’d been in there. When no one came by for quite a while, it became obvious she was going to have to entertain herself. She opened a couple of bottles of floor cleaner and squeezed them out on the floor under the door. The pressure pushed the liquid out onto the tiled floor, and it made its way across the hall.
 
She waited for a long, rather boring, amount of time before she finally heard footsteps, followed by a loud smack. She held back a chuckle and stood. The door opened, and the pissed off guy on the other side was rubbing his head. 
 
“That sounded like it hurt,” Jess said with a fake grimace.                 
 
“You’re going to regret being a pain in the ass,” the guy threatened as he reached for his gun. She pulled him closer and jammed her knife through his throat before he could yell. Sidestepping his falling body, she left him bleeding to death in the locked closet.
 
Jess snuck through the halls not quite sure if she was looking for the info she came for or an exit. She would decide when she came across one or the other. It seemed like they stuffed her in some unused corner of the building with nothing but empty rooms and utility closets.
 
Finally, she came to a door that led into the warehouse and paused. It was a flimsy swinging door, she stayed back but nudged it with her foot to get a peek of what was on the other side. There was no one from the angle she could see, but the shadows of two feet appeared on the other side out of view. Stepping back behind the wall, she pressed flat and waited. Slowly the door pushed open, and someone came through. She had her knife to his throat before he could turn his head. 
 
“Don’t speak. Is Key here?” she whispered.  The guy she was holding shook his head. “What about Harris?” He tensed up but didn’t respond. Justice dug her knife a little harder before he finally nodded.
 
She grabbed a fistful of the back of his collar and steered him away from the door, shoving him back to the closet she’d been locked in. Slamming his head into the door frame, she dropped him to the floor with his friend. Hopefully, she’d be gone before his friends found him.       
 
Shoving her back against the door, Jess managed to cram the two guys in far enough for it to close. With a huff, she headed back for the warehouse.
 
Once again, she tried to get a peek through the door but was quickly met by two more goons. It would have been helpful if she'd had a chance to get information out of them, but she couldn't risk letting them alert the others.
 
They came through like a couple of oafs, not even wary of what they were walking in on. Jess just shook her head and frowned at the first guy as he took a second to register what he was seeing. He pulled his gun but never had a chance, her knife was in his throat before he could make a sound. The guy behind him, however, had a couple of extra seconds to draw his gun, and probably the attention of anyone nearby with the loud string of curse words. Jess quickly grabbed his wrist, aiming the gun away from her and spun inside his reach with her knife, making sure he wouldn’t make any more noise.             
 
She had to get out of there before anyone came to see what the commotion was. She stuck the gun in her waistband and dragged them through the nearest door. They left a trail of blood that was going to put everyone on her tail soon. Jess headed away quickly, not bothering with the warehouse again. That had turned out to be a bust.
 
She made it to the other side of the building before all hell broke loose. Their men were everywhere, and she was the prize.
 
Hearing agitated voices coming, she ducked into an empty room. An old office being used for storage. Dust and boxes were piled everywhere. She locked the door and ducked behind some boxes to wait out some of the initial search.
 
If she could stay hidden long enough, they would likely think she escaped and stop looking. That would make it much easier to sneak around. Making her way to the back of the room, Jess slouched down against the wall in the corner and made the most of her time by digging through the nearest boxes.
 
Most of what she found was meaningless records, invoices, contacts, documentation of transactions. She started leafing through each box, setting aside anything that looked promising.
 
There were times when any records would have been electronic, but electronic records were hackable and traceable. The average person could no longer afford personal computers or electronic devices anyway, and though the larger criminal enterprises could probably afford basic devices, paper had made a comeback simply for its lower cost and the ability to make evidence disappear in a hurry with nothing more than a simple match.
 
There was still plenty of tech used in the elite cities, but those places and their fancy gadgets were mostly inaccessible to the masses. Tons of companies had gone bankrupt with the death of the middle class.
 
They blamed generation after generation, but overall it was the shortsightedness of funneling all of the money to the wealthy that created a country full of people who could barely afford to feed themselves, let alone splurge on gadgets or restaurants or pretty much anything else.
 
Only international corporations and those that catered to the elite rich had survived. The death of the corporations meant the loss of jobs, and the vicious cycle continued. At some point you would think they’d realize that a thriving working-class would raise their profits, but no. Their greed just kept driving the divide and would continue to do so until they had everything and those with nothing finally died out.
 
Jess gathered up five boxes to go through and moved back to her corner to start reading. Starting with some old payroll records, Jess dug back several years and leafed through a thick file full of unfamiliar names labeled ‘September.’ She closed up the box and set it back on the stack, keeping the file she’d pulled out. Next, she dug through the transaction documents, again searching records from five years prior.
 
This time there were tons of folders full of transaction records for the time frame she was searching. She frowned, this was going to take forever. Apparently, the operation she stumbled on did pretty well for themselves. There were so many kills alluded to in those records that she wondered how Archer got any business at all. She’d known she was surrounded by killers, but she hadn’t quite realized the level of people she was dealing with.
 
Jess sized up the box to determine the chances she could get it out of the building to review in the comfort of her own safe house. Sneaking over to the lone window, she peered down, hoping it was possible to get the box out that way. Unfortunately, the only part of the window that opened was a tiny rectangle. She might be able to squeeze through, but there was no way the box would. Not without breaking the glass, which anyone could hear.
 
Jess went back to reading, hoping a solution would come to her while she waited out the initial hunt for her head. Her eyes scanned down page after page, taking in as much information as she could.
 
A jiggle of the handle made her freeze halfway through a file. The handle moved again, and she quickly shoved the folders back into the box and lugged it into the tiny coat closet with her. She reached out and lined the boxes she’d set aside back up with the others to make her tampering less obvious and silently pulled the closet door closed.
 
Justice sat perfectly still in the dark, disgusting closet, which still had a single coat that reeked of smoke. That alone alluded to how long it must have sat there, real cigarettes hadn’t been made or sold in decades. She could almost imagine how many curious spiders were surrounding her as she sat there in the midst of what was surely their long-time home.
 
The sound of the door to the office bursting open drew her attention outside the closet. Voices wandered the room quickly, two men. They neared the closet, but walked right past, and then back out again. The door closed behind them with a bang. Thank God for low-level morons.
 
Jess reached for the handle to let herself back out, but it went nowhere. She tried harder and still nothing, the handle was stuck. Pressing her shoulder to the door, she tried to force her way out, but the door wasn’t about to budge either.
 
Muttering a few curse words, Jess sat on her box and glared at the door. She could kick it down easily, but not quietly. Would waiting do her any good? She’d have to break the door down, and then the window and be able to get away lugging a box full of papers. Yeah, probably not happening. Before she made a decision, the door opened again and quietly clicked closed again. She heard one set of heavy footsteps this time, making his way around the room more slowly than the last set of idiots. That made her more nervous. Footsteps moved slowly past the closet door and then paused.
 
Jess silently reached down and retrieved the knife from the heel of her boot. The person in the room took two more steps in front of the closet and stopped again. Jess slowly stood, her knife ready. The handle turned. At least she was about to be freed from the closet. The door opened, and she was met by a set of gorgeous green eyes behind dark lashes. She’d swung as soon as the door opened, but tried to pull back when she realized she was about to stab a cop. He caught her wrist, but the blade sliced into his hand in the process.
 
“Shit! I didn’t mean to…” she started.
 
“It’s just a scratch,” he interrupted, looking around distractedly.
 
It wasn’t serious, but it was more than a scratch. He was bleeding. Crap, she just stabbed a cop. A crooked cop, at that. Things were not looking good for her.
 
“I didn’t realize it was you. They’re trying to kill me,” she laid on her best innocent act, pretending to be frightened.
 
His gaze flashed back to her, quickly shifting to amused. “Yeah sweetheart, you must have been terrified. I saw the trail of bodies you left behind.”
 
One side of her mouth turned down into a frown. Realizing she was screwed, she straightened her posture. She could at least go down with some dignity. “Well, they would have killed me if I didn’t get them first,” she answered flatly.
 
Cash’s answer was interrupted by the sound of more voices. His eyes widened, and he shoved her back into the closet, crushing her into the wall as he followed her in and pulled the door closed behind them.
 
“No,” she started to object, but he pressed a massive hand over her mouth before she could explain. The closet closed with a small click, and her eyes closed in frustration.
 
Cash froze, pressing her into the wall as more men filed into the room. Her eyes opened again to let her glare settle on his face, which was now inches from hers.
 
It took him a minute to notice her annoyance as his eyes adjusted to the dark. He shot her a look of warning but didn’t move off of her. He had her pinned, and if he was anyone else, her knee would already have crushed his manhood. Listening to the voices in the room, she decided not to pick a fight and reveal their hiding place.
 
His eyes traveled over her face, as he pulled his hand off her mouth. The rest of him stayed put. His hard chest pressed into her, their legs intertwined. She hadn’t been that close to a man since the couple in the Underground, but she hoped her glower hid that she was almost enjoying it. His cocky grin made her doubt it.
 
She placed her hands on his chest and tried to press him back a step. Not that there was much room to be had, but he didn’t have to lean on her. When he didn’t budge, she pushed a little harder. He just smiled back at her, obviously enjoying her discomfort.
 
He shifted, muscles flexing under her hands, and she quickly pulled them away, thumping her elbow back into the wall in the process. She held her breath, and his hands grabbed on to her to keep her still. Luckily the coat had gotten caught between her elbow and the wall and muffled the sound somewhat. But they both remained motionless, not even daring to breathe while they waited to see if anyone heard.
 
After a moment with no reaction, he raised a knowing eyebrow. Her eyes narrowed with anger before turning away from his face. Some of the voices started filing out of the room, and Jess let out a quiet breath of relief.
 
“Did you check that closet?”
 
Every muscle in Cash’s body tensed against her.
 




Chapter 12
“What closet?”
 
Cash slowly turned to face the door, and silently wrapped one hand around the handle.  
 
“Right there, behind that stack of boxes.”
 
“Didn’t even see it.”
 
The voice was right on the other side of the door. Jess held her breath as she heard the handle turn. She felt Cash lean toward her slightly as he pulled his weight against the door. The handle rattled rapidly as the guy tried to get in, but the door didn’t budge. Cash held it tightly closed, the guy on the other side would have to be huge to pry it away from him. Though, the door handle might not hold up to much abuse.
 
“This door don’t even work.”
 
“What the hell are you talking about? It is it locked?”
 
“No, it just won’t open. Jammed or something.”
 
“I’ll do it,” the new voice answered with a sigh.
 
The door handle again rattled with effort, and Cash held the door firmly in place.
 
“Huh. Well if we can’t get in no way some little girl could. Come on, ten bucks says she found a way out. Harris wants her alive, bet he’ll offer a reward to whoever brings her back. You get a good look at her?”
 
“Oh yeah,” came the nasal reply. “That bitch is mine.”
 
The voices trailed off as they left the room, and Jess slumped against the wall. Cash listened for a few seconds before he attempted to leave the closet. The handle didn't budge under his hand. He gently rattled the door as he realized they were trapped.
 
“Tried to warn you,” Jess said flatly.
 
“When was that?” Cash spun around, nearly knocking her over with his broad shoulders in the process.
 
“When you stuffed your hand over my mouth, genius,” she snarled as she caught her balance.
 
“It’s not like we had much choice by that point,” he snapped back.
 
“Yeah, or maybe you were too busy trying to sneak a feel to figure out a better plan.”
 
“Oh, please. I was trying to keep you quiet. It’s not my fault you enjoyed it.” He tilted his head in a cocky gesture.
 
Fury washed over Jess. She felt her face flush with heat. Cash’s satisfied smirk only pissed her off more. Her glare locked on his and she got right in his face, as close as she could with the height difference, anyway.
 
“You wish!” she hissed through clenched teeth.
 
Cash’s smirk widened into a full-blown smile. He lowered his head closer, and she leaned away as his breath tickled her neck. He spoke softly in her ear, sending goosebumps running across her skin.
 
“I think it’s your wish, Doll.”
 
Taking a breath to compose herself, Jess slowly turned to face Cash. Grabbing a fistful of the front of his shirt, she pulled him closer in front of her. He smiled at her dominant gesture and allowed her to move him willingly. Enjoying her boldness, he placed one hand on the wall behind her and leaned in.
 
Jess tipped her head, mimicking his cocky gesture. “I don’t waste my time wishing for things. I don’t ask for them either. If there is something I want, I go for it. No exceptions. Make no mistake, if you were what I wanted, I’d have already let you know. The only thing that’s left you unharmed is that bullshit symbol on your chest.”
 
His demeanor shifted on a dime, more insulted by her insinuation than her lack of interest in him. His eyebrows drew together as he pushed himself back up.
 
“Bullshit? Honey, you don’t know a damn thing about me!”
 
“I know what I see. Your buddies are criminals. None of them have been arrested. Here for your payment maybe?” she shrugged casually.
 
Cash’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know shit. I make arrests, and I take payments from no one. This organization goes too deep. I can’t touch them. And if I want to keep my job and do what I can, then I have to work within the system. Don’t pretend to know anything about me.”
 
She gave him a doubtful look. “You’re not the first cop I’ve met.”
 
Cash’s jaw set. “And you’re not the first scared little girl I’ve met that’s trying to make it in a world she knows nothing about. You’re playing with fire, and you’re going to get yourself killed.”
 
Jess’s fists clenched, and she fought the urge to punch him. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” she seethed.
 
“Don’t I? Seems to me that you don’t know a damn thing about how the world works.”
 
That one hit a nerve. “I know all too well how this world works! I’ve seen it. I’ve lived it! Don’t you dare stand there and pretend you know anything about me! I know far too well what trusting a cop will get you. So forgive me if I think you’re the one who doesn’t have a clue! I’ve yet to see a single person in our justice system do anything but ruin lives, so thanks for the bullshit and fairy tales but I’ll believe it when I see it.”
 
Cash’s face softened as he realized his mistake. Jess knew his world a little too well. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize…”
 
Jess was suddenly embarrassed by how much she’d revealed about herself to this total stranger. She looked away and folded her arms over her chest, trying to hide her discomfort. “Whatever.”
 
“You wanna tell me what happened?”
 
Her incredulous eyes flashed to him. Was he freaking joking? “Thanks, I’ve been violated by the authorities enough for one lifetime. I think I’ll skip storytime,” she spat. Cash tensed, and she immediately regretted her choice of words. “That came out wrong,” she tried to correct herself, even though it wasn’t especially inaccurate.
 
He nodded, but she could tell from the way he was looking at her that he knew it wasn’t far from the truth. “We’re not all the same.”
 
She let out an amused snort and shook her head.
 
“Getting caught with you would put me in a really bad situation, but I’m here aren’t I?” he pointed out.
 
She let her eyes settle on him again. “Why?”
 
“I needed to make sure you got out safely.”
 
She wasn’t dumb enough to believe there wasn’t some ulterior motive there. “And instead you locked us in a closet.”
 
Cash sighed. “Not intentionally. I can break down the door, but someone will most likely hear it. If we can find another place to hide you, they might believe that I broke it open to look for you.”
 
Jess rolled her eyes. “Unless they find your bloody hand suspicious.”
 
Cash lifted his hand. The blood wasn’t visible in the dark but a swipe of his thumb came away wet enough for him to realize it was noticeable.
 
“And I’m guessing it’s on anything you’ve touched in here too,” she pointed out.
 
“Shit,” he mumbled.
 
“We’re stuck in here until they give up on the idea that I could still be in the building. After that, we’re going to have to take our chances and break down the door. I say we give it an hour, make a break for it, and go our separate ways.”
 
Cash leaned back against the wall with a sigh. “Not a lot of options.” Sliding down the wall, he sat on the ground, taking up almost the entire closet. “Guess we’re going to be here a while.”
 
Jess sighed and kicked his ankle over so she could sit in the few inches of space near his feet in front of her file box. His knees were annoyingly close, she drew her legs in closer, hugging her knees to her chest to avoid rubbing against him.
 
“So you wanna tell me your name now?” She snorted but didn’t answer. “Are you always this much of a pain in the ass?”
 
She let out a frustrated breath. “Jess,” she offered, opting not to give her full name - the one he might recognize.
 
“You killed three of their guys. You know they’re going to be looking for you.”
 
“What else is new,” she grumbled.
 
“How long have you been stalking these guys?”
 
“Is this really the time to be sharing our life stories?”
 
“Trying to make friendly conversation.”
 
“Really? Why don’t you tell me what you know then? What are you doing here? Who sent you? Exactly how deep does this organization run?”
 
“I’m not at liberty to release that information. You’re a civilian, it’s my job to ask questions.”
 
“It’s your job to arrest criminals but I don’t see you doing that.”
 
Cash gave her a nasty look. “You’re the one that beat the shit out of Nick,” he guessed.
 
A smirk spread across Jess’s lips, but she hoped it was dark enough that Cash couldn’t see. “A friend of yours?” she insinuated.
 
“You should have finished him off. The guys a real slimeball.”
 
“I was feeling generous that day.”
 
“You’re Justice,” he concluded.
 
Jess tensed, realizing she all but admitted that Nick was her handiwork and it was too late to take it back. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
“I’m sure.”
 
“Nick and three of his friends were beating someone to a pulp. I intervened before they killed him. That’s all.”
 
“That’s all, huh?”
 
“Just being a good Samaritan.”
 
“You act like it’s normal that you took out four hired guns with ease.”
 
That was normal. She rolled her eyes. Cops knew nothing about how people like her lived. “They were incompetent muggers.”
 
“Nick’s a hired killer. Not an especially high paid one but he can get the simpler jobs done.” 
 
She snorted. “You know this, and yet he’s still walking free.”
 
Cash frowned. His typically amused eyes turned hard. “As long as he’s on the payroll for this organization I can’t touch him.”
 
Now Jess was interested, she sat up. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll answer your questions if you answer mine.” Cash hesitated. “And I’ll kill Nick.”
 
His eyes met hers with a little more interest. For all the flirting and joking, there was a cunning look in his eyes that spoke of a much more duplicitous nature than she’d originally given him credit for. She could see the wheels turning in his head as he considered what could come of them working together. Of course, she would only cooperate with him as long as she was getting something out of it, but it couldn’t hurt to know someone with access to information she couldn’t easily get.
 
“Deal.”
 
“Who runs this organization? Why is it protected?”
 
Cash shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I can’t exactly just ask.”
 
“Who told you it’s off-limits then?”
 
“That ain’t how this works, sweetheart. It’s my turn. What is it you’re trying to get out of all this?”
 
“I’m trying to find someone. Who told you this organization is off-limits?”
 
“That’s not an answer. Who are you trying to find and why?”
 
Crap.
 
“You want my help, I want to know who I’m dealing with and why,” Cash prodded when Jess remained silent.
 
Damn it. This would have been so much easier if he really was the skirt-chasing meat-head she’d originally taken him for. “Five years ago, a man was killed and his fourteen-year-old son was kidnapped. I’m looking for that kid.”
 
“What makes you think he’s even still alive?”
 
Jess spoke slowly, staring at nothing as she recited the facts of the case. “The house he was taken from was broken in to, but nothing was stolen. The man they killed was a skilled fighter. It would have taken several men to take him out. The boy was trained, too. It would have been much easier to kill on the spot if that was what they wanted. But they didn’t, they specifically took him alive. There has to be a reason.”
 
“Where was the boy’s mother?”
 
“Dead. A few years earlier. Your turn is up. Who gave you the order to protect this organization?”
 
“The police chief makes it well known that this organization is not to be harassed. They claim that only legal operations occur here, and we have no jurisdiction to interfere. Now and then he sends us here to drop things off or pick them up.”
 
“I don’t know who he answers to, but he’s afraid of them. A rookie made the mistake of arresting someone on their books once, and the chief looked like someone just signed his death sentence. He survived the ordeal, but we never saw that rookie again. Transferred,” Cash added making finger quotes in the air. “And it was for nothing. The perp was released within a couple of hours. They’re untouchable.”
 
“And you have no idea who could be controlling him?”
 
Cash shook his head. “Pick a politician or crime boss. It could be anyone. What happened to the mother?”
 
“Two years before the kidnapping, the mother and older brother were killed. The official report says gang violence. The family never got any answers. No arrests were made.” Jess spoke like she was reading a police report.
 
“How old was the brother that died?”
 
“Eighteen. Ever heard the name Key?”
 
“Yeah. Real high player, but no one I’ve met knows who he is or has ever met him. They guys a ghost – a powerful one, but a secretive one. So when your little brother was kidnapped, you were hiding in the house and witnessed this?”
 
Jess’s hateful glare snapped to Cash. “No.”
 
“Then how do you know he was taken alive?”
 
Her fists clenched. She didn’t like this agreement anymore. But he had access to information she couldn’t otherwise get. “Can you get me my brother’s file?”
 
“Possibly. Were you not part of the original investigation?”
 
Her jaw clenched now too. “I told them what I saw. The asshole running the investigation was a worthless moron. I couldn’t get any answers out of him.”
 
“What happened?”
 
“You’re out of questions.”
 
“Tell me what happened and I’ll get you everything I can find on your mother’s death and your brother's kidnapping.”
 
Jess slumped down and stared at her knees. Shit. After a few moments, her eyes drifted back up to meet his, cold and expressionless. And her voice was just as vacant.
 
“I was walking home when I saw my brother being stuffed into a car, kicking and screaming. A black utility vehicle, in good condition with tinted windows. Even the paint was still nice, no rust or large dents that I could see. I don’t have to tell you much that doesn’t make sense - it had to be someone with money, someone powerful. Possibly a connection to a politician or high-level officer - a top-level crime boss, or gang leader maybe. I didn’t catch up in time to see faces, but I saw at least six men. I’m sure there were more, and most were injured in some way. Several more were dead in the house, along with my father.”
 
She looked away again. “I knew that I shouldn’t call the police, but I was young and alone… and incredibly stupid. The detective that showed up took an interest in the crime scene. He looked over my entire house meticulously, and he took down what descriptions I was able to give.”
 
“A few days later, he came to the house to discuss the progress of the case. He was alone, and I was a sixteen-year-old girl, living in the house by myself. He basically told me that they didn’t have any leads, but maybe I could motivate him to work a little harder.”
 
Cash shifted uncomfortably and dropped his gaze.
 
“When I didn’t give in willingly, he tried to take what he wanted. Having already inspected the house, he knew exactly where anything of value was and the emergency cash my dad had stashed. And then he tried to take something from me that I wasn’t willing to give, so he pulled his gun on me.
 
“He made it as far as ripping my clothes before I got the gun away from him and shot him in the leg. My aim was a little off,” she added with a casual shrug, leaving out that it was because her hands had been shaking too badly to hold the gun still. “But it was enough to break free and knock him out. I packed a bag, grabbed the cash he’d tried to steal and took off to find my brother on my own. Now I’m a fugitive that shot a police officer, while he roams free looking for more people to victimize.”
 
On the defensive, Jess quietly slipped her knife out of her boot. It was worth the risk for the files, but she didn’t trust him in the least.
 
“That’s not necessary,” Cash warned her. “It was self-defense. What were your family’s names? I’ll get the files for you.”
 
“Ryker Kost. He was fourteen when he was taken, he’d be almost twenty now. Flynn Kost was our father, Colt Kost, my older brother. They never found his body, but there was too much blood at the crime scene for him to have survived, even if he got away.”
 
“The police told my father that he probably tried to flee, but wouldn’t have made it far with injuries that severe. The killer likely cleaned up their mess and got rid of his body before anyone showed up. Feris Kost was my mother. Her body was left in the middle of a street and found by someone passing by. She was dead by the time police showed up. The man that found her said the only time she managed to speak, she was crying about her son. That’s all I know.”
 
“I’ll see what I can find out. If we can come up with any new leads, I can re-open the cases.”
 
Jess rolled her eyes. Her confidence that the police would do anything helpful was nonexistent.
 
Cash leaned forward and took her hand in his. “I come from a long line of police officers. At one time that was something to be proud of. The world has changed, but there are still some decent people out there.” Jess raised an eyebrow at his fairy tale crap. He probably lured in a lot of suckers with his bullshit, but it wouldn’t work on her. “Let me help you. You can trust me,” he insisted.
 
“I don’t trust anyone. Get me those files, and maybe that’ll change someday.” It wouldn’t, but he didn’t need to know that.
 
“Fine, why don’t I start by getting you out of here?”
 
Jess frowned. “Any chance I can get this box out too?”
 
Cash looked at her like she was nuts. “Not a chance.”
 
She sighed. “Fine.”
 
Cash stood and offered her a hand which she ignored, pulling herself up on her own. He shook his head and pushed his shoulder into the door. With a bit of effort, he forced it open with a loud pop and the crack of splintering wood. Jess grabbed his arm and led him behind the door, waiting silently until it opened. Barely breathing, they waited for the two sets of footsteps to come through.
 
Silently handing her knife over to Cash, she hopped up onto the back of the second man, wrapping her arm tightly around his throat and cutting off his air. Holding on to him as he lost consciousness, Jess slowly lowered him to the floor while Cash quietly closed the door behind them. Cash grabbed the other guy from behind and used her knife to take him out as well.
 
They dragged the bodies to the closet and dropped them. Cash barricaded the door with a stack of boxes while Jess positioned her file boxes near the window. If she was able to come back, she might be able to steal files without having to find a way inside.
 
The eerie feeling of being watched had her ducking out of view. She peered out over the top of the boxes, but there was no one outside. Logic told her she was imagining it. The hair raising on the back of her neck told her to get the hell out of there.
 
“Ready?” Cash’s voice came from behind her.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“I’m going out the front door. I’ll pull my car around this side of the building. Jump down from that window, climb into the back seat, and stay down. Got it?”
 
It was as good a plan as any. Jess gave a quick nod, not believing for a second that she’d be seeing him again once he disappeared out the door.
 




Chapter 13
Standing by the edge of the window, Jess still felt like she was being watched. She side-stepped to the edge and looked out again, examining every visible area, but seeing nothing.
 
With a sigh, she flipped up the top of the box she’d been working on and secured a folder. At least she could take something with her. She stuffed it down the waistband of her pants and yanked her shirt over it. It was completely visible, but if she got caught she was going to have bigger problems than stealing a folder anyway.
 
To her surprise, a black car pulled around the building and stopped a few moments later. She pried the dusty window open and used her knife to cut the screen out before sticking her head out to check for company against the building. Seeing no one, she hoisted herself up and slipped her legs out, squirming her body out the narrow window until she was hanging on the ledge with her boots braced against the brick building. After a quick check for debris below, she dropped, absorbing as much of the impact as she could and rolling once she hit the ground with a thud.
 
Crouched between the building and the police car she was expected to willingly climb into, Jess made the only decision she could. Trusting a cop was out of the question. Especially with everything she’d been through fresh in her mind.
 
“Get in,” Cash whispered through his open window.
 
“Get the files and meet me in the alley behind the diner in a week.”
 
“Jess, get in the car,” Cash whispered.
 
He was too late. She was already darting between the nearest buildings. She had no way of knowing how huge the search party was, nor what she was worth these days, but it was going to be a tense walk home.
 
Jess stuck to the empty side streets and alleyways, lurking in the dark shadows made her feel safer. The further she got from the warehouse, the more she relaxed, but it would be a while before she was out of the woods. The price on her head wasn’t going anywhere.
 
Echoing voices up ahead gave her pause. She slowed, pressing her back to the building next to her. Barely daring to breathe, she listened carefully. Four, maybe five of them. She could probably handle that, as long as there weren’t many more nearby. She stepped forward and pulled her knife as the voices got closer.
 
Focused on what was in front of her, she was caught off guard when a hand clamped over her mouth from behind. Flipping the knife in her hand, she prepared to swing it back but a hand caught her arm. A black leather cuff was wrapped around the wrist that held her.
 
“Don’t move,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her back into the shadows of a fire escape.
 
She knew who he was, but she didn’t know what the hell he was doing. The hiding spot he chose wasn’t exactly foolproof. Anyone could see right through the rusty metal stairs, a second glance from any of her pursuers and they were screwed. Jess struggled to get free. He pulled the knife from her hand and clamped an arm around her tight, holding her back to his chest and keeping his hand firmly over her mouth.    
 
“Trust me,” he whispered as the voices moved too close for comfort.
 
Yeah, right. Everyone’s looking for trust today. She would have laughed, but she was quickly distracted by her fast approaching fate.
 
Trust me. Those words didn't sit well with her. But what choice did she have? She froze as the men appeared up ahead. Their eyes scanned the alleyway.
 
Behind her, every muscle in his body went rigid at once. The hairs on the back of her neck raised and chills ran down her spine. She didn't like being weaponless. Her hand found the arm clamped around her and tried to follow it, sliding toward his hand, wanting him to release her knife. But she couldn’t reach. He was as still as a stone, and with her upper arms pinned, her fingers stopped just above his wrist.
 
She tensed as they approached, wondering if he would release her so she could fight. What the hell was he doing? They came closer. Closer. Creepy guy held her tight, but as they got closer she froze with him, barely breathing. Tucked in the shadows, they were not immediately noticeable, but any moron would see them if they just looked her way. She was going to have to fight them, which was not an issue. Killing them silently without her throwing knives, however, would be nearly impossible. How many more were close enough to hear?    
 
Her heart rate increased as they approached. Their gazes slid past the spot she was standing in without suspicion. Jess relaxed as they moved past and kept walking. Her tension was quickly replaced with confusion. Unless they really weren’t paying attention, they should have seen her. But more confusing was how the hell did Creepy know that would happen? The remained frozen for several moments after the alley emptied before she finally felt his arms loosen.
 
“Let me go,” she mumbled into his hand.
 
He released her, and she spun to face him. His eyes opened. The icy gaze settled on hers, sending that chill down her spine. She was growing used to his creepy factor and didn’t have as much trouble maintaining her composure. Or maybe she just wasn’t as scared knowing he’d just protected her. Not that she needed his help.
 
“What the hell was that?”
 
He handed her the knife. “They’re all over. If you can’t manage to stay out of a fight tonight, you’re going to end up with more trouble than you can handle”
 
“Why do you care?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “And are you still following me?”
 
He was silent for a moment. “Your typical trail of bodies died down for a few days. I wanted to make sure your head injury healed.”   
 
Jess remembered what happened the last time she saw him. Her eyes narrowed. “Why? If there’s a price on my head why haven’t you turned me in?”   
 
“This isn’t the time. You need to get off the streets.” He grabbed her by the arm and started walking.
 
Jess yanked her arm free but walked alongside him, still trying to figure out what the hell was going on.
 
“You’re supposed to be some vicious killer. Everyone is afraid of you.”
 
“They should be.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Because I am,” he answered plainly.
 
A nervous warning twisted in her stomach. Not that she hadn’t killed her fair share of people, but her reputation wasn’t nearly what his was. And she’d had to work her ass off for it.
 
How many people did Creepy have to kill to get a reputation like his? She swallowed hard, checking her surroundings to cover her reaction.
 
“Then why did you just try to help me?”
 
“I have no reason to want you dead.”
 
“Money is enough reason for anyone.”
 
“I have no interest in money.”
 
Yeah, right. “Who are you?”
 
“No one you need to worry about.”
 
Tired of his games, Jess stopped and crossed her arms over her chest. “Drop the bullshit. What is it you want from me?”
 
His expression shifted, and confusion flashed over his face before she was trapped in his penetrating stare again. She didn’t know if he was trying to decide how to answer, or if she was worth the effort. But just like their first confrontation in the rain, she was left feeling exposed. After her conversation with Cash, she was already beyond her limit for that particular feeling.
 
A tremor ran through her shoulders and seemed to draw his attention away from her eyes. She straightened her spine and regained her composure as the tension slipped away. For a moment, he stood there quietly.  
 
“Let’s go,” he said, lightly guiding her elbow forward.
 
Jess’s first instinct was to resist, but the sudden gentleness in his voice surprised her enough to comply. Barely noticeable as it was, it was the first hint of anything other than cold and creepy she’d seen out of him.
 
Her head spun with the events of the day. Making a name for herself came with more attention than she’d anticipated. She didn’t know what to make of these new players trying to become allies.
 
Of course, she knew how the process worked. They hear of her, see something they could benefit from, and put themselves in a position to make it look like they’re helping her so that she willingly gives up said benefit. She just needed to figure out if what they offered outweighed the risks. She certainly wasn’t going to be played, and she made it this far without needing help from anyone. Putting trust in others was a good way to get screwed.
 
Justice chewed her lip as she walked along side Creepy. Playing along long enough to see if they could benefit her seemed like the best way forward. As long as she maintained the upper hand, and remembered that neither Cash nor creepy guy would ever really be on her side. She just hoped it didn't come back to bite her in the ass.
 
Feeling a little more in control, she glanced over at Creepy. She still didn’t know what the hell he wanted from her. Whatever game he was playing, she wasn’t dumb enough to fall for it.
 
They were getting close to one of her safe houses. Creepy moved steadily forward as though he knew where she’d been heading. Her eyes narrowed. Exactly how long had he been stalking her? She was about to find out.
 
Jess slowed her pace slightly to let him take the lead, making sure that she didn’t give away what direction she would have been heading. He made every turn first, and when he came to the right building, she watched him glance up the fire escape to her apartment. A very different place than the one he had been to, yet he knew exactly where she’d been going. Her mouth opened to demand answers, but she noticed his demeanor change before anything came out.
 
“What is it?”
 




Chapter 14
He’d stopped walking mid-step. His gaze was darting around, looking for someone she hadn’t picked up on. Her eyes roamed the area too, still not seeing or hearing whatever he was. She looked at him questioningly, but he offered no answers. Instead, he grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the shadows of the building again. This time instead of hiding with her, he pushed her behind him and stood in front. Given her up-close and personal view of his back, it was impossible to miss when every muscle in his body tensed.
 
Justice pulled her knife instinctively at his body language. There was still nothing around them, but the way he was acting made her edgy. She felt safer with it in her hand. Though, she’d feel a lot better with her usual arsenal. Unfortunately, her weapons stash was several floors above them. A flash of light emanating from the other side of Creepy made her jump. She stepped out from behind him to see what had caused it and her jaw almost hit the ground.
 
A woman, or something that was once a woman at least, stood maybe thirty feet away. Her skin lit with a dull glow. There was not a hair on her head, and her frame was thin and emaciated.
 
Her eyes had been darting around, but when Jess stepped out from behind Creepy, they flashed her way, glowing like an animal caught in lights at night. Another flash lit up the dark street, and her hand flew in their direction. Before Jess could react, the ball of light was coming at her. Creepy pulled her to the ground. She landed on his chest, one hand slid through gravel, adding few new scrapes. He rolled her off of him and jumped to his feet.
 
The moment he turned to face their attacker, another flash of light hit him in the chest, sending him flying several feet into the building. His head hit the building with a sickening crack, and he dropped to the ground. Smoke rose off of his chest under his scorched shirt. Jess jumped up. The glowing eyes now settled directly on her. She dove out of the way of the next flash, rolling back to her feet as the woman slowly moved closer.
 
“Who are you?” Jess demanded.
 
Not getting an answer, she hit the ground before the next blast of light could hit her. Pushing back up, she stayed crouched and ready to leap. Eyeballing the woman’s glowing skin, she wondered what her weakness was and how easily she’d go down.
 
“Who do you work for?” Jess tried again. And again there was no answer except another attack. By the time she got to her feet, the woman was too close for comfort. “Okay now Sunshine, there’s no reason to be hostile. Why don’t we just talk? Tell me who did this to you, maybe I can help,” Jess tried.
 
The woman stared right through her, obviously not interested in a chat. Finally close enough, she swept an arm out toward Jess who threw her forearm up to block her. Barely biting back a scream, Jess quickly drew her severely burned arm back to her body. Breathing heavily, she took a swing of her own and sliced deep through the glowing skin. A screech of pain emanated from Sunshine as she cradled her leaking arm. Now sufficiently pissed off, her luminous glare made its way back to Jess. Oh crap. How was she supposed to fight someone she couldn’t touch?
 
Jess took a step back. “Listen, you can’t kill me, or you won’t get the money. They want me alive.” She didn’t actually know if that was true, but it couldn’t hurt to try to play that card.
 
Sunshine didn’t respond. She was mere steps away and looked to be just as intent on killing Jess, regardless of the bounty. So if she wasn’t after the money, what did she want? Remembering the gun in her waistband, Jess quickly drew the weapon but hesitated. Firing it would be a beacon for everyone in the area. A new bead of light appeared in Sunshine’s hand, and Jess knew she was screwed.
 
The look of confusion on Sunshine’s face surely matched her own when her attacker stopped suddenly. Her bright gaze started darted around behind Jess, and her face twisted with anger. What the hell just happened?
 
Hands appeared on either side of Sunshine’s head, sizzling as her neck was snapped. The smell of burning flesh floated on the air, and Jess jumped back to avoid being touched by Sunshine as she collapsed. Her glowing skin was dulling quickly, like a cooling fire-heated metal. Behind her, Creepy stood breathing heavy, smoke still coming off his chest and hands. His head hung, Jess couldn’t see his face, but he didn’t look to be in good shape.
 
Her suspicions were confirmed a moment later when he dropped to his knees. She leaped forward, pulling his shoulders toward her to keep him from falling onto the still smoldering body on the ground. For less than a second, she considered leaving him. But it was undeniable that she owed him at this point. Great, now she just had to get him up a fire escape and through a window. No sweat.
 
Sweat was dripping into her eyes by the time she made it to the top of the fire escape. Her muscles ached their complaints as she leaned his heavy ass against the building to pry open the window.
 
Out of energy, not to mention strength, Jess guided him through the window. Letting him drop to the ground inside, she hung on to one arm so his head didn’t hit the floor as hard as the rest of his body. Clumsily following, her trembling legs dropping her to the ground as well. Needing to catch her breath, she sprawled out on the floor next to him. She allowed her muscles a quick break, before forcing herself back up for medical supplies.
 
It was one of her favorite apartments. A tiny top floor industrial studio space, with brick walls and old worn wood floors full of character and imperfections. It was small. But the ceiling was high, and the windows were tall, and the destruction of the world had touched this place a little less than everywhere else.
 
Using the last of her energy, Jess dragged Creepy across the floor and managed to get him into her bed. His burned shirt tore away easily, and she cleaned him up and bandaged him the best she could. In the dark, it was difficult to tell how badly he was hurt. His head wasn’t bleeding, so there was nothing she could do for that. Once she was done with his chest, she moved on to his hands. Tossing his leather cuffs on the ground next to the bed, she treated the burns there as well. Having done all she could for him, Jess collapsed onto the couch and tried to ignore the memories of her shitty day.
 




Chapter 15
The one thing Jess hated about the tall windows in her studio was the amount of damn sunlight that filtered through them in the morning, even with the haze of pollution. Mornings were awful. Hell, she wasn't even an afternoon person. She was usually still trying to wake up when she visited Kat for her evening cup of coffee. Her mood left a lot to be desired before she even opened her eyes.
 
With a frown, her eyelids parted. The first shift in position reminded her of the previous day’s events. Her neck ached from sleeping on a tiny sofa, and her bandaged arm throbbed from the girl that nearly melted her before Creepy came to her rescue.
 
Jess groaned as her sore muscles adjusted to sitting up. Still half asleep, she made her way to the bed and sat to look over his chest. The burn covered a large portion of his chest, but it wasn't as bad as she'd expected. She pulled his hand into her lap and examined his palm. Not especially experienced with burns, she had no idea what more to do for him.
 
Jess was about to check his head injury when his wrist caught her eye. Rough scarring ran along the inside, some of it was pretty bad. The leather cuffs he typically wore would cover them but based on the scars, his wrist had been cut into repeatedly. She climbed over him and picked up his other hand, running her fingers over the same scars on the other side. The cuts were messy but concentrated in one spot, and noticeably worse on his left.
 
Her mood clouded over with emotions she didn’t realize her rusty, defective heart could still muster up, allowing just a touch of compassion while no one was there to witness it. She scooted a little closer to his head and gently turned it. Feeling the back of his head, she found a bump from the impact. There was swelling, but it seemed no worse than the head injury she woke up with after her concussion. Hopefully, that meant he would be alright. She turned her attention back to his hand, distractedly running her fingertips over the scars on his wrist. She glanced at the floor and wondered if she should replace his cuffs before he woke up and got angry. Assuming he would wake up.
 
“That’s not what it looks like.” The rough voice made her jump a mile.
 
She drew in a sharp breath. “Holy shit, what is wrong with you? Can you do anything without scaring the crap out of people?” Jess masked her embarrassment with irritation. She had nothing else at that point. She quickly brushed his hand off her lap and casually scooted to the edge of the bed.
 
“Not really,” he answered. His eyes remained closed as he answered.
 
“Are you okay?” she asked.
 
He shifted slightly and winced. “I will be. The bright light is bothering my eyes,” he added, waving a hand in the direction of the window.
 
“Oh, uh sorry. It’s the sun. I wasn’t especially happy to be woken up by it either.”
 
He nodded, still not even attempting to open his eyes. There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. He cleared his throat. “Where am I?”
 
His question brought back memories of the night before. “In one of my apartments. They one you mysteriously knew the exact location of,” Jess answered coldly.
 
Creepy’s mouth opened to respond, but he quickly closed it, obviously considering his answer. He shifted uncomfortably again. “I was trying to get you away from the manhunt.”
 
“Right.”
 
His eyebrows drew together. “How did I get up here?”
 
Ha! He claimed he didn’t know where her apartment was, yet knew she’d had to get him up the stairs. She wanted to call him out on it but instead took a second to really take him in while she had the chance.
 
He still hadn’t even cracked his eyes open, lying in her bed, unable to see, burns sprawling across his otherwise perfect chest. It was the first time she’d seen him vulnerable. The first time he didn’t scare the crap out of her, and she couldn’t bring herself to take advantage of that. With a sigh, she dropped the interrogation until they were on a level playing field.
 
“I dragged your heavy ass up the fire escape and treated your burns.”
 
His eyebrows raised and his mouth hung slightly open for a moment before he managed to force out a couple of words. “Uh… thanks,” he mumbled as if they were the most awkward words to ever pass through his lips.
 
Jess smirked. She had trouble with that kind of thing too. But this was her way out of it. “Yeah well, you burned your hands to get Sunshine off my ass, so I figured I owed ya. We’re even.”
 
He gave her a short nod.
 
“Um so, I’m gonna go wash up. Then I’ll run out and grab some coffee. You look like you’re about as much of a morning person as I am,” she joked.
 
Creepy didn’t respond, just gave another short nod. Quite the conversationalist. The guy had the personality of a rock.
 
“Okay, then,” Jess mumbled as she headed for the shower.
 




Chapter 16
Jess rushed out of the bathroom after her shower. She’d realized about halfway through that she still hadn’t gotten his name. Now that he couldn’t run away, she had the perfect opportunity. Creepy was accurate, but admittedly not her best nickname.
 
She made it two steps out of the bathroom before she realized the bed was empty. A glance around confirmed that he was gone. Jess folded her arms over her chest with a huff. Really? Fifteen minutes ago the guy couldn’t open his eyes, but he can manage to escape from the top floor of a building through a window? Jess checked her bolted door to confirm that he hadn’t gotten out that way, but it hadn’t been pried open. What the hell?
 
Jess paced the room. Why would he pretend to be in worse shape than he really was? Why would he feel the need to escape? If she wanted him dead, he would be - she’d had plenty of opportunities. Why the act? Was she supposed to take pity on him?
 
Growing angrier with each unanswered question, Jess stopped pacing and froze at the biggest question nagging at her. Why did she even care that he was gone? Marching over to her boots, she let out an angry laugh. I don’t care.
 
***
 
Jess plunked down at a table in the diner and glared out the window at the dry, dreary day. Kat set a cup of coffee in front of her and slid into the seat across from her. Jess eyeballed her questioningly.
 
Kat smiled warmly, her wide blue eyes running over Jess. “You look like you could use a friend. What’s wrong?”
 
Jess was irritated by the prying, but she couldn’t bring herself to take her frustrations out on Kat. She was so sheltered and sweet. Jess’s gaze moved away again. “Nothing,” she mumbled.             
 
“Jess, you’ve been coming in here for years, and I’ve never seen you this upset.” Kat tapped a finger on the table as she paused to think. “Come to think of it I don’t think I’ve ever seen you upset at all. Contemplative and mischievous - absolutely. Troublemaking, without a doubt. But angry and rattled?” She shook her head, “This is definitely the first I’ve seen this. You have your quiet moods, sure, but I didn’t think anything could really get to you. So tell me. What could possibly have shaken the force that is Jess?”
 
Kat stared at Jess intently, eyes sparkling with interest and awe. Jess’s discomfort was ratcheting higher by the second. Run. Run now. Her gut instinct demanded escape, her heart and brain reeled with confusion. She was torn on how to respond.
 
It was beyond strange to hear someone talk about her like that. Words like this seemed to come easily for Kat, but Jess couldn’t think of one thing to come back with. Not even a smart-ass comment. And those were her specialty. She was vaguely aware of the fact that she was staring at Kat the way most people would react to a massacre.
 
After a few unbearably awkward seconds of silence, Kat’s gaze dropped. She was clearly hurt that after all this time, Jess couldn’t come up with some tiny way to act like a friend.
 
“Uh… uhm…” Crap, she really had nothing. Kat’s sad eyes looked up at Jess with a glimmer of hope. “You should see the other guy?” Jess tried to joke.
 
Kat frowned and rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible,” she answered with a little smile that let Jess know she would let her off the hook. Kat’s eyes settled on Jess’s arm, and her smile quickly faded. Her brows furrowed with concern. “Jess, that’s a bad burn. What happened to you?”
 
“Long story. No big deal.”
 
Kat’s lips pressed into a tight line, and Jess knew she wasn’t going to budge again. She reached out and firmly clutched Jess’s hand. Jess tensed instinctively at being grabbed, but instead of letting go when she saw Jess’s reaction, Kat gripped her hand tighter and glared.
 
“Get over it, Jess,” she snapped. “This is what’s going to happen. Something is clearly bothering you, and your arm is messed up. I’m willing to let one of those things go, but not both. I’m guessing that you will find it easier to let me treat your arm than you will to talk about whatever is wrong with you.” Kat stood, still gripping Jess’s hand firmly. “So let’s go in the back, and I’ll fix you up with our burn kit.”
 
Jess sized up Kat, a little taken back by her aggressiveness. She wouldn’t have thought she had it in her. She was almost proud. But she also wasn’t used to being told what to do. Jess’s eyes settled on Kat’s death grip on her hand. She could easily get out of it and out the door, but probably not without hurting Kat at least a little. And not just physically.
 
Kat noticed the direction of Jess’s stare and raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, I know you could kick my ass, but I also know you don’t want to hurt me. Are you going to risk it just because you're too stubborn to let me take care of your arm?”
 
It wasn’t worth the risk. Jess frowned and stood. She looked down at Kat and almost laughed that this little girl, barely five feet tall and with hardly any fight training at all, just got her to cave to her will. Impressive.
 
“Okay,” she agreed softly.
 
Still holding her hand, Kat led Jess to the back, past the kitchen and storage area. She stopped near a little first aid station.
 
Zain passed through with a cup in his hand and saw his sister dragging Jess around. He raised an eyebrow at her with a smirk but said nothing as he snuck back upstairs. Yeah, she knew what that look meant. She’d recently told him not to give his sister a hard time, and he was calling her out, questioning if she’d be following her own advice. The little shit.
 
Kat motioned to the little counter. “Sit,” she ordered. Holding back half a smirk of her own, Jess did as she was told and Kat went to work treating her arm.
 
Once she was bandaged, Jess quickly jumped down from the counter and fumbled a thank you while avoiding eye contact.
 
Kat shook her head and smiled. “You know I’m always here if you need anything.”
 
Ugh, why did she keep pulling that crap? Jess let her eyes meet Kat’s, and she even tried to hide the frustrated look that wanted to make an appearance. Kat didn’t deserve the cold shoulder that Jess kept throwing her way. But somehow she might be the scariest person Jess had ever met. She stared into her delicate blue eyes and wondered how that could be.
 
No, she knew how. Because with anyone else, Jess could easily defend herself. Because all other interactions were transactions, not relationships, even in her alliances. But Kat cared about Jess and asked for nothing in return. And that scared the hell out of her. 
 
Jess inspected her hands. “Look, Kat, I appreciate your kindness. I’m just not the kind of person you want to get close to. Trust me.”
 
“Well, I am. And maybe everything’s not always about you,” she teased. “Seriously, I’m pretty great. I know my way around a first aid kit, I can cook, I’m a great listener, not to mention pretty observant. And most important, I make a kick-ass cup of coffee. What more could you possibly ask for? I’m definitely the kind of person you want to get close to. Trust me,” she added with a smile.
 
Jess couldn’t help but smile a little too. “Well, there’s no arguing that.”
 
Knowing that was about as much progress as Jess was going to make in one day, Kat led her back to the front.
 
The moment they were through the door, Jess knew something wasn’t right. Kat had stepped out into the dining area just before Jess had, and there was now a gun pointed at her head. Jess froze and took in the situation. It looked to be a simple robbery. Two men with guns had taken control of the tiny dining area. One emptied the few bills from the old cash drawer, while the other watched the room.
 
“Move that gun, now,” Jess demanded in an icy tone.
 
“Are you Kat?” the guy growled.
 
“I’m Kat,” Jess interrupted.
 
She could take him down, but she wouldn’t risk the trigger being pulled while the gun was aimed at Kat. Plus there was still another guy with a gun only a few feet away.
 
The gun moved to Jess’s head, and she breathed a little sigh of relief. Kat spun around and gave Jess a ‘what the hell are you doing’ look. She was about to verbalize her thoughts when Jess cut her off.
 
“I’m Kat,” Jess said again. “What do you want?”
 
“You got the code to the safe?”
 
“Yes. Both of you come with me. Leave her alone, and I’ll open the safe for you,” Jess answered, doubting Kat even made enough money to have a safe. Not that it mattered. They’d have been better off stealing the food or the power cell in the kitchen, but Jess wasn’t about to point that out.
 
“Idiot, look at her clothes. She don’t work here,” the other guy hissed. 
 
Kat didn’t wear a uniform but she did wear an apron. “You’re the idiot. I’m not cooking, I don’t need an apron,” Jess answered.
 
“What are you doing?” Kat whispered.
 
“It’s going to be okay,” Jess answered calmly.
 
But at that moment, Kat turned back to the room and saw the only other customer lying on the ground behind the counter. Jess had spotted him almost immediately, and just as she’d feared, Kat was hysterical the moment she noticed.
 
“Oh my God!” she gasped, tears spilling down her cheeks.
 
The gun started to move back to Kat, but Jess quickly grabbed her arm and dragged her behind her back.
 
“You’re here for me. Let’s go,” Jess insisted.
 
Kat latched onto Jess, hiding her face in her back while she tried to calm down. Jess wasn’t used to being this patient with her attackers, but she couldn’t agitate them in this setting. Not with Kat around. Not with Zain just upstairs.
 
“Don’t move,” he grumbled as he stepped back a few feet to mull things over with his friend.
 
While they were distracted, Jess reached behind her, grabbing Kat and guiding her to the break in the counter, making sure to stay between her and the guns. Once she was pushed into the opening, Jess tugged her arm down, urging her to duck behind it. Kat held on tighter instead.
 
“What are you doing? I won’t leave you with them,” she sniffed.
 
Jess rolled her eyes. “I promise I’ll be fine. Get down and find the police as soon as I lure them into the back.” She gave Kat’s arm another tug and this time she crouched below counter height. The moron twins turned back to Jess and noticed that Kat was gone. They stormed closer, both guns aimed at Jess as she nudged Kat back and behind the counter with her boot. Jess planted herself in the opening as they approached.
 
“Where is she?” he demanded trying to look past Jess.
 
“Not important. If you hurt anyone else I’m not opening the safe for you.”
 
The gun moved directly in front of her face. “You’ll do whatever the hell I tell you to do.”
 
She couldn’t help it, with Kat out of the way, the snarky little smile that always showed up when someone underestimated her, made its appearance.
 
“Something funny to you, Sweetheart?”
 
What is it with guys and their stupid pet names?
 
“Actually, yeah. Poor choice.” She leaned in closer to the guy and his gun, amusement obvious on her face. “I’m not very sweet at all.”
 
The guy with the gun in her face huffed. “That so?” He sized her up, making the same assumption as anyone else. That she wouldn’t be any trouble. Boy, was he wrong.
 
She smiled. “Shall we step into the back gentlemen?”
 
They exchanged a look before the guy with the gun to her head stepped closer to the door. The other waited for Jess to follow. One on either side of her - that would work fine. The lead guy pushed the door open. Jess moved forward, but the footsteps behind her paused. She turned to see him stepping toward the opening in the counter. Toward Kat.
 
What happened next was a knee jerk reaction, and that wasn’t typically how Jess fought. She kept a calm, level head during her fights. Making the best strategic moves almost on instinct. But somehow, she saw him move closer to Kat and reacted emotionally.
 
Before she realized what she was doing, the guy’s head was slammed into the counter. Glasses went tumbling and shattered as they hit the ground. Jess heard Kat’s gasp and hoped she hadn’t hurt her. Before she could jump over the man to check, she was grabbed from behind and a gun was placed to her temple. Right. That’s why you don’t react based on emotion.
 
Jess raised her hands to her shoulders in surrender. “Okay, you win. I’ll open the safe.” She just needed the gun moved, then she could take this guy down too.
 
She was forced to turn slightly as the guy nudged his now unconscious friend with his boot. “Son of a bitch,” he complained. He kicked him harder. “Rowe, get your ass up, man.”
 
He released his hold on her, moving the gun to her back while he tried to rouse his friend. Jess turned to face him while he was distracted, hands still raised in surrender.
 
“What are you doing?” he growled.
 
They both caught movement out of the corner of their eye, and his attention started to turn away. In the split second that his gaze shifted, Jess grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm, forcing the gun away and his body sideways. She brought her other hand down, breaking his elbow and then stomped on the side of his leg, breaking his knee as well. He went down to his knees, yelling obscenities and Jess slammed his head into the counter. He dropped to the ground like a bag of bricks.
 
She turned to the first concussion patient, expecting that he was the source of his friend’s distraction, but found him out cold. Instead, Kat stared at Jess with wide eyes as if she’d never seen a fight before. From her spot under the counter, she peered through the opening, stunned – horrified.
 
Jess crouched to her level. “You okay?” she asked gently.
 
Kat nodded. Her expression was one of shock and fear, but she wouldn’t look away from Jess for a second. It made Jess feel like a freak. Typically, Jess didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of her, but for some reason, it was different with Kat. She didn’t want Kat to think she was some monster that went around killing people. Even if maybe she was.
 
Jess looked away and nodded too. “Okay, lock up and notify the police right away. They stop in here often enough that they should be willing to take these guys in. I’ve gotta get out of here. I'll drop them outside, and they won’t be waking up any time soon. You should be fine.”
 
Most of Kat’s profit came from cops stopping in for coffee or to pick up food. They didn’t often linger, not wanting to associate with the street trash. But they were the few that could afford it, and since it was the only place they could get food and coffee in the poor neighborhoods, it was in their own best interests to protect the place.
 
Kat was still staring, and Jess’s next instruction probably wasn’t going to help.
 
“One more thing. Don’t tell the police you know who I am. Don’t give them a name. Don’t even tell them you’ve seen me before. Trust me it’s for your own protection. Okay?”
 
Kat nodded again, but with how traumatized she seemed, Jess couldn’t count on her to not tell the police everything. Which meant Jess could never come back.
 
Sadness tightened her chest as she stood and stalked out through the back door in search of more assholes to take her new aggression out on. It had been a really shitty couple of days, and Jess left a path of destruction until she’d worn herself out enough to deal with the fact that she was going to have to figure out how to make her own coffee.
 




Chapter 17
Days passed and Jess’s mood hadn’t improved. In fact, it had gotten much worse. There had been no sign of Creepy since his miraculous fifteen-minute recovery and escape. Which meant she hadn’t had the opportunity to bitch him out or kick his ass. So that was just stirring inside her for days.
 
She hadn’t been back to the diner either. She’d wandered out to the one general store on the border of the cop town, and had them order some coffee and a small brewing device that attached to a cup. It cost far too much, and she’d managed to use it but had yet to figure out what the hell Kat did to make her coffee taste so damn good. Jess had severely cut back her caffeine consumption, and that was dangerous for the whole city.
 
Her mood had taken a dive beyond bitchy and was approaching downright intolerable.
 
What Jess refused to admit to herself, was that lack of coffee wasn’t the only thing bothering her about avoiding the diner. She hadn’t quite realized just how much Kat brightened her day. Seeing someone that could still smile so genuinely was rare. And to find someone that could still make Jess smile? Those were in even shorter supply.
 
Extremely short supply.
 
A grand total of one person in existence – Kat. 
 
A scowl had taken up permanent residence on her face, and her mood had yet to let up for a second. Jess meandered through one of the nearby neighborhoods she frequented. It never failed to provide her with an outlet for her anger. A bellowing of agony drew her attention to a specific area, and she followed the screams to a side street where someone was getting their ass handed to them in a one on one fight. Pathetic.
 
Jess marched up with nothing better to do. Maybe she’d take them both out. One of them was on his hands and knees, half panting, half crying. The other stood, watching, a few steps away in the shadows. Moving in closer, she noticed the one on the ground looked a little familiar.
 
Aiming to get a better look, she moved closer still, catching the attention of the man in the shadows. His gaze fell on her, though she couldn’t see it. It was more of a feeling. His outline shifted in the dark, angling toward her to confirm what she sensed. Standing next to the guy on the ground, she got a better look. A smile spread across Jess’s face.
 
“Nick! How ya been? Who’s your friend here?” Jess joked casually.
 
Nick painfully turned to bring Jess into view and groaned. That was when Jess noticed the dark spots on his skin. Almost like bruising, but not quite. More black and gray marks, instead of black and blue. Like smoke smudges, or shadows. Weird. Jess’s focus turned back to Nick’s opponent.
 
All she could make out was his outline, tall and thin with broad shoulders. For being so close, he was extremely well hidden in the shadows. But then he stepped closer, and she realized he was the shadows. His skin was the color of ash. Darker lines swirled throughout like smoke was curling just under the surface. It was mesmerizing.
 
Her eyes lingered over him, his black pants and boots concealed his lower half, but he wore no shirt. His gray hair flowed loosely on his head. Her eyes came to settle on his and the fear that she forgot to feel while caught up in the swirling gray hues of his skin was suddenly pricking in her gut. Red eyes stared back at her as he moved in and the shadows receded further. Merciless red eyes.
 
Taking him all in now that he was visible, her heartbeat raced. If someone told her he was a demon spawned in hell, she might have believed them. But Jess didn’t believe in heaven and hell. She didn’t need fairy tales to help her sleep at night. And that meant this was another Niyazine monster.
 
Jess straightened her spine and remembered her composure. She smiled a fake toothy smile. “Hi! How’s it going?” she asked casually.
 
Smokey didn’t react.
 
“This guy give you trouble too?” she asked, tipping her head in Nick’s direction. “I can finish him off if you want.”
 
Still nothing. Without breaking eye contact, he took another step closer, his movements strangely graceful and flowing. His attention was most definitely locked down on her now. Nick carefully dragged himself away, taking advantage of Smokey’s distraction. But he was clearly in too much pain to make it far. That made Jess just a little more nervous.
 
Jess frowned. “Why can’t anyone ever just cooperate? Why do you guys insist on making me torture you for information? Trust me, you’d rather do this the easy way. Just ask Nick over there. Why don’t you tell me who keeps releasing the Niyazine drug? Maybe there’s something I can do to help you.”
 
No reaction. He glided another step closer. Her chatting was only giving him time to close in on her.
 
With a sigh, Justice shook her head. “Okay, maybe not.” She looked her demonic friend up and down as he took another step, bringing him within arm’s reach. “What’s the play here, Smokey? We have a problem, or should I finish off the little weasel over there, and we both go about our business?”
 
Smokey slowly lifted a hand and reached for Jess. His movement flowed smoothly and gently, not especially threateningly, but she wasn’t playing along. With her buddy Sunshine still fresh in her memory, Jess held up a hand in warning.
 
“Don’t touch me, Smokey.”
 
At least this guy didn’t glow, that had to make him less dangerous than Sunshine, right?
 
Wrong.
 
So very, very wrong.
 
Smokey’s soft fingers brushed her wrist with a light feathery touch. Pain like the fires of hell consumed her, ricocheting off of every nerve in her body. With a blood-curdling scream, she dropped to the ground as his gentle touch wrapped around her wrist. He crouched, following her down as she began writhing in agony. His demonic red eyes watched blankly, as he altered her world with an excruciating level of pain she could never have imagined.
 
After less than a minute that had felt like hours, he dropped her wrist and watched as she attempted to catch her breath and reel in her tears. Shaking and sobbing, she curled into a ball on the ground. Everything she thought she knew had changed in those few moments, and she wasn’t sure she’d ever recover.
 
Jess had suffered more injuries than she could count in her time. She’d had broken bones, concussions, black eyes, and broken lips. She’d been stabbed so many times, she’d lost count. She’d been shot in the arm and shoulder. All of those injuries were like being tickled by rainbows, and fairy dust compared to what Smoky did to her.
 
She couldn’t move. She didn’t want to live. The pain faded considerably once he let go, but the aftereffects still had a hold on her. And the memory wasn’t going anywhere.
 
An image of Ryker flashed into her head, and she knew she couldn’t give up. Still sobbing uncontrollably, Jess opened her eyes to see Smoky reaching for her again. Whimpering in agony, she rolled away from him, somehow managing to whip two of her knives in his direction. Her shaking limbs threw her aim off horribly. The first knife missed completely. The other stuck in his shoulder, doing nothing but pissing him off.
 
His demon eyes flashed with anger. His steps were like a prowling beast going in for its kill. She was scared to death, and there was no hiding it. She couldn’t run. The residual pain made it unthinkable. Tears flowed down her face. Her body shook with tremors that only made the pain worse. Her limbs were weakened to a state where just standing would be impossible. She closed her eyes and prayed that he would kill her instantly instead of touching her again.
 
An echoing snap, followed by a delay in her inevitable death had her opening her eyes again. Smoky was now looking behind him. Jess didn’t bother to hope that someone was there to help. Anyone else that showed up would only end up like her, lying in a heap on the ground, begging for death.
 
Giving up on whatever was behind him, Smoky turned his attention back on Jess. She trembled with fear. She hadn’t even known she was capable of being so pathetic, but really, what difference did it make at that point?
 
Another step closer to Jess and Smoky froze again. She had no idea what the hell was going on. Maybe he was toying with her. The sick bastard. Just end it, she silently pleaded, unable to stand the sound of her own whimpering any more. It hurt to hear, how was that possible?
 
At the moment, all she knew was pain. Everything was pain. Every sensation, every breath, every beat of her heart, it all had her begging for nothingness. With every bit of strength she had left, Jess pulled another knife. This one wasn’t going to get thrown.
 
Tears fell from her eyes as she rested the blade against her wrist. Once again Ryker’s image came to mind, and she struggled with what she was about to do. She knew as well as anyone else that Ryker was probably long dead. No one else believed that he could still be alive, and Jess wasn’t stupid. But she lived only to find out what happened to him.
 
For years, her life revolved around getting answers that would allow her to avenge him one way or another. She owed her father that much. And she would look for him until her last breath. But it was starting to look like that breath wasn’t so far away.
 
She didn’t want to die before her work was done. But enduring another moment while every fiber of her being was in agony was unthinkable. There was no thought of getting better, she couldn’t see past the pain. Simply existing was torture.
 
The shadowy marks where Smoky touched her were visible and excruciating. Just the touch of the blade against it sent searing hellfire blazing through every nerve in her arm all over again. She didn’t have enough strength to get the knife into her heart. Her softer wrist was the only option. Hating herself for what she was about to do, she pushed down on the blade. Blood pooled around the tip for barely a second before the knife was snatched from her light grip.
 
Startled, she tensed instinctively, and the motion had her crying out again. A set of black boots stepped over her as the knife was snatched away. She watched with blurry eyes as a new dark figure tossed the knife into Smokey’s chest and then took a swing, knocking him to the ground. Smokey didn’t get back up.
 
Creepy staggered before dropping to his knees. Connecting his fist with Smokey’s face sent waves of agony through him as well. Every muscle in his body visibly tensed as he grunted and breathed through the pain.
 
Eventually, Creepy pushed himself up and made his way over, breathing heavily. He scooped up a still trembling Jess. She flinched at the pain of his touch, and he winced as he lifted her and cradled her against his chest. The realization that she may live washed over her. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved.
 
Jess let her head rest on his shoulder. She didn’t care about anything but stopping the pain, and for some reason, his strong shoulder offered some small amount of comfort. Jess’s breathing had been coming out in short pants for too long, and her vision was blurring quickly from the lack of oxygen.
 
Unable to handle any more, she welcomed the disorientation. Soon her vision went, followed quickly by all other sensation as she sagged against the warm chest carrying her away from an experience that would haunt her for the rest of her god damned life.
 




Chapter 18
Soft sobs and aching pain slowly brought Jess back to consciousness. Once the sound started to register, sensation sharpened, and she realized the crying was coming from her. Then everything else faded, and once again, all she could grasp was that she had to be dying.
 
A new sensation jolted fresh waves of pain through her when she was scooped up and moved. Unable to speak, her whimpering grew louder until she was lowered again. This time she was dropped into the Arctic. Freezing water surrounded her body, her eyes flew open, and instant shivers made every muscle and nerve scream. She wanted to scream along with them, but her head was shoved under the water.
 
A moment later, the pressure on her head was relieved. She was grabbed by her upper arms and pulled back up. It was damn near impossible to catch her breath between all the sputtering, coughing, and sobbing. Still too weak to jump out of the freezing water, all she could do was look around. She was in a large bathtub, but the freezing water wasn’t clear. It looked and smelled like some kind of tea. The room was completely unfamiliar. She had no clue where she was.
 
Next to the tub, the man that tried to drown her knelt with his shadowed hand half-submerged in the water. He watched her face with his cold, creepy eyes, and an even stronger shudder ran down her already trembling body. Jess’s teeth were chattering so badly she was starting to worry about chipping a tooth. On the bright side, numbness was seeping into her heavy limbs, and the pain was lessening. Shivering took over her sobbing completely as she glared at Creepy.
 
She tried to speak through her quivering lips. “Wwwhat the fffuckkk?” she managed.
 
“How long did he touch you?”
 
“Llike a wweek.”
 
“Based on when I heard your scream, it was around a minute. The longer he touches you, the more the toxin seeps in, the worse the pain is, and the longer it takes to recover.” He pointed to her wrist. “The mark will fade as the toxin wears off.”
 
Her eyes settled on his knuckles, still sitting in the water. “Wwwhy?” she asked.
 
“The cold is the only thing that helps until that remedy starts to work,” he explained motioning toward her oddly colored bath. He watched her face for a moment. “You keep trying to get answers from them, but they can’t understand you.”
 
Too tired out to speak, her eyebrows drew together in question.
 
“You call them Niyazine monsters. Typically, brain function is one of the things affected during their transformation. Almost all of them lose their higher intelligence. Memory of their prior lives is lost, everything about who they were. They become much more instinctual creatures, animal-like, only with a dangerous ability. They are more powerful than any of the enhanced that survive the Niyazine drug, but they are unpredictable, and often violent. You can’t communicate with them. They’re incapable of understanding you.”   
 
Creepy had a lot more information than she’d originally thought, but the hypothermia setting in made it impossible for her to respond - or ask how the hell he got water that cold.
 
“Your lips are turning blue, can you stand?”
 
Jess could barely move between the residual aching and the constant burning sensation in her muscles. Not to mention the shivering and numbness. She attempted to get her feet under her, but couldn't manage to stand.
 
Seeing her struggle, Creepy grabbed her arms and helped her up. Her heavy, numb legs stumbled out of the tub and nearly collapsed until he caught her. The air hitting her wet clothes made everything worse. Her shivering was now full-on quaking. And without the water surrounding her, the pain was getting worse again.
 
“I wwwanna go bback in,” she whimpered, trying to move away from him.
 
He held her tighter. “You can’t, your body can only take so much at that temperature.”
 
“It’s cccolder out here,” she complained as her teeth chattered.
 
“It’s not. I’ll get you a towel. Can you stand?”
 
He started to let go, but her knees instantly buckled. Catching her again, he guided her to the floor gently so he could step away. Unable to take another second with the freezing fabric against her skin, Jess peeled off her tank top and pants, and pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging them to her body. It was a little better. Her bra and underwear were still wet, and so cold, but there wasn’t a chance she was losing those until she had that towel. The chill seemed to go all the way down to her bones. Warming up was impossible.
 
Creepy came back through the doorway with a towel. He made it one step in before he froze. Jess glanced up at him, and his typically expressionless face held emotion she hadn’t seen in him before. Surprise flashed across his features before he tossed her the towel and turned his back.
 
“Sorry,” he murmured.
 
Jess wrapped the towel around herself with shaking arms, but she still wasn’t strong enough to get off the floor. Ugh, now she had to actually ask for help? Could this week get any worse? Tears of frustration burned her eyes, and that only irritated her even more.
 
Before she could get her voice working again, Creepy returned and scooped her up. His body was so warm against her now that she’d ditched her subzero clothing. She snuggled against him and felt him tense under her touch. She was making him uncomfortable. Jess thought about it for half a second. Nope, she didn’t care. If he didn’t want her to touch him, he shouldn’t have stuck her in a freezing bath. She ran her arm up to his neck and found that his skin was even warmer. He flinched at her touch, but she ignored it. Hooking her arm around him, she tucked her face into his neck.
 
Creepy tried to set Jess down on a couch near an ancient fire-burning iron stove. She refused to let go. Screw that. She’d warm up twice as fast if he held on to her.
 
“What are you doing?” he finally asked when he couldn’t pry her off his neck. He sat down with her and tried to move her next to him so he could escape, but she held on. Her arms remained draped around his neck, and her legs were over his lap. Her thigh pressed into his warm stomach.
 
His neck had warmed her face enough to calm the teeth chattering to a more normal level. “You’re warm, I’m frozen solid. You stuck me in that tub. You can warm me up.” Her whole body still trembled.
 
“I was helping. And if you let me go, I can get something for your hand. The pain will come back more once you’re warm again. I have something that will help.”
 
Another tremor ran through Jess. This one had nothing to do with the cold. God, she couldn’t go through that pain again. Tears stung her eyes, and she took a shaky breath. Leaning away from him, she pulled her limbs in, tucking them into her body as she curled into a little quaking ball.
 
Creepy left and returned a moment later. He sat next to her again and opened a glass jar with some kind of dark oil in it.
 
“I need to see your hand.”
 
Jess pulled her arm away from her body and held it out for him. His touch was warm and gentle, but that wasn’t enough to cancel out the jarring pain that rolled over her with every swipe of his fingers as he massaged the oil into the shadows on her wrist.
 
Jess buried her face into the towel to muffle her cries as he worked. So much for never showing weakness. Creepy had seen more weakness than she ever knew she had in her. If she didn’t owe him her life, she’d have to kill him. If word of this got out, she still might.
 
“It should feel a little better once that absorbs into your skin,” Creepy mumbled as he let her hand go.
 
She nodded and cuddled into his side again, in part for his warmth, but also because the whole damn experience shook her to her core, and for some reason, she found a little comfort in the awkward, emotionless, rock of a man. 
 
Jess felt him tense up under her again. What the hell was with this guy, had he never been touched before? She probably should have asked permission, but she didn’t want to give up the comfort. He would have to be the one to move away. She wouldn’t stop him. But he didn’t try.
 
For the first time, Jess felt less capable, scared, weak. She walked right up to murderers all the time with the idea that no one could ever hurt her that badly. All the injuries she’d ever gotten, she just patched up herself, given it a couple of days, and went right back to work. She was tough. She told herself that physical pain wasn’t something to be afraid of. She was wrong. She’d never been more wrong in her life, and she’d made some pretty epic mistakes. Would she ever walk up to a fight again with the confidence she had before? The memory of that agony would remain with her forever. Now she had something to fear.
 




Chapter 19
Jess burrowed into Creepy while the silent tears continued to flow. He shifted uncomfortably, and she wrapped her sore arm around his waist before he could take off again. Instead, he hesitantly placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. Several long moments later, her pain finally started to dull, and she could find a little humor in how uneasy she was making her rescuer. Her breathing and shivering slowed, and she took a deep, shaky breath, letting it out with a sigh of relief. Letting go of Creepy with one hand, she swiped her hand across her cheek. It came away black. Her make up didn’t hold up through hours of sobbing and a polar bath. She rubbed at her face a few more times, cleaning up the mess as much as she could.
 
Her voice came out weak and broken, but she tried to make up for it with a little attitude. “So I take it the other women you rescue in the middle of the night don’t end up half-naked in your arms?” she teased in an attempt to further his discomfort.
 
She managed a grin when his hand pulled off of her shoulder. Her amused eyes moved up to meet his, but he looked away.
 
“Wow, you must be quite the ladies man.” Jess pulled back, and tucked the towel in around her. The distance between them left her cold again, but she owed him a little slack. “Um, thanks. For everything you did.”
 
“I owed you.”
 
“No, you didn’t. We were even. If anything, I still owed you. You got me home when I had that concussion. You helped me get home from that warehouse and burned yourself saving me from Sunshine. Taking out Smoky was beyond anything you owed me,” she answered, gingerly taking his hand and looking at his shadowed knuckles.
 
“Sunshine and Smoky?” he questioned.
 
She smiled. “It’s usually hard to get a name out of people, so I generally come up with something fitting. Sunshine cause, you know, she kinda glowed. And Smoky for the weird gray swirling…”
 
Jess had barely finished her thought when something occurred to her. Her eyebrows drew together, and she flipped his hand over to look at his almost perfect palm. She grabbed his shirt and tried to lift it, but he was off the couch in a heartbeat.
 
“Your burns are healed already?”
 
“I heal quickly,” he murmured.
 
She stared and started piecing things together, starting with how much he knew about the Niyazine monsters. “Are you one of the enhanced from the Niyazine trials?”
 
“No,” he answered simply.
 
She tried to make sense of how he could have healed that much from the burns in three days. Was she remembering the severity of his burns correctly? She glanced down at her own burned arm, still pretty damn gross. Jess met Creepy’s eyes and held his gaze sternly. She felt the chill cut down through her chest again, but the perspective she’d recently gained made her less afraid. His creepy factor had gone down significantly.
 
Tucking the towel around her, she stood on her wobbly legs and moved closer. She grabbed onto his arm with one hand, holding as firmly as she could with her weakened state. The other fisted around his shirt and pulled it up. Red skin covered the center of his nearly healed chest. Gently, not wanting to hurt him, she ran her fingers across his chest. Her touch trailed lightly across his velvety skin in amazement. His burns had been worse than hers. He had to be enhanced.
 
“You’re one of the Niyazine enhanced,” she said again.
 
“No.” His voice was rough and breathy, and a new kind of shiver ran through her at the sound.
 
Jess’s hand moved lower, tracing the red skin leading down his torso, by the time she hit the top of his abs, his hand stopped hers, pressing it against him, but not letting her drop any lower. Her eyes shifted up to his face. His chest rose and fell with heavy breaths. His eyes were closed. He was suddenly much more hot than creepy.  
 
Jess dropped his shirt and reached her free hand up behind his neck, gently tugging his face down. His brow furrowed in confusion, but his eyes didn’t open, and her lips were on his before he realized what she was doing. His body tensed as her lips pressed to his. She gently ran her lips across his again, this time with the tiniest swipe of her tongue. He sucked in a sharp breath. And when she pulled back, he followed.
 
Jess pulled his warm body against her as the heat of the kiss intensified. Creepy’s strong arms wrapped around her, and suddenly she was perfectly warm. Her skin flushed with the heat of their quickly intensifying desire. The chemistry between her and Creepy was something she’d never experienced before.
 
A quiet moan escaped from her throat as the tension built. She dragged her teeth over his lower lip, and a soft growl rumbled his chest, sending heated excitement shooting through her. Creepy’s hands quickly moved to her shoulders and pushed her away, holding her at arm’s length while he stared at the floor, panting for air.
 
Jess also tried to catch her breath - and figure out what the hell just happened. He squeezed his eyes shut, and Jess grew a little concerned.
 
“What’s wrong?”
 
“Why are you kissing me?” His voice was low and growly, and it made her insides purr with want.
 
“Uh well, I kinda like you and you’re kinda hot. Is it that big of a deal?”
 
“You don’t know me.”
 
Since when did anyone care about that? “Uh, sorry. I guess I didn’t realize that was important to you. I might know you a little better if you weren’t so damn secretive.”
 
Creepy didn’t look up. His eyes were glued on the floor and she was starting to get a little frustrated. Why was this guy so hard to read?
 
“Look, why don’t you start by telling me your name?”
 
He took a deep breath and released her shoulders. Stepping back, he finally let his eyes move up to meet hers, his stone-cold composure back in place. “Creepy guy is no longer sufficient?” His tone was as blank as his eyes.
 
Jess’s jaw dropped. Her face flushed slightly, and then confusion set in. She looked away, running through everything that happened in the past few weeks. Sure, she’d described him as kind of hot and creepy. She’d called him creepy to his face, but she’d never called him by that nickname out loud. Her eyes narrowed.
 
“Creepy guy? Where’d you hear that?”
 
He stared. His face showed nothing, but he didn’t answer, and that might have been all the answer she needed.
 
She nodded, her throat was dry, and the implications of her theory made her a little nervous. “You don’t just heal quickly, there’s more to your ability. You can hear thoughts? Read minds? You can’t tell me you’re not one of the enhanced. It’s pretty obvious.”
 
“I’m not one of the enhanced.”
 
“Bullshit. I don’t believe you.”
 
His face was emotionless again, and his icy stare was getting to her, but she stood her ground. Her arms folded over her chest and she stared right back, challenging. His jaw clenched.
 
“I’m not one of the enhanced from the trials. I’m one of the monsters.”
 
Before she could question his response, he changed. Her heartbeat stammered erratically, pounding twice as hard to make up for it. Black took over his eyes, leaving nothing but a tiny ring of blue-grey at the edges of pupils far too large for human eyes. If she thought his stare was creepy before, she was not even close to prepared for this. It was like staring into the eyes of a great white shark moving in for the kill. Maybe even the eyes of the Devil himself. Freakier than Smokey’s by miles. The black bled into the rims of his eyes and branched out as she became trapped in his gaze. She again had that feeling of being completely exposed before the black receded to just within his eyes, leaving its terror behind.
 
Fear flooded through her, and every instinct told her to run, but she was frozen. With the exception of her buckling knees, which promptly gave out and dropped her to the floor. She couldn’t look away. Shudders racked her shoulders. Goosebumps raised over every inch of her body, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. They say the eyes are windows to the soul, and that was just it - there was nothing. A chilling void stared back at her, boring straight through her and flaying her open.
 
Staring into his soulless, black eyes, every gut instinct warned her there was no humanity to be found. Only the promise of nightmares and death lurked in those vacant orbs. And yet she couldn’t look away. Her eyes held his glare, challenging their magnetic draw as if tempting the fate they offered.
 




Chapter 20
Jess’s breath had escaped her, and she still hadn’t quite managed to catch it. Suddenly wheezing, she squeezed her eyes shut to regain control of her senses, breaking his spell in the process.
 
Once she wasn’t staring directly into his eyes, her breaths came easier. She still felt his cold stare on her, but at least now some rational thought could enter her head.
 
Okay, that was pretty fucking freaky. But scary or not, he could have let her die, and he’d helped her instead. Her eyes wandered up his body. He stood perfectly still, muscles tense, arms folded over his chest, standoffish for sure - defensive. She didn’t dare meet his eyes again, not yet. Squeezing her eyes closed again, she forced a few deep breaths.
 
When her heart was no longer trying to break its way out of her chest, Jess opened her eyes. For someone that never showed fear, she’d done a bang-up job of letting Creepy see her every weakness. It was time to grow some balls and live up to her reputation, even if she had to fake it.
 
Not quite ready to look up again, she stared at the heater behind him. “So does that mean you’re not willing to tell me your name?” her voice was a little shakier than she would have liked.
 
He was quiet for a moment, maybe a little surprised by her words. “Why do you want to know?”
 
“Creepy guy is no longer sufficient,” she answered with a smile. Finally letting her eyes wander up, she found that his were a somewhat safer icy blue. “I typically like to get the name of anyone whose mouth my tongue has been in,” she added jokingly. Then she tipped her head in contemplation. “Well, that’s not true. I don’t typically bother to get a name, but you’re a special circumstance.”
 
“Why?”
 
“Why did you save me? Why did you help me before I’d ever done anything for you?”
 
Creepy shrugged and looked away, clearly still defensive.
 
“You’re not a monster,” she said.
 
His harsh glare snapped back to her. Bitterness hardened his feature. The denial so evident it didn’t require words. But Justice would not be swayed. She’d met more than her share of monsters, and they’d all looked perfectly human.
 
“The fact that you’re on the floor says otherwise.”
 
She rolled her eyes. “Cut me some slack. I’m not really in the best shape of my life here.” Jess held up her wrist and checked out the lingering shadow. It had faded significantly since her polar bath. “In fact, this was kind of a low point in my life. It hit my top three for sure, and that’s saying something. I’ve had a pretty shitty life. But you were there for me. I just can’t figure out why.” Her fear of Creepy still lingered, but she had a point to prove here. She reached out her good hand. “Help me up.”
 
He looked at her with surprise, but then reached out a hand and gently drew her up off the floor while she clutched her slipping towel.
 
“Thanks.” Jess stepped back and sat on the couch again. “So you can change your eyes at will?”
 
“No.”
 
“No, you don’t have control over when your eyes change?”
 
“No, I can’t change my eyes at all.”
 
Now she was confused. “You’re eyes are normal right now.” She noted the eerie feeling in his stare and corrected herself. “Normal-ish.”
 
“My eyes always look the way they were. I can project my image differently in your mind to make you see them as normal. Normal-ish.” He corrected, and Jess smiled. “That’s why everyone’s afraid of me. I can trick you into thinking I look normal, but deep down, you still know. Your gut instinct still tells you what I am. What you’re really seeing. Even if your rational mind tells you it’s not there.”
 
“And you don’t just project. You have to be able to get information from people’s minds too. I never called you Creepy guy out loud.”
 
“I can pull information also, typically things at the foremost part of your mind will come to me. I can dig into your thoughts as well, but it’s noticeable.”
 
Jess took a deep breath, understanding exactly what he meant. “You’ve done it to me twice before tonight.” Her eyes narrowed. “At least.”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Yeah, that’s not going to fly. You’ve been in my head. You’re going to have to spill your guts now. I want answers.”
 
“About?”
 
“I want to know why you helped me.”
 
He’d already avoided her question twice now. “I don’t know. You didn’t deserve to get hurt.”
 
“You don’t have a lot of friends, do you?”
 
“Neither do you.”
 
Jess shook her head. “Wouldn’t want to put anyone in danger. You?”
 
“No interest.”
 
Right. “The creepy factor makes it kinda hard for people to talk with you, huh? But I didn’t act like the rest of them, did I?”
 
He shifted his weight but didn’t answer. It was enough to know she was right. She was probably the only person that tried to joke around with him since he changed.
 
“Next question. I think it would be easier to give me your name at this point.”
 
After a moment of hesitation, he gave her a short nod. “Perhaps, but I don’t have one to give.”
 
“What?”
 
“I don’t have a name.”
 
“How the hell do you not have a name? You’re full of it. You just don’t want to tell me.”
 
He sighed. “I don’t have one. I would tell you.”
 
"What do people call you?"
 
"People don't call me anything. No one knows me." 
 
"What about the people you work for?"
 
His jaw clenched. "I don't work for anyone anymore."
 
She’d hit a nerve on that one. "Okay, what about before? What did your family call you? Wait, I thought you said Niyazine..." Jess managed to catch herself before she used the word monsters. "You said they had no higher thinking, animal-like, instinctive and dangerous. Ring a bell? That's not you."
 
"No? I'm both dangerous and driven by instinct. The higher thinking... that's an anomaly."
 
"You lost your memory, too. You don't know who you were and that's why you don't know your name," Jess concluded.
 
He looked away. "I was no different than any of the others."
 
"Okay well, you remember being a part of the Niyazine trials, right? Or was it the shit that’s being sold on the streets?"
 
"I was infected in a lab."
 
"What did they call you there?"
 
"I was numbered, like the other subjects, 261EZA."
 
It was starting to sound like those trials weren’t as shut down as they claimed. Jess wrinkled her nose, his name was supposed to be a simple question, and it was turning into a bit of a fiasco. "Why don't you just pick a name?"
 
"Why?"
 
"Because neither creepy guy, nor 261EZA is very easy to say."
 
Creepy shrugged as though that was her problem. 
 
She sized him up for a moment. "You said you can project images to make your eyes appear normal. Is it just the eyes, or is there more?"
 
"Mostly the eyes, but it's enough. I might as well look like the other monsters for how people react."
 
Jess frowned. "It's not that bad. You're a little scary..."
 
Inky blackness bled through his eyes before the last word had even spilled from her lips. Her breath caught, and the blood drained from her face, but she couldn't look away from that soulless void. She was vaguely aware that another shiver gave her away. Her mouth went dry, and her heart pounded so damn hard he had to be able to hear it. But she swallowed hard and forced herself to remember who he really was.
 
"Okay, so it's a lot fucking scary," she eked out at barely a whisper.
 
Creepy’s eyes changed back, and she tried to get her voice working. "But it doesn't change who you are. People being afraid of you is generally a good thing. It's something I've had to work hard for."
 
"I know."
 
Jess's eyes narrowed. "You read me twice. What did you see?"
 
He shrugged. "The first time, I heard you asking about me. I needed to know who you were. When I dug for information, I learned what you were looking for and that you weren't a threat to me. The second time, I searched for where you were heading so I could get you there safely." Creepy looked away.
 
Nope. She'd handled too many interrogations to believe that load of crap. "I didn't ask what you searched for. I asked what you saw."
 
"I see things that are close to the surface. Things that are on your mind while I look for what I need."
 
"You saw everything that happened to me. I told Cash about my brothers and my parents and you saw that, didn't you?"
 
"Yes."
 
"So now you know my sad story. Tell me yours." If this guy had dirt on her, she needed to know his. He had all the leverage.
 
"It's irrelevant."
 
"Not to me. I want to know."
 
He didn’t answer.
 
"Fine. You owe me a history lesson. Was that the first kiss you remember?"
 
Creepy's eyes narrowed slightly before moving away. That was a pretty clear answer. It must be kinda hard to pick up partners when you give everyone the creeps. He probably didn’t like the reminder that he had no memories of anything that came before, either. For all he knew, he might already have a partner.
 
"I'm sorry. If I'd known, I wouldn't have..." Jess frowned.  "I tend to just do whatever I want. I had to fend for myself and fight for what I wanted early on. I’m not shy about... well, about anything, really. That was just how I had to be. No one has never minded when I take charge. No one's ever cared that I didn't know them. None of them bothered to get my name either. It didn’t occur to me at the time that you would be any different."
 
Creepy looked uncomfortable again. Jess laughed. His stoic nature seemed to come more from not having any idea how to interact with people than it did any actual attempt to be intimidating. "You can relax. It wasn't going to go any further than a kiss. I'm too sore for anything more. I can barely walk." She nodded toward his hand. "You're probably feeling pretty shitty too."
 
He glanced down at his hand. "It's fine. I'm used to it," he murmured.
 
Jess tipped her head, pondering his answer. "You knew how to treat the pain because you've been through that before. Obviously, why else would you know about it and have a remedy."
 
He said nothing. She couldn't imagine dealing with that on her own. She suddenly had a lot of sympathy and respect for him. Neither of those was something she doled out easily.
 
“How is it that I was ready to…” Jess swallowed hard at the memory of what she’d gone through. “Why didn’t it affect you the same way? I don’t really have a low pain tolerance but that was…” she shook her head, unable to finish her sentence.
 
“He held on long enough to kill you. Not many people could survive what you went through. I only touched him for a second. When he reached for you again, he was going to finish what he’s started.”
 
“I almost let him,” Jess trailed off again. “Did you put Ryker in my head?”
 
“I needed time to get close enough to distract him.”
 
“So you must have done it again when I almost…” Jess looked down at her hands. When her eyes made their way back up, his expression was unreadable. “Thank you for stopping me.”
 
Another quick nod came in response.
 
She licked her lips while she tried to gather her thoughts. “So is Smoky an old friend of yours? You said you were used to it,” she added nodding toward his shadowed knuckles. “And you obviously know how to treat it. Seems like you two have some history.”
 
“Yes and no.”
 
Jess smirked. “Well, that explains it.”
 
He eyed her questioningly. Quite the conversationalist, this one was.
 
“You ever been hit by his toxin for that long?”
 
His features hardened. “Yes.”
 
Okay, and he still seemed capable of carrying on and taking out anyone he needed to. Then again, she didn’t have his abilities. “So, I gotta ask.” Her eyes settled on the cuffs around his wrists. “Did you handle it as well as I did?” Jess knew she wouldn’t have lived through that if he wasn’t there to help her.
 
He stared back at her, clearly with no intent to answer.
 
Jess frowned. She looked down at the small puncture wound on her wrist and sighed. “See here’s the thing, I’ve always been kind of a cocky little shit. My dad started training me to fight pretty much as soon as I could walk, and I always had a natural talent for it, just like him. My brothers trained with him too, but neither of them took an interest like I did. And neither of them was as good as I was. So I kinda went through life with this idea in my head that I was pretty badass. For a kid, maybe I was. I never backed down from a fight, the biggest and strongest kids couldn’t touch me, and they knew it. Walking down dark alleys at night never bothered me. Shitty neighborhoods didn’t scare me. I’d walk right past an armed thug without a second thought.
 
“The only person I ever considered tougher than me was my father. When he was killed, it was a sobering experience. It was the first time I considered that I wasn’t invincible. He was the strongest person I knew and if he could die, so could I. While I grew up a little with that notion, I also had nothing left to lose.”
 
“Once I was forced to take matters into my own hands, I had a lot of rage, and I was a little short on giving a shit about anything else. Back then, every injury I survived only made me feel stronger. I always recovered. I always got right back up. A little pain only distracted from the real pain of losing everyone I cared about.”
 
“I can’t do what I need to do if I’m constantly second-guessing and afraid of getting hurt. That was never a problem before. I’ve gone into every fight thinking that nothing they did could really hurt me. You know, not really hurt me.” Jess busied herself with examining her wrist. Her voice was a little too meek when she started talking again. “But now, I guess Smoky showed me that I do have something to be afraid of, and I’m kinda struggling with what that means.”
 
Jess stretched her aching legs out as she spoke, her whole body still hurt, like she’d been set on fire and then put out with a steam roller. But it was a huge improvement from where she’d started. She held her wrist up in front of her, her hands still visibly trembling, even though she’d warmed up considerably. “But I think it’s more the memory that’s getting to me now. Does that make sense?” She let her gaze drift back up. Creepy’s expression had softened slightly.
 
“No one else has survived exposure for that long,” he said simply.
 
“You did. And I wouldn’t have if it wasn’t for you.”
 
“I had help as well.”
 
“When you say no one else has survived for that long, you’re referring to…?”
 
“During his time in the lab, several lab workers came in contact with his skin or his toxin at some point. It took several deaths before they found something that would counteract the effects somewhat, and break it down more quickly.”
 
“Not to be an asshole, but why would they keep someone so dangerous around?  Obviously, ethics aren’t at the top of their priority list. Why didn’t they get rid of him? I mean, he escaped, and now he’s a danger to the rest of the world.”
 
“He didn’t escape. They don’t want him dead because he has a very powerful weapon that they’ve been able to use to their advantage.”
 
“He didn’t escape?”
 
“He was released.”
 
Jess’s jaw dropped. “Why would they do that?”
 
His jaw clenched. “For me.”
 
“You’re being hunted by them because you escaped?  Sunshine and Smoky were out looking for you?”
 
“Yes. This was the first time I’ve seen him outside of the lab. The girl I’ve seen before. They must know she’s dead.”
 
“So, he got to you while you were still in the lab?”
 
“No.”
 
“Uh, I thought you said you’d been hit by as much of the toxin as I have?”
 
“That wasn’t his doing. It was the lab workers. They extract his toxin and use it as a way to control the others.”
 
Jess went a little pale. “They injected you with his toxin?”
 
“They created a device that can release a small amount of the toxin into the system with the push of a button. They implanted them in all of us. Except for him. His own toxin has no effect on him.”
 
Holy shit, it was so much worse than she’d imagined. “So, if you escaped, why haven’t they released the toxin in you?”
 
He pulled the cuff off his wrist to reveal his scars. “I removed the implants.”
 
“Oh.” So she was weaker than him.
 
He noticed her reaction and frowned. “I tried to do the same thing. One of the lab workers took pity on me and did for me what I did for you. She was someone who'd been working there for years while I was experimented on. She’d grown to feel sorry for me over time. Everything I know about myself, I took from her head.”
 
“Years?” Her throat closed up around the word. “What the hell did they do to you for years?” she whispered. The original trials had only been a few years ago. He had to have been one of the first.
 
He looked away again, his features hard and cold. Everything she’d been through in her life seemed to pale in comparison. She was left shaken to her core after a few minutes of exposure to a world he’d spent years in. A chill ran down her spine, and he noticed.
 
“Are you cold again?”
 
“I’m still kinda wet and half-naked here. My clothes are still wet. Otherwise, I’d go. I don’t want to push my luck, and you seem to like this solitude thing you have going on here.”
 
“You should rest. Take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.” He turned and walked away, returning a moment later with a black shirt.
 
Jess took the shirt from him. “I’ll take the couch. After everything you’ve done, there’s not a chance in hell I’m taking your bed too.”
 
He gave her a confused look. “It’s fine,” he mumbled.
 
“Not happening. Turn around for a sec.”
 
Once his back was turned, she stripped off her wet bra and underwear and pulled on the shirt, which was long enough to cover everything important nicely. So much better. She dried her hair with the damp towel.
 
“Thank you again.”
 
He gave another of his trademark nods, and this time she wanted to throw something at his head a little less for it. Creepy gave her a blanket, and she settled in on the couch. 
 




Chapter 21
Jess adjusted the gun tucked into the back of her waistband as she walked down the dark alley. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing at attention, and she gave herself a mental pep talk as she trudged on with a little less confidence than she liked. Her eyes darted to every corner, every shadow, checking for danger. 
 
This is nothing new. I do this all the time, and I’m always fine. No big deal, she reassured herself. But somehow it didn’t feel the same, and maybe she wasn't fine.
 
The memories were still fresh in her mind. Her normal internal thought process of 'what's the worst that could happen?' was no longer a comfort. In fact, it was quite the opposite. She knew what the worst that could happen was, and just the thought of it made her blood run cold. 
 
Jess let out an exasperated huff. I'm being ridiculous. If Dad could see me now he'd kick my ass, she thought with a shake of her head. No sooner did the thought of her father's strength bring her some comfort, than some movement ahead took it away again. She froze. Her eyes scrutinizing every dark corner ahead. Then she saw it, in the darkness, blending in a little too well until it stepped forward enough to make his red eyes visible. 
 
Jess's throat closed up instantly. Her no running from fights rule was tossed out the window, and she took a quick step back. She had to get away. No way could she go through that again. She spun, ready to hit a full-on sprint out of there, when movement in the other direction brought her to a hasty stop. Her boots skidded on the gravel. In the shadows, a new figure prowled closer, blocking her in. Her breath caught. It couldn't be. Red eyes appeared out of the dark, blocking her exit.
 
She spun again, checking the path behind her, and there he was, slinking closer. His movements were flowing and predatory. His eyes tracked her panicked movements, hungering for her pain. Standing sideways, her head snapped back the way she'd come, and he was closing in that way too. There were two of them. And she was trapped.
 
Her head swung from one to the other several more times while sheer panic set in. No! This couldn't happen again. She wouldn’t survive it a second time. Jess backed into the brick wall behind her, and the scrape of her gun against the building nearly brought tears of joy.
 
She pulled the gun and fired three times at each monster. She watched them carefully. Three shots in each of them, center mass, all hits. They looked down at their bodies and snarled before turning their attention back to her, angrier this time. Oh shit! She fired several more shots at each of them, only to have the same reaction. They were too close, going in for the kill.
 
A steady stream of tears ran down her face as she accepted what had to happen. They were only a few feet away when she turned the gun on herself. Closing her eyes, she whispered an apology to her brother and pulled the trigger. 
 




Chapter 22
Jess's eyes flew open, and panic hit her hard. With her nightmare fresh in her mind, her whole body was shaking and the steady streams of tears were still flowing. Letting out a shaky breath, she wiped her cheeks with her trembling fingers. Taking in her unfamiliar surroundings, reality came back to her. Her attention turned to the bed across the room where Creepy slept.
 
Jess considered trying to go back to sleep, but that would just mean more nightmares. She was physically and mentally exhausted. She needed to sleep, but it wasn't going to happen like this, and she’d already thrown all her rules out the window when it came to him.
 
Creepy wasn't going to be especially comfortable with her plan. Jess wasn't used to asking permission for anything, but this time was different. He admitted to being instinctual and dangerous. Surprising him while she was in a weakened state wasn't smart. She considered that maybe shouldn't bother him at all, but Jess wasn't the type to ignore her wants. After pondering it over for all of three seconds, she decided she was going to do whatever the hell she wanted like always. At least she was compromising on the asking part.
 
With a quiet sigh, she pushed herself up onto her weak legs and wandered over to the bed with all the grace of a toddler. When she got to the edge of the bed, she steadied herself and touched his shoulder, tapping gently. One hand immediately clamped over hers as he sat up in alarm. His other hand darted for her neck, but she was quick enough to block with her forearm. He froze instead of attacking further, probably realizing who she was.
 
His black eyes sent fear trickling through her body in the dark. She wouldn't meet his bewildered stare; she knew she couldn't without showing him how terrified she was. Instead, she brought her shaking hand gently to his face. She could feel his eyes on her, and that alone raised goosebumps everywhere, but she kept her focus on his jaw where she ran her hand along the side of his face. 
 
"It's just me," she said calmly. 
 
He quickly released her hand, and she finally let her gaze wander up to meet his confused gray-blue eyes. She smiled. He was a little less stone-like when he was startled. 
 
"Sorry," he murmured. "What are you doing?"
 
"My fault. I didn't mean to startle you, but I wanted to ask…" Jess's eyes dropped to the bed. He was wearing loose black pants with no shirt. The bed was the safest place to look while she tried to find a way to ask if she could join him without scaring him off. 
 
"You've changed your mind, you want the bed?" He started to get up, but Jess stopped him. 
 
"No. I wanted to know if I could join you." Jess held back a laugh at the hesitant look on his face. "Nothing sexual. I’m having trouble sleeping, and after all this, I thought it might go a little better here. With you." She couldn’t bring herself to admit she’d feel safer. God, she hated asking for things. It would have been so much easier to just climb in his bed, and let him be uncomfortable when he woke up.
 
He stared but didn't answer. 
 
Jess gave him a small smile. "I promise to behave." She let her eyes wander over his beautiful bare chest. Her fingers itched to reach out again. "Unless you don't want me to," she teased.
 
His eyebrows rose, and she chuckled. "Relax, I'm kidding." She grabbed the edge of the blanket and gave him a nudge. "Move over."
 
To her surprise, he scooted over without further prompting. Jess settled into the bed, pushed him down next to her and gave him a comforting pat on the shoulder. "I won't hurt you," she promised with a smile.
 
His eyes met hers, and for possibly the first time, he looked amused. Though there was no more than the tiniest hint of a smile. 
 
"Whoa, settle down there. It's not that funny,” she teased. “I’m pretty tough when I’m not recovering from being attacked by hellspawn."
 
His eyes were serious again. "I know." 
 
Ah, damn it, she liked him. She was going to have to make sure no lines got crossed. She could use him for information. Her eyes lingered over his chest and abs once more, maybe for sex, but nothing more. She could not let herself care about anyone. That was asking for trouble. With that decision clear in her mind, she brought up a safer subject. 
 
"We really have to come up with a name for you."
 
"You are the only one who will use it. Call me what you like."
 
Jess blew out an annoyed breath. "What did the lab worker that helped you call you?"
 
"261EZA"
 
"Oh. You didn't get anything from her head about your identity?"
 
"Not a name," he answered simply. His eyes closed with disinterest in the topic.
 
Jess thought about the information she was getting from Cash. Maybe she could knock off a few more of his untouchables in exchange for any missing persons files that might be Creepy. Maybe she could help him find his identity. She would need more information from Creepy for that.
 
She rolled to her side to face him. His eyes opened, feeling her stare. He turned his head her way in question. She searched his eyes, realizing that she wanted to help. He'd helped her so much, and she wanted to do something for him. That scared her a little, but the next words escaped her mouth without thinking about it.
 
"I know what it's like to not let anyone in. It feels safer that way, I get it. But if you are ever willing to accept my help, I can try to help you find out who you were. Maybe between the two of us, we can find your real name. I’m not pushing you to tell me anything right now. But when you’re ready, I owe you, and I’m willing to help."
 
He was facing her now, his eyebrows had pulled together, and his expression was a mix of confusion and fear. She held back a laugh. That was probably exactly how she looked when Kat tried to get her to open up. She probably owed her an apology for being such an asshole. Jess smirked and continued. 
 
"Anyway, until we do find out your name, how about we work with what we have and come up with a temporary one?"
 
Another short nod was her response. Jess rolled her eyes. "Since you're not giving me much to work with, I guess we could call you E. Or maybe we could work with those letters." She tapped a finger to her lip while she thought it over. "Not Eza. Maybe Ezra, or Ezekiel. What do you think?"
 
He shrugged.
 
Jess sized him up, one corner of her mouth turned down in contemplation. "Let’s go with Ezra. It’s less of a mouthful. What do you think? If you nod, I'm going to punch you," she warned.
 
She thought she saw a touch of amusement in his eyes again before he answered. "Ezra is fine." 
 
Jess smiled. "Good. You've officially been upgraded from Creepy guy to Ezra. If nothing else, it's much easier to say."
 
They stared at each other for a few seconds in silence and it took Jess a moment to become aware of the inappropriate thoughts running through her head. 
 
"Sooo," she whispered into the silence. "This ability of yours, you can pick up some thoughts without me knowing?"
 
"Yes. Some thoughts on the surface come through."
 
"And you probably just picked up where my mind wandered to, huh?"
 
"Yes." His voice was rough and growly again. 
 
Jess nodded and her body heated at the sound of his voice. She was about to promise to behave before he threw her out of his bed. But his hand reached for her before the words made their way to her mouth.
 
His fingers hesitantly touched her temple and trailed down to her jaw before tucking behind her neck. She leaned in closer, and he ducked his head down, stopping just shy of her mouth. Her body tingled with anticipation, and his breathing grew heavier. Her eyes met his and saw fear battling with burning desire. He wasn't such a rock after all.
 
The look in his eyes sent desire racing through her, and she stretched up the last fraction of an inch until their lips touched gently. His hand tightened on her neck and brought her mouth back to his. This time there was nothing gentle about it, and that was more than fine by her, she wasn't a gentle kind of girl. Within seconds they were panting for air. His strong arms drew her in closer and her fingers traced over the soft skin of his chest she'd been dying to touch.
 
His kiss was as strong as he was, fierce with a touch of danger. Each intense and eager movement of his lips made her insides burn with want. She swept her tongue over his lip, followed quickly by her teeth, giving a little tug.
 
A tiny growl in his throat lit her on fire. He rolled on top of her, suddenly more aggressive. She dragged her nails gently down his back in response, prompting another little groan. His mouth moved to her neck, nipping and sucking, and she let out a little moan of her own. His hands moved roughly over her body, stopping at the top of her thigh to grab the hem of her shirt. A flicker of surprise entered her thoughts. She hadn't expected him to do more than kiss her after he'd been so hesitant before. Not that she minded.
 
Ezra froze, a handful of her shirt still clenched in his fist. He backed away from her, breathing heavily. She craned her neck to get a glimpse at his face. His eyes were squeezed shut as he caught his breath. 
 
"You okay?" She whispered. 
 
He didn't answer. 
 
"Ezra?" She gently touched his face.
 
He moved off of her and started to take off, but Jess latched onto his arm. She was nearly pulled out of the bed when she refused to let go as he pulled away. 
 
"No, wait. I'm sorry." After everything he'd done for her, she'd upset him.  
 
Ezra sat on the edge of the bed with his back to her. "I'm the one that should be apologizing."
 
"For what?"
 
He was quiet for a moment. "I lost control. You’re injured, I could have hurt you."
 
Jess laughed. "You weren’t hurting me. It was my thoughts that started it. You were just so hesitant before, I was surprised that you were willing to take it further."
 
"I wasn’t."
 
The heat of the moment had cooled completely, and she shivered at the loss of heat. "What do you mean?"
 
"I made a conscious decision to kiss you. But instinct took over somewhere along the way."
 
"Oh. And that's bad?"
 
He turned and looked at her. "I wasn't thinking straight. I practically attacked you!"
 
Jess raised an eyebrow. "I wasn't complaining. If I’d had a problem, I would have stopped you. You're a weight of the world on your shoulder kinda guy, aren't you? I learned a long time ago that you gotta blow off a little steam now and then. There's nothing wrong with that." 
 
As usual, he had nothing to say. He seemed confused by her reaction, and she didn’t want to give him time to overthink it.
 
"Now get the hell back in the bed. We both need some sleep."
 
After another moment of hesitation, he slid back into the bed next to her. She pressed herself into his side, idly wondering what could have made him sign on for the trials. Was he sick? Was he an elite? The curiosity gnawed at her until he shifted uncomfortably and she realized that her musings were probably broadcast right to him. Jesus, she could barely control her mouth, now she had to add her thoughts on top of that.
 
“I didn’t volunteer for the trials.”
 
Jess frowned. “I thought you couldn’t remember anything. You said years, so I assumed you were one of the first…” The drug hadn’t started showing up on the streets until the past couple of years, so she was a little confused by his timeline. And even once Niyazine showed up on the street, it hadn’t exactly seemed popular since you’d probably end up dead if you touched the stuff. There was a difference between desperate and having a death wish. Jess looked up and noticed Ezra had been following her entire thought process.
 
“Stop doing that,” she grumbled.
 
“I didn’t do anything. But to answer your question, the lab worker had memories of me as a child. In the lab.”
 
Jess bolted upright. “What?” They were administering Nyazine to children? God, why would that even surprise her? People were awful. Vile. But children? That bothered her. They hadn’t even had the chance to turn evil yet. Usually. “Wait… the trials were only a few years ago.” She tried to remember exactly when. Six years maybe? He would have been late teens-ish? Jess eyeballed him, trying to figure out his age.
 
Ezra shook his head. “A small child. From what I gathered, the first time they dosed me had no effect that they could find. I was somewhere around ten when they finally got it to take, and I developed the healing ability. That ability wasn’t good enough, so they kept trying.”
 
“Good enough for who?”Jess croaked in disbelief.
 
Ezra shrugged. “I never got that information. The drug interacts with biological factors. There is some connection in how the drug reacts in those who share genes. If you developed an ability using a specific version of Niyazine, then your relatives would be more likely to survive and develop an ability too. Likewise, if it kills you. The closer the relation, the closer the results. I believe I was run through every different version they came up with to see how a relative would react.”
 
“When my ability wasn’t impressive enough, they kept trying. One of their theories was that the healing kept some of the other versions from working. But they kept testing, kept altering it, kept re-administering with no results.” Ezra shrugged. “I was around sixteen or seventeen when they ruined me. Just after the start of the public trials. That was the end of my part in them.”
 
“When they ruined you?” she whispered.
 
“When they turned me into this. Once their subject is a monster, they can no longer confirm that any new version wouldn’t cause the same reaction. They had to find other uses for me then.”
 
Yeah, she remembered the reputation he’d built by the time she crossed paths with him.
 
A terrible thought dawned on her, and she drew in a few shaky breaths. Ezra sat up and placed a hand on her arm.
 
“I never saw Ryker there. There wasn’t much interaction between the subjects, but none of the men I did see was your brother. What I gathered of my situation was that a relative handed me over so that a formula could be perfected for them. There’s no reason to think that your brother had the same life.”
 
Jess nodded shakily. She wanted to believe him. But after all the dead ends, she couldn’t rule the possibility out. “Do you still know where the lab is?”
 
Ezra frowned. “It’s not close, and it would be very dangerous. There’s also more than one lab. The head scientist was always competing with someone else. He was determined to perfect the formula first and put up falsified information to get his version pushed through to trials, positive that he had the drug's reaction to specific genes and biological factors figured out. But he miscalculated. Horribly. It cost him his reputation and his life.”
 
“Good,” Jess grumbled, relaxing back into the bed. She was emotionally exhausted after the absolutely shit day she’d had. She hadn’t felt so empty in years.
 
Ezra laid back as well, placing a hand over hers, and Jess let him. She told herself that it was because he needed comfort. It had to have been hard to spill all those details about his life. Especially when he didn’t have all of the answers. It definitely wasn’t for her benefit. Justice didn’t do comfort. Even when her world had just caved in on her.
 




Chapter 23
Justice woke up to an empty bed. She stretched out her achy limbs and pulled herself up to give her legs another try. Still unnervingly weak and shaky, she managed to haul her ass to the bathroom without looking like she just learned to walk. At some point, Ezra had hung her clothes on the edge of the tub, but they were still damp, which put a bit of a damper on her plan to take off. Oh well. Jess got a glimpse in the mirror while she washed her hands. 
 
"Ugh, no wonder he shot me down," she joked to herself. 
 
She washed off the rest of the makeup, and straightened out her messy hair, wetting it back down and running her fingers through it. She let her hair fall around her shoulders to dry and slipped her hair tie onto her wrist. The moment the band hit her wrist, she was crying out in pain.
 
"Son of a bitch!" She yelled, ripping it back off. 
 
"Are you okay?" Ezra's voice came from the other side of the door. 
 
She couldn’t answer, holding her breath until the pain faded enough to move again. 
 
"Justice?" His voice sounded worried this time. Probably due to the string of creative curse words floating through her head
 
She let out a slow breath and released her death grip on the sink. "I'm fine," she finally managed in a strained voice. 
 
After one more deep breath, she made her way out of the bathroom. Ezra was watching her with obvious concern. She held up her shadowed wrist.
 
"Still a little sore," she informed him.
 
Understanding registered on his face. "It should fade completely in a couple of days."
 
She nodded and leaned in the doorway, noticing he was staring at her, but not sure what it meant. 
 
"I brought your clothes and coffee," he finally said. 
 
The worn table next to him held a small pile of clothes and a cup of coffee that could have brought a tear to her eye.
 
"I'm going to ignore the fact that you must have broken into my apartment and gone through my things, and just say thank you. But be aware that it's this coffee that got you off the hook."
 
Jess took a huge sip of lukewarm coffee. She sank into the wobbly chair and let her eyes close. "Oh, my god. I missed her coffee."
 
"Your friend is concerned about you."
 
Her eyes opened and her smile faded. "Kat's not my friend. Just someone that works at the diner."
 
"That's not what she thinks."
 
Her eyebrows drew together. "She doesn't know any better. She doesn't know the world the way we do, and I'm sure as hell not going to be the one that pulls her into it. It's better that I keep my distance. She got a look at who I really am, and it scared the shit out of her."
 
Ezra was giving her a strange look, but he said nothing. Jess stared back wondering why she found it so easy to spill anything on her mind to this guy. Maybe it was because he already knew so much about her. Or because he could find out whatever he wanted anyway. Maybe because he was so quiet, it gave her big mouth too much time to keep flapping. Or maybe it was some combination of all of it.
 
Nobody truly knew Jess. No one had in years, not till this guy. Was that it? Maybe she kind of liked finally connecting to someone? Whoa, that wasn't a good thing. No connecting. Where had that thought come from? She knew better. Jess grabbed the clothes and headed for the bathroom again. 
 
"So, where did you learn to fight?" She asked, leaving the door open while she changed so she could hear his answer.
 
His voice drifted further away. "Other people's heads."
 
"Oh. That seems to work well. Not many people can keep up with me one on one." Jess left the bathroom fully dressed, and feeling a little more confident. Though, she'd feel better if the slots in her pants held a set of her throwing knives. 
 
Ezra shrugged. "On some level, people decide on their attack before they act. I can pick up on it, and it gives me an extra second to counter their moves."
 
Jess's eyes narrowed. "That explains it." 
 
Now that she knew, she wondered if she could take him down on a level playing field. She'd just have to monitor her thoughts while she fought. Ezra was staring again. A smile crept onto Jess's face as she realized she was busted. "Don't worry, I obviously can't even monitor my thoughts when I’m not fighting. Yet. But once I figure it out, I want a rematch."
 
He didn’t answer, just stood there in uncomfortable silence.
 
“Uh, okay, so I’m going to get going,” she said as she scanned the room for her boots.
 
Ezra frowned. “There are still people looking for you, and you can’t defend yourself. You shouldn’t be out there.”
 
Jess found her boots and started pulling them on, choosing to ignore his comment about her self defense skills. “I appreciate the concern, but I can take care of myself.”
 
He said nothing else while she gathered up her damp clothes and her coffee. Jess pulled the door open and hesitated, noting that Ezra lived on the outskirts of the warehouse district. She should have expected that considering how many times she’d seen him in the area. She turned back to see his worried eyes watching her. 
 
“I appreciate what you did. I owe you one. Whatever you need, let me know. I’ll see you around.”
 
Jess took off before she could change her mind and stay somewhere she felt strangely safe. But having a false sense of security was just as dangerous as whatever she was going to face on the street. And relying on others was a good way to get yourself killed. She wouldn’t allow herself to make those mistakes again.
 




Chapter 24
Justice found her way to her closest safe house and let herself in. She felt a little better after a long shower and a fresh set of clothes filled with hidden weapons. Pulling her long sleeves down, she hooked them over her thumbs to conceal her injured wrist. Then she flicked up one of her knives and whipped it across the apartment. It hit the wall about a foot from where she’d been aiming and stuck there for a moment before dropping.
 
With a frown she held up her hand, still shaking like a leaf. Her aim was off, and her strength had yet to return. With a deep breath, she tried one more time. This time the knife stuck in the wall and was a couple of inches closer to the target. She hoped two more days was enough time to recover. Ready or not, she wasn’t going to miss the meeting with Cash.
 
***
 
The hairs were standing up on the back of her neck, but she couldn’t pick up on anyone following her. The few people she’d passed had all gone about their business, yet the feeling of being watched persisted.
 
Even weirder, she’d almost made it to the diner and no one tried to rob, rape, or otherwise assault her. Normally her size made her a target every time. Not to mention, her friends from the warehouse would still be after her. Something was going on, and while at face value it seemed like a good thing, Jess didn’t like it when she didn’t know what to expect.
 
Her steps slowed before she turned the corner, and she glanced back the way she came to a strangely empty alley. Brow furrowed, she turned to continue and nearly plowed into her stalker.
 
“Fucking hell!” she fumed, barely managing to pull back the instinct to swing. “What are you doing?”
 
Ezra made eye contact, and Jess worked hard to suppress the involuntary shudder. Not sure if she succeeded, she narrowed her eyes in suspicion.
 
“Are you following me again? Did you scare people away from me all the way here?”
 
He merely shrugged, and she mildly regretted the effort she put into holding back that punch.
 
“Damn it, Ezra! I can take care of myself.”
 
His eyes flicked down to her wrist, and back up to her face. Her ears barely picked up his low murmur. “You shouldn’t be out yet.”
 
“I’m healed enough. I have shit to do, and I don’t need you babysitting me.” Okay, so she was an asshole. That wasn’t news to anyone.
 
Ezra stood, staring for a few more moments. Long enough to make her suspicious. She narrowed her eyes at him again in warning, and he finally turned and stalked off without another word.
 
It was not guilt she was feeling over that. Heartburn or something, maybe. But definitely not guilt.
 
***
 
Jess paced across the street from the diner. Indecision was weighing heavy on her, and it was an all-new sensation. Jess wasn’t indecisive. She took what she wanted without a second thought. She didn’t typically take other people into consideration. But there she was, marching back and forth from one corner of the block to the next, plowing people over as she eyeballed the tiny tattered restaurant.
 
She spun on her heel, heading back to the other corner. What was with all these new feelings? Why was she suddenly plagued with hesitation?
 
“What the fuck?” she muttered to herself.
 
A woman with a young-ish teen threw a nasty look her way, and Jess stilled and straightened enough to glare a warning right back at her. What the hell was her problem? Someone was getting pummeled for their cash around the corner, and this lady was going to start shit over a word?
 
Kids didn’t belong out on the street anyway as far as Jess was concerned. Anything could happen. Luckily the woman recognized the challenge in Jess’s glare and quickly made her way across the street.
 
With a huff of frustration, Jess continued trudging to the corner. She spun again with a shake of her head and nearly plowed over the tiny figure blocking her way. Jess steadied herself, grabbing the shoulders of the person in her path. She was about to shove them aside and continue her stomping when she realized who she was holding. The long, dark blonde hair was the first thing to catch her attention, followed quickly by the big blue doe-eyes staring up at her. Jess froze. Oh shit.
 
“You made me spill your coffee,” Kat said, raising a half-full cup in front of Jess.
 
Jess didn’t answer. Her eyes flicked to the coffee cup for just a moment, before returning to the tiny pissed off person in front of her. If she’d known what to say to her, she wouldn’t have been pacing across the street for the past ten minutes, trying to decide if she should go in.
 
“Where the hell have you been Jess? I’ve been worried sick.”
 
Jess looked away. It was exactly what she wanted to avoid – complicated. Kat was mad at her. The one person on the planet that Jess didn’t want to hurt. Possibly one of two, the jury was still out on that. And Jess had clearly hurt her.
 
“I didn’t know if those guys had friends waiting out back, or if the police found you…” Kat shook her head. “You could have at least let me know you were okay. I didn’t even get the chance to thank you for saving my life.”
 
Jess looked back at Kat in time to see her throw her arms around her. She heard more of her coffee sloshing to the ground as she stood there awkwardly. The smell of her spilling coffee was making her mouth water, and she wondered how much longer this hug was going to last. Exercising every ounce of her patience and then some, Jess managed not to pull Kat off of her and rip the cup from her hand.
 
She eventually backed up on her own and instantly noticed Jess eyeballing her coffee like she was about to pry it from her fingers. Kat grinned, drawing Jess’s attention back to her, before dangling the cup in front of her face.
 
“Come back to the diner with me, and I’ll fill it up for you.”
 
Jess couldn’t help but give her a little smirk in return. “That’s dangerous Kat. Don’t tease me with coffee.”
 
Kat handed over the cup. “I wouldn’t dare. But I have a fresh cup brewing as we speak. Extra strong, just the way you like it.”
 
Well, who the hell could say no to that?
 
Kat read the hungry look on Jess’s face and looped her arm around her waist. “Come on,” she insisted as she pulled her across the street.
 
Jess settled at a table as Kat refilled her coffee. She leaned in a little closer. “Just so you know, I did what you said, I didn’t tell the cops anything. I don’t trust them. They didn’t do anything when my parents died. They had witnesses, and descriptions of their killers and they just kept blowing me off and telling me they had no leads. I think it was bullshit.”
 
Jess gave her a sympathetic nod. “I’m sure they were paid to look the other way.”
 
Kat frowned. “That’s what I figured too.”
 
Jess stared at her coffee, trying desperately to ignore the tiny turning of guilt that told her there might be something she could do to help. What the hell was she doing? She couldn’t be getting involved with people, that was a liability she couldn’t afford.
 
Kat deserved better than to get caught up in all that anyway. Jess wasn’t running a charity. She couldn’t just start solving everyone else’s problems when she had her own to deal with. Looking back up at Kat, Jess caught the sadness lurking in her innocent blue eyes for just a moment, before she pushed it all away and gave Jess a grin.
 
“Anyway, I’m just happy to see you’re okay.”
 
Jess frowned and rubbed her temples. She was going soft. Clearly, she needed to up her kill rate to fix that. “What were your parents’ names?”
 
Kat gave her a confused look. “What?”
 
Jess sighed. “I might be able to find something out on their case. What were their names?”
 
Kat still looked a little dumbfounded. “Hazel and Zeke Bridges. I couldn’t even get information from the police report. They only gave me the things I already knew, and blacked everything else out, telling me it’s confidential. How would you be able to find information?”
 
Jess shrugged. “Sometimes I can trade services for information.”
 
Kat’s eyes grew huge. “Services?”
 
Jess straightened in her seat. “Nothing like that. Like, unofficial jobs.”
 
Little relief fell over Kat’s face. “What do you mean?”
 
Jess didn’t want to be the one to explain how things worked to Kat. She didn’t especially want her to know who she really was either. Kat seemed to be lost in thought, staring at the counter behind her. When she turned around again, her eyes were wide.
 
She leaned in closer. “Are you an assassin?” she whispered.
 
There was no holding it in. Jess cracked up.
 
Kat leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, you don’t have to be an ass about it. It was a reasonable assumption.” She obviously wanted to be angry, but the sight of Jess laughing like that had a smile trying to take over her face as well. It was a rare thing to see.
 
“I’m sorry, it was the way you said it.” Jess’s smile fell as she dropped a hint and gave Kat her fair chance to get out now. “But you’re not too far off there.”
 
Kat’s face was serious again as she took in Jess. “I can’t afford help. Even the police basically told me that their assistance is more than I could afford. You know, without really saying it.”
 
Jess’s eyebrows drew together. “I didn’t ask for anything.” Was Kat really likening Jess to the police?
 
Kat frowned. “No, but the cost would be even higher with you. I don’t want you putting yourself at risk over this. My parents are gone and finding the person that killed them isn’t worth losing you too. Nothing can bring them back now anyway.”
 
Jess realized that her jaw was hanging open. Kat cared more about Jess than she did finding her parent’s killer. Why? What did that mean? For some reason, her answer had Jess wanting to help her even more. Her soft spot for Kat was nothing short of dangerous.
 
“Nothing can bring them back, but you can get justice for their murder.”
 
Kat shook her head adamantly. “No, don’t put yourself in danger for this, Jess.” She placed a hand on Jess’s and stared her down. “It’s not worth it to me.”
 
Jess was dumbfounded. What the hell was she supposed to do with this? A huge grin spread across Kat’s face before she could completely process the situation.
 
“I met your friend.”
 
Now Jess was really confused. “What?”
 
“Really smoking hot guy, got a dark, moody edge to him. Not much of a talker. I assume he doesn’t scare the hell out of you, nothing scares you, but damn there’s something about him.” A shudder ran down Kat’s spine.
 
“Anyway, he came in and got a coffee the other day. When I asked him how he wanted it, he told me it was for you.” Her grin widened. “Soooo, hot guy in here first thing in the morning, getting you coffee… Sounds like you had a fun night.” Her eyebrows lifted a few times suggestively.
 
“Actually, I had a pretty shitty night. I got in a little over my head, and Ezra helped me out. I don’t know him well. He’s a little like me. People like us tend to keep our distance so that no one around us gets hurt.”
 
Kat smiled. She knew what Jess was suggesting. “Well, maybe there are some people who think it’s worth the risk to be your friend.”
 
Jess frowned. In a world where it was every man for himself, it was hard not to admire Kat for knowing the risks and wanting to stick around anyway – even after she’d turned down Jess’s help.
 
“It’s dangerous. I have a lot of enemies.”
 
“Instead of pushing me away, you could teach me how to defend myself. I’ve never seen anything like what you were able to do. You took out two guys with guns by yourself, unarmed. I mean, I always knew you were pretty great. I always admired your confidence and fearlessness, but it’s so much more than that. You’re incredible.”
 
Kat was staring again. Looking at Jess like she was a good person. Except she wasn’t. Jess didn’t have any delusions about that. The awe on Kat’s face was giving Jess that urge again - the one that told her to bolt. And for once she ignored it.
 
Jess shrugged. “I’ll think about it, okay? It’s probably not a bad idea for you to know how to protect yourself anyway. Maybe Zain, too.”
 
Kat’s face lit up. She’d clearly been expecting more of a fight. “Okay.”
 
“I have to get going. I’ll see ya later.”
 
“Don’t be a stranger, Jess.” There was an edge of warning to Kat’s tone, and Jess knew she meant it.
 




Chapter 25
Jess smiled to herself as she made her way around the building. Things were good with Kat for the moment. She was no longer coffee deprived. It almost made having to deal with Cash next a little less shitty.
 
She stalked casually around the corner into the back alley. Cash was already waiting. His huge frame rested against the building one leg bent with his boot planted on the brick. His muscles were on full display with his arms crossed over his chest.
 
Jess stayed back, not wanting to exaggerate the height difference between them. Plus, while she was feeling better, she wasn't at full strength. It was safer to keep her distance, just in case things went south.
 
“Hey, beautiful. I wasn’t sure if you’d show.”
 
“Why’s that?”
 
“Last time I saw you, you took off instead of sticking to the plan.
 
“Oh, that. Yeah, I don’t trust you,” she answered plainly with a shrug of one shoulder.
 
A smirk lifted one side of his scruffy face. “I got word that there is one Nick Barrett currently occupying the morgue.”
 
“He didn’t survive?”
 
Cash raised an eyebrow. “Not many people survive a snapped neck. I assumed it was you.”
 
Ah. Yeah, that made sense. “It was a friend of mine.” The words felt strange on her tongue. “I didn’t get the chance to finish him off.” Jess tried hard to still the shiver that ran through her at the memory. She shifted and shrugged her shoulders in an attempt to hide her reaction.
 
Cash nodded, eyeing her closely. “I have your files. I went through them, and there are a few things I noticed.” He held up the hand-held device and motioned for her to come closer.
 
Jess paused. The turn of nervousness in her stomach kept her from marching up to him without a second thought like she normally would have. That was not an option. She’d worked way too hard to develop her fearless reputation. Even if she wasn’t sure she could take Cash at the moment, she couldn’t let him know that. She tromped up to his side and peered over his massive arm at the file.   
 
He winked. “I knew you’d want to be closer.”
 
Jess rolled her eyes. He’d backed off with his flirty bullshit after he found out about the cop that attacked her, but apparently, his restraint only went so far.
 
Cash pulled up a file on his device and scrolled through the report. Her stomach tightened with emotion that she refused to show.
 
“Most of what you told me matches up. They estimated at least a dozen intruders based on the damage within the home and the injuries to your father. No reliable witnesses on the kidnapping of Ryker Koste. The lead detective originally suggested that it was most likely gang activity due to connections that turned up during his investigation.”
 
“Connections?” Jess interrupted. “There were no gang connections within our family.”
 
Cash flicked the file on the screen aside, and it settled as a small icon out of the way. He pulled up another file and scrolled down the page.
 
“Murder investigation for Feris and Colt Koste,” he explained. “Initial assessment of the scene indicated two victims. One found on the scene of the crime, another missing without a trace except for the large amount of blood. One witness located the body of the first victim before she died, and was questioned by the authorities. Witness reported that Mrs. Koste mentioned her son before she lost consciousness. It was assumed he was the second victim. That was later confirmed by the victim’s husband Flynn Koste.”
 
“The crime was suspected to be gang-related due to the nature of their death and similar crimes within the same territory. Later investigations show that the witness reported that the victim’s mention of her son was in response to him asking ‘who did this?’ This launched further investigation into the possible death and, or whereabouts of Colt Koste.”
 
Jess’s blood ran cold at the accusations. “That doesn’t mean anything,” she snapped. “She wasn’t answering his question. She was probably trying to find out if he was alive.”
 
Cash nodded. “That’s a possibility.” He flicked the file to the side and pulled up another. This one was just on Colt. “I looked up your brother and found no criminal charges. However, the investigation they launched showed that he is linked to a few gang members. In particular, he was found to be a known associate of a few very well-known names within Death’s Disciples. People that would make for a rather impressive resume in that line of work. However, since he never showed up on the radar again after the incident, and since the amount of blood spilled at the scene would have been difficult to survive, his death couldn’t be ruled out either.
 
“The case went unsolved, but the working explanation was that Colt crossed the wrong person and an opposing gang took care of him and got rid of the evidence. Your mother probably just had the misfortune of getting caught in the middle of it.”
 
Cash dragged Colt’s file away and pulled up the first file again.
 
“Your father was made aware of the possibility of Colt’s involvement in your mother’s death. When he didn’t get the answers he wanted, he started his own investigations. Sounds like you two are a lot alike.”
 
“As I’m sure you can imagine, his methods of extracting information from gang members put him on the bad side of a lot of nasty people. For whatever reason, he lived a lot longer than most people do in that situation. Typically, once you piss off the wrong person, there’s a price put on your head and you don’t live to see the next month. But your dad made it years. That’s unheard of. Anyway, if you’re keeping track, that’s gang connection number two.”
 
Jess was trying to wrap her head around everything she was hearing. At the moment, the only thing that was registering was anger. It was kind of her go-to reaction.
 
“Are you going to tell me my fourteen-year-old brother was involved with a gang too?” she growled.
 
Cash’s face softened. “No, I’m not. Do you know someone by the name of Jett Marshall?”
 
Jess tensed, on the defensive before Cash even finished explaining. He had his answer with her reaction.
 
“Mr. Marshall became well known for his gang affiliations soon after your brother went missing. His record associates him with Death’s Disciples on more than one occasion, though it’s mostly low-level shit.
 
“Given the circumstances surrounding your mother’s death, the detective working your case reported that he found the timing of your absence that day suspicious. He claimed that he went to your home to question you on the connection and your relationship with Jett Marshall and you attacked him. He was treated for a gunshot wound, and a warrant was put out for the arrest of Justice Lyn Koste.”
 
Cash examined Jess, looking for some kind of reaction but she had none. Her face was completely devoid of any emotion. 
 
“Do you understand what I’m telling you? The detective claimed that you and your boyfriend set your father and brother up. Jess, the lead suspect on the case is you.”
 




Chapter 26
Ice flooded Jess’s veins at the connection of Jett to the gang that killed her father. Could it be coincidence, or did she get played? Then there was also the issue of this rather large cop standing right in front of her with a warrant for her arrest for conspiracy to commit murder, on a day she wasn’t sure she could take him. Not to mention the added insult of being accused of her father’s death, and her brother's kidnapping. Somehow those sarcastic comments that usually covered her every reaction were nowhere to be found as Cash stared her down.
 
Jess took a few cautious steps back and lowered a hand to hover over the hidden sheaths in her pants.
 
“What do you want for Jett’s file?” Why hadn’t she suspected him earlier? Her life went to hell and he’d disappeared. She’d been so wrapped up in mourning her family that she’d barely managed a passing anger at Jett over the fact that he’d bailed on her when shit got real.
 
“Jess, I can’t keep going around protocol to bring you information on open cases. These were on your family, but Jett has open cases and sealed information. Not to mention the fact that I’m here associating with a wanted felon.”
 
And just like that, the ice in her veins went hot with rage. Jess’s eyes narrowed into a glare that could have burned right through him.
 
“Is that right, Cash?” She hissed, her tone laced with venom. “That’s how the system works now? Innocent sixteen-year-old girls are automatically branded as felons when they don’t allow themselves to be violated by a cop? Is there some legislation somewhere that lets girls know that in exchange for their bodies and their dignity they can avoid bullshit charges? Or is that something you creeps keep on the down-low?”
 
Cash shook his head and stepped closer. Her anxiety heightened. There was only so far she could retreat before looking weak.
 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.” He stepped closer again, then froze and pulled his gun.
 
“That’s close enough.” The familiar voice came from behind her.
 
Jess spun around, surprised for only a second before she turned her glare on the intruder. “Why the hell are you here?”
 
“A friend of yours?” Cash questioned with his gun still trained on Ezra. “Why do I not find that comforting?”
 
“Put the gun down, Cash. He’s not going to hurt anyone,” Jess snapped.
 
Cash looked Ezra up and down. He appeared unconcerned, despite the gun pointed directly at his head. Cash would never admit it, but the guy gave him the creeps. He gave off a distinctly bad vibe, and Cash was trained to use his instincts.
 
“That true?” he asked.
 
Ezra shrugged like he hadn’t decided yet.
 
“Why are you here?” Jess demanded again.
 
Ezra didn’t answer. His eyes settled on Jess in his typical absent way. Cash perceived it as a threat, and he lowered his gun but stepped closer still. Seeing Cash closing in, Ezra stepped closer as well.
 
“Unbelievable,” Jess mumbled as she stepped out from between the standoff. “The file, Cash. What do you want for it?”
 
Cash glared at Ezra. He clearly didn’t like having a witness to their collaboration. “I’ll go through it and see if there’s anything helpful in it.”
 
Jess didn’t like that answer, but she didn’t exactly have the means to threaten him at the moment. The back door to the diner opened, interrupting the snarky comment she was about to make.
 
Kat had frozen mid-step on her way to the dumpster behind the building. “Oh! Jess, I wasn’t expecting to see anyone back here.”
 
“Shit,” Jess mumbled. “And now it’s a party.”
 
Kat eyeballed the three of them suspiciously before her eyes settled on the badge emblem on Cash’s shirt. “Everything okay?” Kat stepped closer, casually placing herself between Jess and Cash as though she could protect her from the police.
 
Jess’s whole demeanor changed as she sighed and stepped forward. It was a bad idea to show weakness in front of them, but she couldn’t bring herself to act coldly toward Kat. “Yeah, everything’s fine, Kat.” Both Ezra and Cash were giving her the same shocked expression. She responded by flipping them off as she moved closer to Kat so she could lower her voice. “I was just talking to some associates back here real quick. You should get back inside.”
 
Kat nodded and glanced behind Jess at Ezra and Cash. Jess watched as Kat shook off a shiver and waved at Ezra. He gave her a short nod in response. Cash noticed the interaction and his eyes narrowed.
 
“Hi Kat, I’m Cash,” he said charmingly as he approached her in two long strides. He reached out a hand and flashed her his scruffy dimpled smile and a wink.
 
“Hi,” Kat answered politely, though suspicion was still clear as day in her expression. Cash played it up, placing a kiss on her hand. Jess narrowed her eyes and wrinkled her nose at his antics.
 
“It’s so nice to meet you, beautiful.”
 
“No, Cash. Go sprinkle your bullshit somewhere else,” Jess interrupted, moving herself in front of Kat.
 
Cash smiled even wider. “Jealous, Sweetheart?”
 
Jess gritted her teeth and grabbed Kat’s arm, pulling her back to the door. Kat grabbed Jess’s hand. “You can come in with me,” she whispered. Her eyes roved over Jess’s face, and she frowned at the tension she read there.
 
Jess shook her head. “You know I’ve got this. Don’t worry.” She forced a snarky smile and a wink of her own.
 
Kat hesitated, clearly not buying the act, before finally relenting with a sigh. “Stop in before you leave,” she warned as she disappeared inside.  
 
Jess turned to see Cash and Ezra staring. Cash was grinning like an idiot. “Looks like the infamous Justice has a soft side.”
 
Jess took an intimidating step forward, her voice deadly. “Mess with her and you’ll find out wrong you are.” It was already taking everything in her not to blow up over the shit in her files. The cop going anywhere near Kat would surely put her over the top.
 
“Are you threatening me, Jess?”
 
“Consider it a friendly warning. There’s one more thing I need. You can name your price. Zeke and Hazel Bridges. They were killed, but no one was ever arrested. You guys have quite the track record, by the way. I want the case details and leads on the case.”
 
Cash hadn’t moved. He stared like he expected to extract answers from her just by looking. When he didn’t find any, he shook his head. “God, you're a pain in the ass. I’ll look into it and see if there’s anything useful. How should I get in contact with you?”
 
“I’ll find you.” Jess headed around the corner, noting that Ezra had already left, or disappeared.
 
Jess couldn’t bring herself to face Kat again. She would take one look at Jess’s face and just know. Because that’s how Kat was. And God, Jess had to figure out how to stop letting her in, because as it stood, going back to avoidance was her only option. And the more Jess thought about her part in what happened to her family, the better off she decided Kat and Ezra would be if she wasn’t around.
 
***
 
It was her most frequented safe house, mostly because of its proximity to Kat’s coffee. Jess slipped into the first-floor window and made it three steps into the room before dropping down and wrapping her arms around her knees.
 
Were her father and brother dead because of her? She pressed her head onto her arms and held her breath until the pain became easier to deal with, or the threat of tears lessened. Her lungs ached, and her eyes burned, and still, that point never came. She’d only succeeded in making herself lightheaded.
 
Jess never got the chance to recover. A noise behind her had her on her feet, releasing a throwing knife at the intruder as she spun. She had another pulled, ready to throw by the time she realized it was Ezra standing in front of her.
 
Her eyes roamed his body for the first knife, and he stepped aside to let her see it wedged in the wall behind him.
 
“I saw it before you threw it. And your aim is still a little off.”
 
“What are you doing here? You’re taking the creepy stalking thing to a whole new level.” She was trying to pull her inner attitude, but her uncooperative voice came out flat and tired.
 
He looked uncomfortable.
 
“Just spit it out, Ezra. What do you want?”
 
“You’re not at full strength right now. I was keeping an eye out because those men are still after you. When the cop started closing in on you, I let him see me to keep him from getting too close.”
 
“And you’re here because…?”
 
“I saw your thoughts in that alley. You needed someone, and you won’t risk letting Kat in.”
 
Jess’s jaw dropped. “What?” It was one thing to want sex from him or need help with an injury. Needing an emotional link like being comforted – that was something else entirely. Something completely unacceptable.
 
“It was a fleeting thought. But I heard it, and I wanted to make sure you were okay. The things that he told you were upsetting.”
 
Embarrassment was not something Jess was used to dealing with, but Ezra had the ability to pick her apart and throw every weakness back in her face. She was left feeling exposed, raw, and more importantly, pissed.
 
“It’s not like that.” He responded to her thoughts again, which only pissed her off more.
 
“Isn’t it? Stay out of my head! It’s intrusive and violating. I don’t want your help or your comfort. I never asked you for anything.”
 
More than anything, she hated how right he was. The news about Jett nearly had her crumbling. Everything that happened was quite possibly her fault, and she was struggling much more than she would ever admit. But that was the thing about Ezra, she didn’t have to admit anything, and he would still know.
 
“I never implied that you asked for anything,” he answered calmly.
 
“Then why are you here?! Why do you even care?” She snapped.
 
Ezra stared at her, his steely eyes piercing something deep in her chest. “I don’t know.”
 
“You don’t know? That’s enlightening. Is that all you got?”
 
His unmoving stare had yet to let up. She knew he saw right through her, but she had no idea how to react to that. He took two steps, moving closer. Jess tensed.
 
“What are you doing?” Her tone was frigid, just as angry at herself. Hating the fact that she wanted his arms around her. The second the involuntary thought slipped through her head, she knew he'd heard it.
 
He closed the distance and pulled her into his chest. “Fuck,” she muttered, shoving against him in spite of herself. His arms tightened. The asshole had a death wish. “Just because something stupid runs through my head doesn’t mean you should act on it.”
 
“I wanted to,” he murmured.
 
Finally, her struggle ended. She sagged against his chest, giving in against her better judgment. It had been a really shitty week, and she needed a moment. Just one freaking moment. Fuck everything else.
 
Enveloped in warmth and comfort, she relaxed into his hard chest and the foreign feeling he provided for only seconds before the alarm bells went off in her brain. Thoughts of danger and pain rang through her head as she recognized this Trojan horse for what it was. Ezra was the biggest threat of all, and she’d let herself fall right into his arms. 
 
Recognizing her own stupidity, she shoved at his chest, and this time he stepped back stiffly, his body filled with tension. God, hadn’t she learned her lesson by now?
 
She literally just learned about Jett’s likely betrayal, and here she was making the same mistakes. When someone wrapped their arms around you, it was to hide the knife they’d be using to stab you in the back.
 
The tick in his jaw was a clear indicator that he was picking up all of her thoughts, but what did it matter anymore? His empty, icy eyes now held all the comfort of cold steel. A warning trickled down her spine as she held his stare. She hadn’t wanted to make him an enemy, but maybe it was better this way. This was exactly the kind of shit that would get her killed.
 
Anger rolled off of Ezra as he disappeared out the window. She watched him go and as much as she wanted to lie to herself, she couldn’t quite manage it. The feeling that twisted in her gut at his exit wasn’t relief.
 
Silence descended on the room as if to pointedly announce the absence of the one person in the entire fucking world that had the balls to hug her when she was at her worst. Silence was every bit as familiar to Justice as violence.
 
So why did it suddenly feel so empty?
 
Not daring to answer that question, Jess stalked to the window, her movements predatory and dangerous. Her strength was mostly there and her body, while still a little stiff, was back to at least eighty percent. She could work with that. What she needed was a distraction to clear her head, and she was always good at finding those.
 




Chapter 27
It was the first time she’d wandered these streets before dark. Justice kept to the shadows as much as possible to avoid serious damage. Like most, she was usually out later in the evening, when the sun wasn’t trying as hard to kill her. Everything looked different in daylight, and yet, they were still her streets. It was the shittiest nearby neighborhood, aside from the warehouse district, and therefore, her favorite destination to blow off steam.
 
While mid-day hours outdoors were generally avoided, the sun didn’t deter illegal business ventures. It did allow Justice to finally catch the name of this area on the graffiti-covered sign on her way in. At one time this place had been called Dealer’s Creek. That was just asking for trouble. The name had likely referred to the many casinos that once thrived, lifetimes ago, in the nearby city. Now it was an ironically accurate description of the area's drug problem.
 
The sign had since been rather artfully re-worked to read Death’s Creek, and that name seemed fitting as well. Especially on the nights that Jess came to visit. The grim reaper figure that had been painted next to the name would have been an admirable work of art, if not for the massive boner sticking out of his cloak.
 
There was a reason Justice enjoyed letting off steam in this area, in particular. It’s reputation for dealers that specifically targeted kids was well known. Setting them up for lifetime addictions and then, when they could no longer pay, selling the addicts for extra profits.
 
Jess kept clearing the worst of them out, but there were always more to take their place. She prowled down the street, catching shady dealers peering out from around corners, while others conducted business right out in the open. Those not involved in the favored business the town had to offer, scurried to their boarded-up homes for cover.
 
Jess grabbed a mid-sized knife from her belt and another from her boot as she made her way to the middle of the street. She slowed to an easy stroll, twirling her knives in her agile fingers as she wandered along toward her first victim. Some of the wannabe gangsters and dealers stopped to glare as she boldly walked right by, but none made a move just yet. It was only a matter of time.
 
Fear was a powerful tool and allowing her to so brazenly rub in the fact that she was not afraid would damage their fragile image. Those that came before them had learned the hard way and their replacements would be no different.
 
Jess reached the house she was looking for and kicked the door in. The dilapidated homes usually broke apart easily and this one was no exception, the brittle door cracking apart easily. Giving her knives one last twirl through her fingers, she stomped into the place, stepping over bodies sprawled on the floor in various states of consciousness. People went to a lot of trouble trying to forget how shitty their lives were.
 
After a glance in the kitchen, she headed up the stairs. More bodies filled the beds, but not the one she was looking for. Finally, she came to a locked door, which stopped her for all of half a second before she busted it in with another solid kick. The door broke apart, sending splinters raining all over the couple occupying the bed.
 
“Son of a bitch!” The guy slurred, trying to slide under the chick he’d been nailing a moment ago.
 
“Lars, just the man I was looking for. Classy as ever, I see.”
 
Lars blinked at her, pupils blown. His eyes narrowed as he tried to place her but Jess was pretty sure it was a lost cause.
 
Jess stepped closer. “I’m looking for your brother….” she trailed off as she got a look at the girl, and noticed she wasn’t exactly reacting to anything going on. “Is she awake?”
 
Lars blinked again. Then turned his eyes to the girl. He shrugged. “Was when I started.”
 
Jess grabbed him by his long, dark, greasy hair and dragged him to the window. The glass was missing but there was a holey screen, which she busted out with his head.
 
“Ahhh, she’s my girlfriend, she don’t care,” he croaked.
 
“I do.” She growled through clenched teeth, using her hold on his hair to shove him further out the window. “Where’s your brother, Lars?”
 
He tried to shove himself back into the room, but it was almost too easy to keep him there while he was drugged out of his mind. That was the thing about this place, they spent most of their time drunk and high, and it almost made her feel like she was beating on children. Children that killed people and ruined lives, but still, easy marks.
 
“He don’t come ‘round anymore,” Lars finally spit out.
 
Jess leaned out the window with him, tipping him toward the ground. “That’s a long way down, dude. Bet it would take a bit to die once you landed through. Probably hurt like hell the whole time.” It wasn’t that high. It probably wouldn’t kill him. And if Lars wasn’t so fucked up, he’d know that already. It was his house. Instead, he scrambled to grab on to anything that would keep him from falling, which ended up being her shirt.
 
Jess snapped a couple of fingers to get him to let go and almost regretted it when the screech he let out pierced her ears. She shook her head against the ringing it left behind. “Jesus, aren’t the drugs supposed to keep you from feeling pain? Shut the fuck up.”
 
Lars struggled in her grip again, tears and snot running down his face. “Don’t. Jett don’t come here anymore. Stops by to sell when he feels like it, but not like he used to. I never know when he’s comin’.”
 
She pulled him back slightly so she could see his face. “When’s the last time he was here?”
 
Lars stared at her blankly for a moment, as though she’d asked him to solve complex equations. “Uhhh, like a few weeks?”
 
Yeah, she could trust that answer. Fuck. She knew she wouldn’t get anything worthwhile out of him. “Who’s dealing the Niyazine? Where can I get it?”
 
Lars grunted. “Ain’t no one dealin’ that shit. If it don’t get ya high what’s the fuckin’ point?”
 
Jess wanted to argue, but she wasn’t so sure he was wrong. It wouldn’t be the usual dealers handling the Niyazine if it was on the street.
 
She dragged him back inside by his hair and pointed his head toward the girl in his bed. “You do not touch her without her permission. I will be back to check and if I don’t like the answers I get, I’ll break the rest of your fingers. And then move on to other body parts.” She let her pointed stare explain which parts she was talking about.
 
His eyes widened and he nodded, moving his hands to cover his still naked body.
 
***
 
Jess sighed as she walked out and started down the street. That lead was a bust. Maybe she would try again when Lars was sober. Otherwise, she’d have to frequent the area and hope Jett came by to deal. And just imagining the things she would do to him when she finally got her hands on him… well, it left her feeling a little unsatisfied after her mostly non-violent encounter with Lars.
 
Loud voices pulled Jess’s attention to the right where two men sat on the porch of a beat-up duplex. The table was littered with homemade jars of liquor mixed in with random paraphernalia. She quickly decided that they were too drunk to be worth any trouble.
 
Movement between the broken spindles drew her gaze to the opposite side of the porch and she locked eyes with a child huddled in the corner. She couldn’t make out much from her obstructed view, but he was younger than she typically saw.
 
“Get me another drink, you worthless son of a bitch!” one of the men barked.
 
She almost smiled at the flicker of irritated defiance in his brown eyes before he slowly pulled his gaze away to look at the man berating him on the porch. Strength came in many forms and she could see it clear as day in this kid. He was a survivor.
 
By the time he looked up the man had already cornered him. “You deaf or dumb, boy? When I tell ya to do somethin’ ya fuckin’ do it,” he spat.
 
The man’s body tensed as though moments from striking, and the boy was well aware, curling himself further into the corner. The drunk grabbed the kid’s tattered shirt and dragged him to his feet.
 
The kid was disturbingly skinny, covered in dirt and bruises, but it was the thick jagged scar and distinctive burns on his arms that made her blood boil. Now she could tell that the kid was maybe thirteen, and while he shook with fear, he met the man’s stare with contempt in his own.
 
Her feet had already started moving, her next victim chosen. She zoned in on the man with barely controlled rage. The boy stumbled over his own feet as the man shook him violently. When he closed one hand around the kid's neck, and pulled back a closed fist ready to strike, she reacted without thinking. She released the knife from her hand only a moment before realizing she wasn’t alone.
 
A quick glance around confirmed she had her own problems. Her eyes flicked back up to the porch. The boy’s attacker was down and bleeding onto his rotting porch. For the moment his chest was still rising but he wasn’t moving otherwise. While she hadn’t intended to kill him, she supposed the liquor, drugs or some combination of all three might have unintended consequences. She wouldn’t have spared much guilt over it if not for the kid. The boy stared with wide eyes, clutching his throat but mostly unharmed.
 
The sound of a chair scraping against the rotted wood pulled everyone’s attention to the remaining man on the porch.
 
“What’d ya do, boy?” the man slurred as he stumbled closer, undoing his belt.
 
Two throwing knives landed in his arm and side. He roared in anger as his attention turned to Jess. She was sure he wasn’t feeling much pain in his current state. For a moment she thought he’d join her party, but instead, he took in the men around her and gave her a menacing smile.
 
“Shoulda pay more ‘tention to your own problems, stupid bitch.”
 
Four more knives were thrown by the time he’d finished gloating. Three of the men surrounding her dropped, clutching the knives in their throats. The fourth had sunk deep into the man’s abdomen just below the belt he’d been removing. He dropped to his knees and Jess saw the boy pull her knife from the side of his first attacker before she turned her attention back to the rest of her new friends.
 
She’d babied herself for too long, let herself get comfortable. Worse than that, she’d let herself get soft. No more of that shit. She knew who she was, and it was time to get back to that. Lucky her, the perfect opportunity had just presented itself. She was eager to introduce herself and judging by the way they were now closing in, they were dying to meet her too.
 




Chapter 28
Two hours after she’d walked into Death’s Creek admiring the artwork, Justice was following the destruction back the way she’d come. Her trail of breadcrumbs leaving no doubt that she was on the right path, collecting the weapons she’d lost along the way.
 
While the town was overrun with dealers and wannabes, there was no organization to any of it. No leader or chain of command ever stepped up to organize their efforts against her. Keeping a scared community under their control was easy, none of the people here could afford to hire someone to help them, and they were seriously outnumbered. But when a real threat showed up, it was every man for himself, and they scattered like cockroaches.
 
At first, they’d come out to find her, everyone wanting her for their prize or to prove that they were the baddest bitch in this town. Except no one managed to get away with the title. Jess had come to this town with a gut full of repressed emotion to burn through and they never stood a chance.
 
Word must have gotten out. That or the trail of bodies she left along the way told the tale because she had run out of challengers much more quickly than she’d anticipated.
 
Unfortunately, she hadn’t come out of it unscathed. Bloody and bruised, she crouched to pluck a knife from a body. Her muscles shook with the effort, the adrenaline had long since worn off and she ached for a bath and sleep. By the time she pulled her battered body upright again, someone new was standing in front of her. Evil gleamed in his glassy eyes as he took in her condition, clearly not afraid of the bloody knife clutched in her trembling hand.
 
“You can’t possibly be the bitch I heard was causing trouble in my hood.” His words ended in a gurgle as a knife slid into his throat like butter.
 
Justice limped closer and retrieved her knife again. “This is my hood now, bitch.”
 
When she finally made it back to where it had all started, she immediately noticed the second body now occupying the porch. She hobbled up the steps, noting the roughly slit throat of the man she’d left alive. Her knives were all missing from both bodies now.
 
She dropped into the chair the dead man had occupied earlier and grabbed a half-empty bottle of dark liquor. The drugs that had been there were now gone. She took a long swig of the bitter drink and let her eyes fall on the boy, back in the corner of the porch as if he could make himself invisible by staying out of the way. Who knows, maybe that tactic had worked for him in the past. Maybe he’d spent half his life invisible in the corner. Jess realized that maybe the kid knew things, but she also knew she couldn’t use a kid that way.
 
“You do that?” she asked, jerking her chin toward the man on the porch.
 
The kid stared back. His eyes were hard but haunted. Two throwing knives were clutched in one hand, a larger knife in the other. Jess made no move to get them back.
 
“You take the drugs that were up here?” she asked.
 
The boy's eyes narrowed at her but shook his head.
 
“Someone else swiped it all?” She took another swig of the drink hoping to dull the ache in her body and the hole in her soul. He dipped his head once in confirmation, and she nodded as well. “Don’t get involved in that shit. I don’t want to have to come back here to kick your ass, you understand?”
 
A little crinkle appeared between his eyebrows as he nodded.
 
“Where’re your parents?”
 
The boy's eyes flicked down to the man she’d killed and then away. His dirty hair falling into his face as he dropped his head. Shit.
 
“That your dad?”
 
His face tightened with anger. “My mom’s boyfriend,” he answered without looking her way.
 
“Where’s your mom?”
 
The kid swallowed hard and his eyes dropped to the ground.
 
“She’s gone?”
 
He nodded.
 
“Did he kill her?”
 
The boys chin jerked down again in confirmation.
 
“You got a dad or any other family?”
 
“No,” his broken voice responded.
 
Jess sighed. There wasn’t exactly a good option for parent-less kids. There was a small orphanage somewhere in the cop-town border, but it was mostly just where they sent kids that had been picked up by the cops when parents couldn’t be located - assuming they even made an effort to locate them.
 
From what Jess understood, the kids there were put to work to earn their keep and then basically forced into hard labor once they hit sixteen to pay off their debt. Debt that could never be fully re-paid because they continued to rack up more debt and interest by requiring food and a place to sleep.
 
If they were put to work servicing the elites or the cop-town, everything was far more expensive and they were guaranteed to die with a huge debt on their head. Their handlers acted like it was charity because they fed them and dismissed the debt once they died, but there was no disguising that those children were owned. She couldn’t send a child there.
 
Still, this was on her. The abusive bastard may have deserved it, but it left a kid without a caregiver. The very least she owed him was getting him out of this town. The kid as destined for a grim future if she left him in this hell hole.
 
“Listen, I cant take in a kid, but I can give you a better place to hide tonight. After that, we’ll have to figure something else out. Got it?”
 
The kid nodded in confirmation and her gut twisted at the tiniest flicker of hope in his eyes. Hope was something she didn’t have to offer him. She could give him a place to hide for a night and something to eat. That would have to be enough. Jess was done with letting people in. It wouldn’t bring them anything but pain anyway. Leaning back in the rickety chair, she took another swig of the drink, giving the kid time to run in and grab anything he wanted, but apparently, it was a wasted effort. When she got up and headed away, he silently followed.
 




Chapter 29
Justice led the kid to one of her more secluded hide-outs and ushered him inside. He immediately tucked himself into a corner, and as much as she hated it, she left him there. If that was what made him feel safer, she wasn’t going to fight him.
 
Jess immediately pulled out a couple of meal bars and tossed them to him. The kid’s hands shook as he immediately tore into one. She left a few more on the tiny counter where he could see them and watched as he devoured them with an enthusiasm that the tasteless bars could never warrant.
 
“You know, you don’t have to stay in the corner. You can take the bed if you want.”
 
His big brown eyes ran over the mattress, propped off the floor with cinder blocks, but he didn’t move.
 
Jess sighed. “Look I know that I said I couldn’t take in a kid, and that’s true. I’m not a good person to be friends with.” Understatement of the year. “But you can stay here, I’ll use my other places and I can drop food off once in a while. You’d probably be mostly safe here.”
 
The kid's eyes narrowed. Her kindness putting him on alert. Jesus, this kid almost reminded her of herself.
 
“No pressure. I’m gonna go wash up. You can go in after me if you want.” Apprehension flashed in his eyes when they darted toward the bathroom, but she didn’t bother waiting for an answer before walked away and closed herself in.
 
***
 
Milo had tried to read Justice’s intention when the offer had spilled from her lips, but he couldn’t tell what her endgame was. What did this woman want in exchange for what she was offering? If there was anything he’d learned after being under Rik’s thumb for the past year, it was that he was better off on his own.
 
As scary as it was, he felt a sense of freedom being away from Rik and his asshole friend, Deke. Milo clutched the knives tighter as the memories tried to take over. He pushed himself further into the corner, needing to feel the wall at his back.
 
Most of the time Deke had passed out before Rik and Milo had been able to disappear inside to hide in the kitchen pantry once he’d delivered Rik his last drink or hit. That stupid pantry was the only place he felt safe. No one looked for him there, it wasn’t like they kept food in it. After Rik passed out each night, he could finally sneak off and pray that was the night they’d finally swallowed enough poison to never wake up. It was the only time Milo could let his guard down. Until the night Rik had passed out early.
 
With Rik out cold, Deke had decided he was bored - and that Milo was his entertainment in a way that went far beyond Rik’s usual abuse. Milo absently traced a jagged scar on his arm and shuddered at the memory of being cornered in the bathroom, the broken edge of the stone sink slicing through his skin when he was slammed into it. The edge of the cracked mirror cutting into his cheek and Deke’s icy fingers digging into his neck.  
 
He had no regrets about finishing that bastard off. He didn’t feel sorry for the rest of them either. They had all taken their turns trying to get Milo hooked. That first hit was always free, but he knew how they‘d expect him to pay after that. He’d seen it kill his mother piece by piece until Rik had finally finished her off.
 
Milo did everything he could to avoid the dealers. He’d become quite good at going unnoticed and it worked most of the time. But Deke was downright sadistic when he was bored. It was the one time he hadn’t been able to escape…
 
“Hey!” Justice had appeared in front of him while he was lost in thought and he hadn’t even noticed. He couldn’t help the startled noise that escaped his lips when he jolted violently.
 
Her hands, which she’d placed over his when she’d startled him, jerked back sharply. She held them up, palms out to show she wasn’t going to hurt him. Which would have been more convincing, if they weren’t bloody.
 
He watched wide-eyed as blood dripped from a slice on her palm. Oh, God. He hadn’t even made it a full day on his own. She was going to kill him. He’d stolen her knives and then stabbed her with one! His breaths started coming in faster pants and his chest ached. Would she at least make it quick?
 
“Hey, hey. Whoa, calm down. I wasn’t trying to take them away. Look, you cut yourself.” She pointed at the hand holding the smaller knives which had been nicked by one of the blades. His eyes went back to her hands and while one was just transferred blood, the other had definitely been cut. “Just a scratch,” she confirmed. “My fault. I shouldn’t have startled you.” She eyed him warily. “What were you thinking about so hard that you didn’t even notice you cut yourself?”
 
Not a chance in hell was he going to answer that. They weren’t friends, she’d said it herself. Besides, Milo didn’t do friends. Connections like that only led to pain, and Milo’d had more than enough pain for one lifetime.
 
***
 
The kid’s eyes shuttered and Jess knew she wouldn’t be getting an answer out of him. When she’d come in, the look in his eyes was downright haunted. She’d tried to talk to him, but he wasn’t hearing her, wasn’t seeing her. He was somewhere else at that moment. Somewhere bad, and Jess couldn’t leave him there.
 
When she’d knelt in front of him and noticed he’d cut himself, her first instinct was to move the knife. But the moment she’d touched him, he’d startled, nicking her hand in the process. Seeing the flash of terror in his eyes, she’d jerked back, trying to look less threatening for once.
 
Once she’d asked him about what he’d been thinking about, the kid had gone from scared to closed off in a blink. She supposed that was an improvement. She honestly didn’t know what to do with this kid. He seemed to have one foot on the path to becoming one of the feral outcasts, and she hated the thought of him ending up there.
 
“Do you think you can come out of the corner so I can bandage your hand?”
 
The kid didn’t move, so Jess stood to get antiseptic and bandages, the returned to the floor, letting him see everything she did as she bandaged the small cut on her hand. When she was done, she left the supplies on the floor and stood, climbing on to the tiny counter to pull a few knives down from their hiding spot on top of the broken cupboard. Selecting the ones she was looking for, she put the rest back and slowly returned to her spot on the floor.
 
The first knife was unusual and she held it up for him to see. “This one is kinda cool.” She unfolded the blade and slipped her fingers through the holes along the side of the handle. “It’s like brass knuckles and a knife combined. I took it from a guy who tried to jump me. It happens a lot ‘cause I’m small, but I always teach them that size isn’t everything.”
 
The kid watched with interest, so Jess kept talking.
 
“The blade flicks out pretty easy, and then you slip your fingers through. Then whether you’re stabbing or punching, you’ve got a little extra oomph there.”
 
She mimed both movements for him before folding the knife back up.
 
“If you haven’t practiced your aim with the throwing knives, this might be a better option for you.” Jess made no move to get her other knives back, she just leaned forward and placed the folded knife within reach. He eyed it for a moment before placing the bloody throwing knives down and picking the folded knife up. His smaller fingers fit a little awkwardly through the holes but he clutched it tightly anyway.
 
Jess held the other knife up, dangling from the cord it was on. Folded it didn’t look like a knife at all, just a small black rectangle. “It doesn’t look like much, but that’s the point.”
 
She fastened the cord around her wrist to show him how the rectangle dangled right into her palm. “You can wear it, so it’s always there when you need it, but it doesn’t hinder you from using your hands.” She showed him how to release the safety and flick the blade out. “And on the other side, there’s a lock pick.”
 
She pulled out the long skinny piece on the other side to show him before folding it back to a small rectangle and removing it from her wrist. “To most people, it’s not going to look like a weapon, they’ll overlook it, but you’ll always be armed.”
 
Jess moved a little closer and crouched in front of him. “We can put that knife in the shower with you. This one can stay on your wrist. You can lock the door, and when you come out, I’ll bandage your hand and you can go right back to the corner if you want, okay?”
 
She held the cord up, waiting for his wrist. Neither of them moved for a few beats, but the kid finally held his hand up and Jess fastened the cord around it twice. His golden-brown eyes lifted to hers and she backed up so he could stand without her hovering over him, and then led him to the bathroom so he wouldn’t have a stranger at his back. She turned the water on and pointed out the soap and a large cloth he could dry off with. She gave him a t-shirt but had no kids clothes so he was stuck with his torn and dirty pants.
 
Once he was situated, she pulled the door shut behind her, resisting the urge to tell him she wouldn’t hurt him. As much as she wanted to, it seemed to be all she was capable of. At the sound of the lock, she turned and returned to the main area to tug the mattress over to the kid's corner before settling in on the couch.
 
When the kid emerged from the bathroom, he’d stared at the mattress for several moments before Jess managed to get him to sit so she could bandage his hand. Once she was done, he returned to the corner, this time forced to sit on the mattress at least. Neither of them acknowledged it. Jess dropped back down on the old, threadbare couch, still sore and exhausted. The kid probably was too.
 
“What’s your name, kid?”
 
For a few long moments, Jess was sure he wasn’t going to answer. Honestly, she didn’t even know why she’d asked. Her eyes closed and she’d given up on it when she finally heard his soft voice.
 
“Milo.”
 




Chapter 30
Before Jess’s eyes even opened she knew the kid was gone. There was a stillness to the room that hadn’t been there all night while the kid worked through his nightmares. Still, she pried her lids open and her eyes immediately sought out the mattress in the corner. Sure enough, he had bailed. They were more alike than she’d first realized. Which made her irritation even more irrational.
 
She should be glad to be rid of him, and yet she couldn’t manage even the tiniest amount of relief. The idea of the kid being out on his own put knots in her stomach.
 
God, she really had gone soft. The most she could do for him now was leave the place accessible. Maybe drop off food in case he came back since it seemed he’d cleared out her stash of meal bars on his way out. Strangely enough, the theft made her feel a little better.
 
Pulling her head out of her ass, Jess dragged herself out into the world. It was the crack of evening and she had to try to work that stupid coffee contraption again before tracking down Jett.
 
***
 
By the time Jess dragged her ass back to her closest bed, she was exhausted, bruised, sore and blistered from all the walking and fighting. She’d gone back to see Lars first, hoping to find him sober. He wasn’t. And hoping he’d have more information for her. He didn’t. So, for days Jess had hit every friend and hangout she could remember, and tried beating information out of anyone that knew him, barely taking time to rest in between.
 
She’d learned that he had gambling debts, a habit of shorting both his supplier and his clients, and a list of people who would be just as happy as Jess to get their hands on him. She’d looked everywhere she could fucking think of, but the little cockroach had disappeared.
 
Too exhausted to even bother pulling off her boots, Jess threw herself back on her lumpy pallet. Jett would know she was looking for him by now. He’d probably scurried under some rock to live out the rest of his pathetic life. Despite her frustration, Jess snorted, He’d have to come out eventually for drugs, sex, and gambling. She couldn’t see him giving those up.
 
“Son of a bitch,” she grumbled, pulling herself upright again.
 
Jess eyed the bed longingly, but she couldn’t take the chance. If he was there, he wouldn’t stay there for long. Unable to help the tiniest bit of pouting, she dragged herself back out into the street and forced herself to focus. She had a dangerous walk ahead of her.
 
***
 
The gambling sections of the Underground were the part Jess was least familiar with. It had never appealed to her in the slightest. In a fight she was putting money on herself, she had some control in that situation. Granted, she hadn’t won every fight she’d ever fought. But she won often enough that she didn’t consider it a gamble. It wasn’t the same thing as throwing away money on the luck of some cards or dice.
 
Jett tried to teach her cards years ago, but she hadn’t been interested then either. He was eighteen when they’d dated and while there wasn’t exactly an age limit on the Underground, she really couldn’t see him getting in back then. At the time he’d mostly gambled with friends for small amounts of money, drugs, whatever they’d had on them. She’d seen them throw in weapons, food, and sexual favors when the stakes got high. She never understood the draw, but Jett lived for it.
 
Those same friends that she’d roughed up for information told her he’d racked up some dangerous gambling debts. And while she was sure that there was gambling within the various gangs and drug operations, the Underground was the only unaffiliated operation she knew of.
 
Jett had his connections to the Disciples, and that was likely enough to keep him out of any gambling options within other gangs or operations. If he was smart, he wouldn’t be mixing up his gambling debt with his income source, but she had a feeling that was exactly what he’d done. That would explain why Lars hadn’t seen him dealing for a while. It would also mean he owed the Disciples money and would be hiding from them as much as her. The Underground was her best bet.  
 
***
 
Justice checked four different gambling rooms and was seriously starting to doubt her own logic before she finally struck gold. She casually slipped in the door to a fifth room and took in the quiet game at the table.
 
Jett spotted her before her eyes landed on him. His dark eyes widened as he jumped up from the table, knocking his chair backward and reeling back several steps. Jess grinned, closing and locking the door behind her.
 
“What the fuck are you doing here?” He practically screeched.
 
Jett had never been all that impressive, but he wasn’t looking his best. Permanent dark circles now marred his ashen face, his dark hair was stringy and his tall, lanky frame was even skinnier than he used to be.
 
The card players paused in their game to watch the interaction. Justice stalked forward slowly. No doubt he would try to make it a chase around the table, but she would catch him when he stopped to unlock the door. She paused on the opposite side of the table, ready to dive either way when he ran.
 
“Jett! You fucking ass blister, I’ve been looking for you. Don’t run. We’re just going to have a little chat.”
 
“Fuck you! This is a private game.”
 
Jess blinked innocently. “These guys can continue without you. Just step out into the hall so we can talk.”
 
Jett refused to move, standing firm. Jess sighed and started around the table at a steady pace. Jett immediately moved the other way putting space between them again. Jess reversed direction and came at him from the other side. He waited until she was a few steps away before he took off over the top of the table, knocking cards and bets everywhere, and finally getting a rise out of the players.
 
Shouts of anger rang out in the room, and one of the men caught Jett’s ankle, tripping him up as he jumped off. Jess was on him by the time he stood again. The two of them grappled for a moment before she was pulled up short by his strong grip on her hair.
 
Ah, now she remembered. Jett fought dirty. Jess bared her teeth at him in a snarling grin and swung her fist down hard on the arm holding her hair. The sharp tug on her scalp wasn’t pleasant, and she was sure he came away with a chunk of her hair, but he was forced to let go to avoid getting his arm broken.
 
There was only the briefest of pauses before they were at each other again, scrapping and taking cheap shots. His nails raked down her face in a move that had almost caught one of her eyes, if not for her fast reflexes.
 
Jess responded by getting a grip on a single finger, twisting it back till it snapped and then twisting some more. His screech was drowned out by the ringing in her head when his headbutt smacked into her face. Her eye socket throbbed and swelled instantly. The blow threw her head back, but she recovered quickly, swinging her knee up to connect with his groin. Jett dropped, and Jess followed, straddling his waist and forcing him to his back.
 
The card players had surrounded them, highly entertained by the drama. Ignoring the audience, her fist raised to take another shot while Jett was momentarily incapacitated. Firm fingers wrapped around her wrist and she was yanked off of Jett and sent sprawling to the floor.
 
Snarling, she jumped up, still ready to swing until she came face to face with the doorman. If it had been the big guy at the top of the stairs, she might have tried her luck, but instead, she locked eyes with the over-dressed man from the tunnel.
 
The instant their eyes met her instincts warned her to back down. That was a fight she would not win. She’d fought much bigger men and won, but much like strength, not all danger was obvious. Sometimes it lingered below the surface just waiting for a reason to be unleashed. Jess trusted her instincts enough to know she did not want to be the one to unleash this man’s fury. 
 
“If you take that swing you will be out for good.” His voice was completely toneless. Flat. He had no need to raise his voice, even with the men moaning over the loss of drama.
 
Jess swallowed hard and quickly dropped her fist, still panting from the fight. “I didn’t realize it was you.”
 
Jett was just starting to crawl to his knees. She inched closer, hoping she could catch him if he tried to slip away. The door was now obscured by the crowd. The neighboring rooms must have crowded in, wanting in on the gawking if someone was about to die.
 
“You’re disrupting business,” the man informed her. Again his voice held no emotion but she got the distinct impression it was supposed to convey disappointment.
 
Again, Jess eyed the men who were no longer gambling, then Jett who was just climbing to his feet.
 
“Put us in the ring,” she said, thinking quickly. “I’ll make you money.” If it allowed her to beat some answers out of Jett, she could put on a show while doing it.
 
Jess moved closer to Jett to exaggerate the height difference, even while he was still slightly hunched over and holding his nuts. She knew how it would look to these men. A small girl with a busted and scratched face, next to a tall guy who’d been unlucky enough to get kneed in the balls. They would underestimate her. They always did, and the bets would be flying.
 
“You guys want to see us finish this, right? Anyone care to put some money on it?” The men’s eyes bounced back and forth, practically salivating at the easy money they were imagining. The few that had seen Jess’s fights kept their mouths shut, as she’d expected. 
 
The doorman eyed her as though he could mentally extract what she was up to. She couldn’t help but give him a pleading look. She needed to get to Jett now. If they let him go and detained her, the slippery little shit would vanish before she got answers. She knew he would.
 
Finally, after several long moments that Jett had used to start inching toward the door only to be blocked by the dealer, the doorman gave a dispassionate nod.
 
Breathing a sigh of relief, Jess elbowed her way through the crowd and grabbed onto Jett’s shirt, dragging him along.
 
“Let's go get ourselves a ring.”       
 




Chapter 31
A crowd followed as Justice and Jett found their way to the rings. The giant guy that manned the board ended up escorting Jett while Justice unloaded weapons into a locker under the watchful eye of the doorman. She cracked her neck and stretched as she addressed the man.
 
“Place your bet on me. I’ll win, I promise.”
 
The man’s expression didn’t change. She wondered absently if he was related to Ezra. “The house takes its percentage of all bets placed. Who wins makes no difference, only that the bets are placed.”
 
Jess cocked her head. The house profited from the fights, everyone knew that. If the man profited off the house, he was much more than a doorman. “And you personally?” She pressed.
 
“You have five minutes. They are running this as the only fight. We’re waiting on ring one,” he replied, ignoring her question completely.
 
A crowd much larger than Jess was used to was gathered around her ring. That should have been a good thing. They would know who she was once the fight was over. But a fight with Jett was probably not the best way to build her reputation. This one was not going to show her skill. Jett was scrappy, and she would have to fight just as dirty as he did to win.
 
Justice stepped into the circle, a little surprised at the uneasiness she felt being the center of attention for so many sets of eyes. Shaking off the nerves, she focused her attention on Jett and let her anger rise back up to the surface. The eyes on her didn’t matter, this was her element. The ring, the smell, the adrenaline, this was as familiar as anything in her life.
 
The start of the fight was drawn out longer than usual, giving the larger audience time to place their final bets. Jess stretched her tired limbs again, attempting to stay warmed up during the delay. Far from the top of her game, Jess was regretting the way this had played out. Her body was worn down by the time she’d caught up to Jett. Already banged up from days of fights, not to mention their earlier scuffle. If she’d been rested, she could have easily taken him down with enough energy left to toy with him before she put him down for good. If she wasn’t stuck in the Underground, she could have used her knives. Taken piece after piece of him until he cracked. Not the important pieces, but that still left plenty to choose from.
 
Jett’s eyebrows scrunched in confusion as he noticed the wistful look her imaginings had put on her face. He cracked his knuckles, more of a nervous gesture than any kind of pre-fight ritual, but the crowd wouldn’t know any different. Justice stepped closer, her words would be drowned out by the crowd, but she knew it would look like she was taunting him.
 
“I’ve heard some interesting things, Jett. I need to know how much of it is true. Heard you were wrapped up with Death’s Disciples. That turned out to be true. Were you involved with them back then?”
 
Jett frowned. “You knew about the drugs.”
 
Jess rolled her eyes. “I’m not your mom, I don’t give a fuck about that shit. I want to know why you pursued me. Why you suddenly became part of my life and then disappeared when everything went to hell.”
 
Jett smirked. “Still upset over a breakup? It was never more than sex. You were a pain in the ass then, and you’re worse now.”
 
Jess ground her teeth, resisting the urge to throw a punch before the fight started. “Yeah, Jett, I was devastated over the loss of your tiny dick, and I’m still pining all these years later. No, you fucking dumbass. Did you have something to do with what happened to my father? Were you told to keep me away?” Jett’s eyes widened as the ref stepped up, interrupting their conversation.
 
“Justice and Jett. The fight goes until one of you is out. There will be no tap out option for this fight.” Justice nodded but they didn’t wait on a response from Jett before exiting the circle.
 
Jett and Justice circled each other. “Was it all bullshit. Were you planted in my life?”
 
Jess swung a fist into his side and the air whooshed out of him with a pained huff. He sucked in a hard breath, twisting a hand in her shirt and whipping her around to slam into the floor. Jess tumbled and popped back to her feet. She ripped her shirt off, leaving nothing but her tight pants and workout bra, one less thing for him to grab on to. Jett saw the logic and tossed his shirt aside as well.
 
The crowd roared as she moved in closer again. Jett went on the offensive. Instead of making any kind of strategic move, he flung himself at her. It was reckless and entirely unexpected. And it worked.
 
He took Jess down to the floor, wrapping his legs around her and squeezing. She grunted as her midsection was crushed and threw a panicked punch straight down into his groin again. He was wearing a cup this time, but her fist connected hard and caused enough pain to loosen his legs so she could wiggle free.
 
Jett stood slowly and Jess wasn’t much faster. She was more cautious when she approached again, braced and ready. Both of Jett’s hands reached for her head and she dropped to a crouch, swinging her heel directly into his thigh. His leg didn’t break but that bruise would go deep and he tried to roll away to nurse his injury. Jess didn’t give him the chance.
 
Once again she jumped on him, straddling his waist. One of his legs was injured but he kneed her in the back with the other and again grabbed hold of her hair. She drove a fist into his collarbone and then grabbed his ear, twisting hard. Jett’s free hand came up aiming for her eyes, but she saw the move coming a mile away. Dropping his ear, she grabbed his arm with both hands and twisted, then shoved one hand into the back of his elbow joint. One strong strike and his arm would be broken.
 
“Tell me, Jett. Did you know they would kill him?”
 
Jett risked breaking his own arm to roll them so he was on top of Jess. She lost her grip on his arm but wrapped a hand around his neck, squeezing until he let out a gurgle. She didn’t let go when his fist split her lip. She dug her nails in deeper when his knee slammed into her ribs. His moves got more frantic, and in her desperation, she used her free hand to grip his nipple and twist as hard as she could. Finally, with a garbled howl, he stopped attacking and wrenched her arm with both of his until she left long, deep scratches down his throat.
 
While he was still gasping in air, she brought her legs up and wrapped them around his head, jerking them down to pull him off of her. She felt his teeth sink into her calf before she could roll away and she indiscriminately stomped her free foot down, landing on his side. His teeth quickly released her leg, and they separated again to recover. Fuck, that had hurt. The only thing that had kept him from tearing into her flesh was the sturdy fabric of her pants.
 
They faced off again as soon as she was back on her feet. Jett was limping, covered in bruises and red marks, and she was sure she didn’t look much better. Jett retreated step after step, blocking her swings as much as possible and occasionally sneaking in a jab of his own, strategically hitting her already injured areas.
 
“I didn’t know what would happen to your family. I was just told to distract you.” His words came out in breathless grunts as they continued to trade cheap shots. “I was new to the Disciples. They gave an order, obeying wasn’t optional. It was nothing personal. It was you or me.” 
 
While she wasn’t exactly living in denial since Cash threw the connection her way, hearing it verified caused waves of pain much worse than anything else Jett had hit her with. She’d clearly been desperately clinging to the sliver of hope that it wasn’t true more than she’d even realized because the confession came with a crushing weight on her soul.
 
There was an odd ringing in her ears, and her body felt both hot and cold, causing a strange numbness even as an explosion of misery ripped through her gut. While they were the answers she’d been seeking for so long, finally knowing who was behind it didn’t exactly bring feelings of triumph. It was like they said, the only difference between friend and foe was whether you saw the knife coming before they stabbed you in the back.
 
Justice now knew what she needed to do, and Jett was no longer required.
 
“Nothing personal,” she repeated. Despite the raging hurricane of volatile emotion desperately trying to consume her, her voice remained even and calm. “You helped them kill my family. That’s as personal as it gets.” Tired of the games, Jess maneuvered behind him, kicked in the back of his knee, and wrapped a loose chokehold around his neck once he dropped. “Tell me why, and I might let you live.” 
 
Jett swallowed hard. “I don’t know. It came from the top. I didn’t ask questions.” He threw his weight forward, pulling her with him. Jess was forced to brace her fall with her hands to avoid going headfirst into the ground. She managed a clumsy somersault to get back to her feet and then turned to face him again.
 
Justice stalked forward, and Jett’s eyes widened. In a desperate move, he lunged, hands aimed for her throat. She turned to the side, using her arms to deflect his, and spun behind him to drive her elbow into his spine. Jett flew forward for several stumbling steps, moving more stiffly when he turned to face her again.
 
“I’m not hearing anything that gives me the smallest urge to spare you.”
 
“I didn’t know!” he ducked her swing and drove his knee into her side.
 
Jess grunted and twisted, swinging her elbow into the side of his head with as much force as she could put behind it. He stumbled, trying to shake off the hit, but not getting the chance to recover. Jess was done putting on a show. She was done with everything.
 
Getting both of her hands in his hair, she yanked his head down and drove her knee up, colliding in a painful strike. Something crunched and Jett went down. Jess moved in, following up with a kick to the ribs. Fully intending to keep going, she shifted her weight, but a giant hand on her arm yanked her away before she could strike again. She struggled to pull away until the hand tightened painfully in warning.
 
Half in a daze, she blinked up at the giant gripping her arm. He gave her a stern look before raising her arm to signal her win to the crowd. The movement sent pain shooting down her injured side, and the noise of the crowd slowly filtered back in.
 
Remembering the rules, she looked down at Jett, and sure enough, he was not moving. Blood ran from his nose and mouth. Long seconds passed before his chest raised slightly, then dropped again. He was alive. She couldn’t decide if that was a good thing. Though, she could always hunt him down later and start over.
 
The crowd started to disperse, far less than half of them were off to claim their winnings. And still, Jess stood there. Staring at the slow rise and fall of Jett’s chest, until a different chest blocked her view. The giant released her arm and her eyes moved up to the doorman in front of her. Though it no longer felt right calling him that.
 
“You are done here,” he said plainly.
 
“I’ve got her,” a familiar gruff voice intervened.
 
Archer stepped up and wrapped an arm around Jess, guiding her back to the locker room. Without a word, he stood her next to a sink and wet a cloth. Her body grew cold now that she’d stopped moving and she began to shiver. And hurt. Now that she was shaking, every injury she’d accrued made itself known. Jess fell back against the wall and slid down to the floor. Her body was done. After three days of nearly non-stop walking and fighting, plus the emotional toll of the fight with Jett, she had nothing left.
 
She’d gotten the answers she’d been looking for so long, but it brought with it more questions. Why had the Disciples targeted her family in the first place? Why had they sent Jett? Did it all go back to Colt? What the hell had he done? Was it his fault her parents were dead?
 
No. She couldn’t even blame him for her father’s death. That one was entirely on her.
 
Archer crouched down in front of her, his green eyes watched with concern as he began cleaning her up. She had no clue why he was helping her. Or why she was accepting his help. But for the life of her, she couldn’t muster up the energy to speak, let alone put an end to it. So she sat there while he worked, and she said nothing when he pulled her trembling body up and led her to her locker. He gathered her gear in her boots and then carried them as he pulled her away to a room far off the usual path.
 
“Wrong way,” she mumbled.
 
“No, it’s not.” He pulled her into a generic room and locked the door before sitting her on the bed.
 
Jess didn’t move, staring blankly at the door, but not seeing anything. Exhaustion made her body heavy. It sank into her bones in a way that physical exhaustion alone never could. No, this was much deeper. Beyond anything that a solid night’s rest could fix.
 
“What happened, Justice? I’ve never seen a fight get to you. I’ve never seen you fight like that. Who was that?”
 
“An ex,” she murmured. “He set up my family.”
 
Archer frowned. “He sold them out?”
 
Jess closed her eyes. And Archer didn’t ask any other questions.
 
“Lay back. You’re in shock, you need to get some sleep.”
 
Jess shook her head slightly, her eyes were still closed, too heavy to pry open again. She couldn’t sleep here. Archer couldn’t be trusted. Hell, he probably had a contract for her life. But really, what did it matter?
 
She had to take on the Devil’s Disciples to get answers about Ryker. One woman, taking on a gang. A powerful one, if rumors were to be believed, potentially connected to one of the corporations that essentially owned the government. It was a death sentence if ever she heard one, much too big for one person to take on. But she would do it. She owed them that.
 
Maybe it didn’t matter if Archer killed her in her sleep, her life was on a countdown anyway. But as quickly as the thought came to her, she dismissed it. She had to get answers before her time was up. She would go down fighting.
 
Decision made, her internal argument ended and Jess tried to lift her eyelids. They didn’t cooperate. Nor did her still trembling limbs. Somehow, she’d ended up lying down, she noticed that now, and she distantly realized she was warmer. The fight went out of her, maybe for the first time in her life, and Justice let go.   
 




Chapter 32         
Justice came awake all at once, immediately realizing that something wasn’t right. She was on her feet before she even recognized what it was, and her body instantly provided a painful reminder. Wincing at her sore, stiff muscles and injuries, she lowered herself to the bed again. The rest of the memories came rushing back, and she almost wished they hadn’t.
 
“How ya feeling?”
 
Jess jumped at the unexpected voice, but she didn’t turn to face him. The questions she had were better asked without eye contact.
 
“Why did you help me?”
 
She heard Archer shift in his seat somewhere behind her. “I like to think you would have done the same for me.”
 
She wanted to deny it, but after everything that had happened, she just didn’t know anymore. She doubted she would have left him to fend for himself. After Ezra and the kid, she seemed to have developed a bit of a habit. She didn’t even know who she was anymore, so she said nothing.
 
“You wanna talk about it?” his gravelly voice sounded softer than usual. She must have been a real mess after that fight to bring out a softer side of this surly man.
 
Jess snorted. “No. It doesn’t matter.” And it wouldn’t. She knew what she had to do.
 
“Doesn’t it?”
 
“Not unless you’re friends with someone in the Devil’s Disciples.”
 
“I can get you a dealer if that’s what you’re after.”
 
“It’s not.” Jess spotted her boots and started sliding weapons into their slots on her pants. Her shirt was gone but that was the least of her issues. “I appreciate your help. Thanks for not killing me in my sleep. I’ll see ya around, Arch.” Jess jammed her feet into her boots and stood.
 
“Justice, why do I have a feeling you’re about to go get yourself neck-deep in shit?”
 
Finally, Jess turned to face him. “Because that’s exactly what I’m about to do.”
 
***
 
Jess seriously considered hitting the apartment closest to the Underground simply because it was the shortest walk, but her place near the diner had the most supplies and she was going to need them. Coffee, bandages, clothes, food, a bath, she needed all of it. So she dragged her body all the way across town, knowing that once she dropped, she wouldn’t be getting back up for a while.
 
By the time she let herself into her apartment, she was miserable. Sweat dripped into her cuts and scratches, adding a lovely burning to her discomfort. There was a wicked bruise on her calf where she’d been bitten that made itself known with every step. She was so dehydrated that her lip kept splitting back open and dripping blood down her chin and she wasn’t sure if her ribs were bruised or broken, but by the end of the walk, every deep breath was slicing pain through her side.
 
She peeled her clothes off and dropped into a bath, barely mustering up the energy to wash. When she was done, it took several long moments to find the will to pull herself out rather than doze off right there. She carefully dragged on shorts and a shirt and forced a glass of water down. Just looking at the meal bars turned her stomach so she opted for a cup of coffee instead. The contraption had just started to drip into her cup when she sensed a presence.
 
Jess turned to see Ezra and Kat standing in her doorway. She didn’t react, just crossed her arms over her chest, waiting on an explanation for their arrival. They weren’t exactly on good terms. Sure, it was her fault, but she wasn’t in a position to make any amends.
 
Ezra’s cold gaze raked over her new injuries, leaving frostbite in their wake, but he didn’t comment on her condition. “Kat needed you.”
 
Jess’s eyes landed on Kat for the first time, noting that she looked awful. Her eyes were bloodshot and dull and her hands trembled. “What happened?” Jess demanded.
 
All at once, the fire returned to Kat’s eyes, and not in a good way. “Now you care what happened?” Kat demanded back. “Where the fuck have you been, Jess? You just disappear whenever you feel like it and fuck anyone who actually cares about you!”
 
“I told you not to care about me,” Jess mumbled.
 
It was the wrong thing to say. Kat’s eyes flashed and she stomped another step forward. “Well congratulations, you were fucking right! I was worried fucking sick about you and Zain tried to do something about it!”
 
Kat had never uttered so many swear words in all the time Jess knew her. “What happened to Zain?” Jess whispered, her stomach already dropping.
 
Kat’s voice had risen to nearly hysterical and Jess’s panic was raising with it. “He went looking for you! Days ago. He hasn’t come back, Jess! Where the fuck were you? I needed you!” With tears pouring down her face, Kat shook her head and turned to make a quick escape with Ezra on her tail.
 
Jess was paralyzed. This was too familiar, too close to home. She’d been avoiding Kat. Avoiding all of them. Now Zain was missing, and she hadn’t been there to stop it. Again. Her eyes burned and her veins heated with rage. In her fit of anger, she hurled her stupid coffee device across the room and it burst apart in a splashing mess against the wall.
 
For a long time, she merely stood there, watching the brown drips make their way down the wall, working through what needed to be done. She would go after the Disciples, but it would have to wait. There would be nothing left of her by the time that was done.
 
When Ryker was taken, he’d had no one but a stupid, inexperienced sixteen-year-old sister on his side. It wasn’t enough - not even close. And now it was happening again. She hadn’t been able to protect her own brother, but maybe she could do better for Zain. This time she would make someone pay.
 
***
 
Exhaustion pulled at her but she forced herself to stay awake. She’d crossed into dangerous territory and was crouched on a roof over an area she’d never dared to stalk before, watching as officers wandered in and out of the building. She’d sat there through a couple of shifts already, and her concentration was starting to fail her. A full-on internal debate on how much longer to wait had just taken over her thoughts when Cash finally showed up.
 
He pulled his car to a stop on the street and jogged toward the building, slapping a buddy on the back as he went. A jovial grin lit his face as he joked and greeted his cop friends. The sight was a painful reminder of what Cash really was.
 
Most of these guys were not good men, everyone had a story of being victimized by a cop in one way or another, none of them deserved the benefit of the doubt. Yet there he stood, winking at the dispatcher as she walked by and teasing the rookie that followed on his heels. His sharp eyes turned to dart up and down the street when he felt her eyes on him and then just as quickly he turned to clasp his friend's shoulder with another easy grin before heading into the building. Another fast reminder of the chameleon the man was.
 
Jess climbed down from her spot and dropped to the street, sticking to the shadows until Cash re-appeared. Her movement into the mouth of the alley drew his eyes up and she was almost impressed by the way he climbed into his car without reaction. Sinking back into the shadows, Jess waited while the car took off down the street and turned a few blocks down.
 
She was relieved to move away from the building, back toward her more familiar streets. By the time she reached the opposite street, a car pulled up, blocking her way. Jess didn’t pause, she didn’t have a choice this time. She slipped into the back seat and ducking down so she wouldn’t be seen.
 
“Looks like you’re trusting me more these days.”
 
Not even close. “More like I’m desperate these days. You heard about Kat’s brother?”
 
“Yeah. I stopped out there yesterday. Kat’s a mess.”
 
“What do you know?” She pressed.
 
“That he wasn’t the only one. We’ve had a few reports of missing teens over the past few months, there’s probably plenty more that haven’t been reported. It’s all being ignored by the higher-ups at the station. Captain says its just punks running off to join gangs. I went against orders and looked into it after your friend got me in touch with Kat. I’m not getting the same idea. In fact, I’m not liking the dots that are connecting.”
 
“What did you come up with?”
 
“Rumors, nothing solid. There’s a guy maybe twenty blocks east of the diner. Spends every day on his porch, says he’s seen a vehicle passing by more than usual.”
 
“The guy swears it’s some conspiracy so he started tracking the days he saw it. He’s not exactly a reliable source considering some of the crazy things he said, but the days he tracked matched up with some of the reports. Too many to be ignored. The vehicle comes in from the east somewhere around once or twice a month. Anywhere between an hour and four hours later, it heads back the way it came.”
 
“Take me to this guy,” Jess demanded.
 
“Jess, he’s not all there. He won’t be able to tell you anything you can trust.
 
“I need something more. A general direction of east is a little too much ground to cover.” Cash was silent long enough for her to know there was more. “What are you leaving out?”
 
He sighed heavily. “Like I said, its all rumor, but there’s talk about a research lab out on the east side. It’s seemingly in the middle of nowhere because it's zoned for unstable chemical research, but there have been jokes made that they specialize in cleaning chemicals.”
 
“What the fuck does that mean?”
 
“It’s assholes implying that they’re cleaning up the streets.”
 
A persistent ache formed in her chest. “That’s disgusting. Kids being stolen from their families is a joke to them?”
 
“I wish I had a better answer to that. Truth is, it disgusts me too.”
 
Yeah, so disgusted he joked around with them like they were buddies. “How close can you get me?”
 
“No way. It’s far too dangerous for you alone and I can’t touch this. Everyone in the district has been ordered to stay the hell away.”
 
“I wasn’t asking for your help,” she snapped.
 
Cash snorted. “Of course not, but I’m not dropping you off on the east side alone. We’re a few blocks from the diner. I’ll drop you off there so you can track down your friend to go with you.”
 
“What friend?”
 
“The one with the freaky eyes. That guy is dangerous, don’t tell me he’s not. Take him with you, don’t go alone.”
 
“Fine, okay. Just drop me off behind the building, I can’t be seen with a fucking cop.”
 
“Be careful, Jess,” he warned as he pulled to a stop.
 
Without another word, Jess jumped from the car. She waited until he was gone, then a few beats longer. Once the path was clear, she made her way out to the street, heading east.
 




Chapter 33
Jess walked twenty blocks and then started weaving in and out of every street, making small talk with anyone out on their porch. On the far end of the neighborhood, where Cash had underestimated by quite a bit, she felt eyes on her long before she came upon the man tracking her progress. He watched as she approached and gestured to the sagging steps.
 
“Mind if I sit for a minute?”
 
The man’s blue eyes narrowed as they took her in, making the wrinkles at the outside corners even more pronounced. His hair was dark blonde with just a couple of silver streaks at the temples. She guessed him to be in his late forties, which was pretty old in her experience. She’d never known anyone that made it past mid-fifties. By the time his eyes returned to hers, he’d made his judgment about her and motioned for her to sit.
 
“You’re looking for the lost,” he guessed.
 
Jess lowered herself to the top step and turned to face him. “A friend of mine is missing,” she confirmed.
 
He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes. Too many have been lost. The ghost told me. He only just escaped.”
 
“The ghost?”
 
“The ghost. He got away from the man with the magic wand, but the others were not so lucky.”
 
She was starting to see what Cash was talking about, but just because he was confused, didn’t mean he was wrong. Like most that made it to his age, the guy was starting to crack around the edges a bit. Their world tended to get you one way or another, but Jess knew not to dismiss people so easily.
 
“Do you know where the man with the magic wand is?”
 
The man nodded slowly and looked to the east. “His magic works better on the young. Better, but not well. The ghost was sixteen when he died. Too young.” The man’s voice was so mournful. There was no doubt he believed what he was telling her. She just had to pull out the pieces of truth.
 
“Can you tell me where to find the lost?”
 
His eyes ran her over again. “You are young, but not like them.” His head tilted in contemplation. “Strong though. You don’t want to join the others. They are never the same.”
 
Damn it. She needed him to give her answers not riddles. “I can help them.”
 
“Hope is a dangerous thing.”
 
No shit. Jess stood. “So is giving up. My friend has only been gone a couple of days. There’s still hope for him.”
 
“What is your name, child? I will tell them when they ask the name of the unfortunate soul that had hope.”
 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence. My name is Justice.”
 
The man’s eyes widened and once again he was quiet while he thought it over. “Maybe there is some room for hope in one that sets things right. Be careful of the magic, it’s in the building. It knows, it sees. And don’t forget the man. He is the most dangerous of all.”
 
Jess nodded. “Just tell me where to go.”
 
***
 
The magic building was a simple brick office building five stories high and in good shape. The most magical thing she saw was the employees that went in and out, did so with a small card that they scanned to get the door to unlock. She supposed she could see where the man would get that the building knew things and had eyes if it was reading these electronic keys. She had to admit, she’d never seen anything so fancy in person either.       
 
Her plan was simple and as it was inching into the evening she saw the perfect opportunity. A dark-haired woman exited the building and approached a parked car in the lot next to it.
 
In the hours that Jess had crouched there watching, no one other than those that worked in the building had come or gone. No outcasts, no residents, no dealers, no muggers, it was strangely isolated. Jess knew she couldn’t pass herself off as a random stranger walking by, so she crept as close as she could in the shadows and once the car door was open, she silently moved in to incapacitate her with a simple chokehold from behind. Jess shoved her into the car and then climbed into the driver seat, quickly reorienting herself on the controls, more than grateful that she’d previously had the opportunity to learn how to operate one of these things.
 
After swiping her coat, Jess left the woman in the car several blocks from the building before jogging back, sticking to shadows as much as possible. She freed her hair, letting it hang around her injured face and wrapped the lab coat around her to hide her clothes.
 
The walk to the building was measured and casual, appearing to be in no rush as she scanned the stolen card and pulled the door open. A security guard sat at the desk with his eyes glued to a device. Since she’d scanned a key, he didn’t even look up, enthralled by whatever he was watching. Jess moved quickly over the shiny tiled floor, her steps soft and silent as she made her way through the lobby.                             
 
It took her a few moments to locate stairs, and she climbed all the way up, deciding to start at the top and work her way down. If Zain or Ryker were in this building, she was determined to find them.
 
The top two floors were nothing but dark, empty offices. Whoever normally occupied them was already gone for the day. The third floor was empty labs and record rooms. She hadn’t seen any occupants just yet, but if she could break into the records, maybe she could find out what they were doing.
 
The key card allowed her into the room, and she’d mistakenly expected to see boxes of files like the operations she’d raided in the past. What she found was a desk with a sleek computer and a single stack of files sitting in a tray on the desk. Jess sat and the screen lit up, a rectangular box appeared requesting a password. Yeah, she wasn’t even going to attempt that. Instead, she picked up the top folder and began scanning the pages inside.
 
Half of the pages made no sense to her, short hand writing and compounds, long strange words she’d never heard of. She shook her head and flipped to the next page. This one detailed pre-existing conditions. The subject was approximately thirteen, male, malnourished, dehydrated, evidence of various types of abuse. Marked as a good candidate for serum nine. Her eyes scanned the page glossing over height, weight, and various notes until they snagged on a patient number in a familiar format. 829JBT.
 
She grabbed the next folder, immediately seeking out the number, 830HAL, male, approximate age seventeen, marked for serum six. Scanning through the information, her eyes caught on the final notes on the page. Deceased.
 
Justice slapped the folder closed and grabbed the next, and the next until she felt sick to her stomach. Half of them were dead. Children, all under nineteen, dead. Several were marked at around fourteen or fifteen, she had no idea which folder, if any, was Zains. Jess needed to find him before there was nothing left to find.
 
Justice bolted out the door and down the stairs, coming out on the level below, opening every door she came across until she reached another that required the electronic key. Letting herself in, she followed the halls until more locked doors appeared. Her key didn’t work on these doors, but a small window allowed her a peek inside.
 
The first had a small cot to one side, a toilet and sink on the other, but no occupant. The next room was occupied by a teen. He was curled up in the cot with his back to her, she couldn’t even guess at his age but she tried scanning her key again, and again it didn’t work. Yanking on the handle, she tried to force the door open. That didn’t work either.
 
The kid didn’t even react to her attempts to break his door down. There was no lock to pick, only smooth metal that refused to budge. Shit, she was going to have to find another key.
 
Moving to the next door, she pressed her face to the glass and gasped at the small body shaking on the cot.
 
“No,” the horrified whisper escaped her. Again she tried to force the door open to no avail, but this time the occupant's pained eyes met hers. “Milo.”
 
He began to speak, but the doors were too solid to hear him and his lips were trembling too much for her to make out his words. His bloodshot eyes moved over her shoulder and his lips continued to move. She followed his gaze and met the smiling gray eyes of a thin older man over her shoulder.
 
Jess turned, slipping a knife into her hand. She’d been so distracted seeing Milo that she hadn’t even heard the man sneak up on her but based on his build, he wasn’t much of a threat.
 
“What the fuck did you do to him?” she demanded.
 
“It’s still early, time will tell with that one. How old are you? We don’t get as many girls here”
 
Justice held the knife in front of her, she scanned his body for another key but didn’t see one. “Let him out and I’ll let you live.”
 
“A fighter,” he observed. “Strangely enough, sometimes a strong will helps.” He held up his pen and pointed it at her as if scolding a child. “These doors don’t open with office level keys.”
 
“Yeah, I figured that out,” she retorted flatly. “How about you give me your key.”
 
The man scanned her body, the voracious look in his eye was not remotely sexual, but still highly disturbing. He took his time studying her, completely unconcerned with her knife.
 
What the hell?
 
Justice lurched forward, intending to press the blade to his throat, but a blinding light flashed from the pen and she saw nothing but colorful spots in front of her. She swung the knife anyway, hitting nothing but air.
 
A tiny prick pinched the side of her neck and her limbs immediately grew too heavy to hold up. The door smacked into her back and she slowly slid down as her legs failed her. The spots cleared from her vision in time for her to see the man placing the cap back on his pen that was definitely not a pen.
 
Another man had appeared during her moments of blindness and joined the man standing over her. The new one looked down at her with a frown. “Too old.”
 
“Not that old. And female. We haven’t run enough trials with female subjects.”
 
The new man shrugged and grabbed her ankle, dragging her to the first empty room she’d seen. They both bent over her again and she wished she could punch that hungry look off his face. He tucked the not-pen back into his shirt pocket. Magic wand, she realized too late. Always too late.
 
First, she’d failed Ryker, and now Milo and Zain, too. They would be lost here because she hadn’t even told anyone where she was going. And since she’d purposely alienated the only people that had tried to care about her, she wouldn’t even be missed. They’d just think she disappeared again. Like she always did.
 
“Strip her gear and prep her. Let’s start with serum six.”    
 








Justice Lost

The line between life and death was not one that Justice had expected to straddle when her time had finally come. She’d always imagined that she’d go down fighting in some blaze of glory and snarky commentary. She’d been horribly wrong.
It wasn’t the unending pain that fueled the resentment over her drawn-out death. Living was often just as painful as death, Jess knew that as well as anyone. No, this particular hostility came from the fact that it gave her far too much time to re-live her last months, or worse, her last days. Time to highlight everything she’d done wrong and think about how she’d failed her family, not to mention Zain and Milo. It gave her time to think about the people who had somehow put up with her surly attitude and still wanted to be around her even when she pushed them away. It gave her time to regret.  
It gave her time to realize she was a fucking coward.
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