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Three Months Earlier
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   Let’s get one thing straight. 
 
   I am not a nice person.
 
   I’m not the type of woman who greets her friends with a kiss and a hug—after all, doing so would require actually having friends. I don’t cry at sad movies or books. I don’t give a shit about flowers and cards on my birthday. On the outside, I fake it so people won’t guess that, beneath the pretty eyes and tattoos, I’m hard as ice. I can smile and nod in all the right places if I have to, but I’d rather not.
 
   Like I said, I’m not a nice person.
 
   My name is Verity Guerra and I’m the daughter of the most ruthless mafia don in New York. I was seven years old when I saw my first body. I was sixteen when I first hurt someone badly enough to be hospitalized, and nineteen when I took my first life.
 
   Turns out, it wasn’t to be my last.
 
   I’m standing with a gun in my hand and another at my head. Two women kneel before me—my mother and my sister, both with faces streaked with tears. My mom, still young at forty-two, my sister only seventeen. If I don’t shoot one of them, we all die. Problem is, I’m the one who has to decide who receives the bullet.
 
   How can I?
 
   My mother?
 
   Or my sister?
 
   If I don’t kill one of them, we’re all dead. That’s the deal, and I don’t doubt for a second that the man holding the gun to my head will go through with it. I hate him with a passion, and I consider swinging the weapon around and firing one single bullet in the hope it will kill him, but I know I cannot. He has other men surrounding us, men who are also armed and won’t hesitate to kill us all. If I fire the shot, I’ve sentenced us all to death.
 
   If I make a choice, two of us will live.
 
   We’re in an empty warehouse, harsh, fluorescent lights overhead, a concrete floor beneath my feet. Outside of the warehouse walls, I hear the low drone of the city, the constant background noise of traffic and sirens that is inescapable in New York. Above that are my sister’s quiet sobs, as she kneels with her hands behind her back, her head down, her eyes squeezed shut.
 
   “Please,” my mother begs the man holding the gun to my head. “Don’t do this. They don’t deserve—”
 
   He cuts her off. “Shut up, whore. This is all your fault.” He turns his attention back to me. “Time’s running out, Verity. Tick, tick, tick …”
 
   The muzzle of the weapon he holds jams hard against my temple, and he motions to his men to do the same to my mother and sister. All three of us are going to be shot if I don’t do as he asks.
 
   Choose. Choose between the only two people I actually give a shit about in this world.
 
   My finger is rigid around the trigger, my heart lodged in a tight, painful ball in my throat. I can’t do it, I can’t do it … 
 
   But I must.
 
   “Now, Verity!” he roars at me, and my sister gives a cry of fear.
 
   I’ve always prided myself that my heart is cold. But right now it’s breaking. Not that you can tell from the outside. I haven’t cried since I was a child, and even now my eyes are bone dry, though they burn with unshed tears. I learned a long time ago that crying didn’t get me anywhere, and it wouldn’t do anyone any good now, either.
 
   My hand trembles, causing the weapon to shake. I can’t look at them, can’t stand to see the begging in their eyes. I need to shut myself off from it, take my heart and lock it in a metal box and throw away the key.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say.
 
   And pull the trigger.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hey, asshole,” I shouted across the shit heap I worked in. “Get your goddamned feet off the bar.”
 
   The redneck in the cut-off jacket blew me a kiss, but removed his feet. I was amazed he’d gotten them up there in the first place, considering the amount he’d been drinking. I should have probably cut him off, but I couldn’t be bothered with the fight I knew he’d give me.
 
   With a sigh, I wiped off the shiny mahogany surface with a damp rag and collected a couple of empties. One of the regulars motioned to me for a refill, so I poured him another shot. Cigarette smoke filled the air. No one was supposed to smoke in public areas anymore, but the patrons here never took any notice of that rule. It wasn’t as though the police even cared. In this backward little town, they were probably more bent than the perps they arrested.
 
   “Hey, Johnny,” I called out to my boss, a guy in his mid-forties, who was also working alongside me that night. “Mind if I take my break?”
 
   “Sure thing, Viola,” he yelled back over the music and raucous laughter coming from a group of guys near the pool table.
 
   “Hey, I told you not to call me that. It’s Vee, remember?”
 
   Viola. Ugh. The name made me want to puke. It was from Shakespeare. I didn’t know if whoever chose my name was trying to be funny, but I was about as far from being Shakespearean as it was possible to get. Some people in the program were allowed to keep their first names, and sometimes even their initials, but it was considered too dangerous for me to do so.
 
   I grabbed a drink and headed out through the back of the bar and out into the alleyway behind. The unpleasant tang of stale alcohol, mixed with a hint of old urine, filled my nostrils. The alleyway was shrouded in darkness apart from the light which illuminated the rear of the building, and the light from the streetlights at the far end. To my left were a number of large industrial trashcans, the cool of the night preventing them from adding to the not-so-lovely aroma of piss and booze in the air. At the end of the alley, the street brightened, and I watched as several vehicles drove by on the main street, only catching glimpses of them as they did so. Female laughter sounded, and then a young couple passed by, arm in arm, and vanished again, unaware of me watching them walk by.
 
   I dropped onto the step leading down to the ground from the back door and took a swig of my drink—straight bourbon which burned a fiery path down the inside of my throat and then settled to warm my stomach. I drank most of the time, but managed to get it to a level where the pain was dulled, but I was still able to function like a normal human being—well on the outside, anyway. I wasn’t stupid. I was perfectly aware the alcohol was my way of coping with the disaster my life had always been, but it had been made so much worse since that day. I tried to exist with the memory of what I did. That was the best I could do, but I’d never go on to live a normal life. How could I? I was haunted by the knowledge I killed someone I loved, and it wasn’t something I’d ever get over. I was broken inside, and I couldn’t be fixed.
 
   It didn’t matter anyway. I just needed to make it through the next few months in order to get my revenge. After that, I could die and no one would care. Especially not me.
 
   A scrape sounded from the opposite end of the alley, tearing me from my thoughts, making all my muscles stiffen. I held my breath, my ears straining, and I peered into the night.
 
   Was someone up there, hiding in the dark?
 
   I leaned forward, my ass already growing numb from sitting on the cold stoop. “Hello?”
 
   I didn’t get any response—I wasn’t really expecting one—but I couldn’t shift the certainty that someone was out there, watching me. 
 
   Narrowing my eyes, I began to rise from my position on the step …
 
   Sudden movement came from behind me, from the rear exit of the bar, making me jump. I twisted slightly to see who it was. I figured it was most likely Johnny coming to call me in early from my break. Perhaps the bar had suddenly filled up, but instead, the redneck I’d shouted at came stumbling through.
 
   “If you’re looking for the bathrooms,” I told him, “they’re back there.”
 
   He gave me a grin, exposing bad teeth. He was probably twice my age, in his forties, at least. “Nah, sweetheart.  I came looking for you. Figured you could use some company.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Fuck off, dude. I’m seriously not interested.”
 
   His already lined forehead wrinkled in disbelief. “Huh?”
 
   “You heard me. Go back to the bar. You’re interrupting my break.”
 
   He scowled. “Did anyone ever tell you that you ain’t got no manners?”
 
   Slowly, I got to my feet. “I’m sorry, you must be confusing me with someone who gives a shit.”
 
   He took another step toward me. “I should teach you some good behavior, little lady. I think you need to be taken in hand.”
 
   His threat simmered in the air between us, and I stared at him, every muscle in my body poised to react.
 
   He took another step.
 
   I moved quickly, reaching down the front of my scoop neck t-shirt and plucking the knife from the sheath which had been pressed against my solar plexus, the belt clip attached to the center portion of my bra. I brandished the wickedly sharp five-inch blade between us, my shoulders squared. I would have liked to have carried larger, but that was impossible without it being noticeable—I knew, because I’d already tried. A gun would have been even better, but I certainly wasn’t going to get a license to carry, and the cops were on my back too much to allow me to purchase a weapon illegally. Besides, I had no contacts here—something that was done deliberately—so I had to make do.
 
   His eyes flicked down to the knife. “What the fuck, you crazy bitch!”
 
   I leveled my cool gaze to his. “Come another step closer and I’ll stick this in your fat stomach and gut you like the pig you are.”
 
   His face turned puce, his eyes bulging in outrage. “I’m going to tell Johnny his new barmaid just threatened to stab me. I’ve been coming to this bar since before you could walk.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s a good reason not to hit on a woman who is young enough to be your kid. Now turn around and go back into that bar, and keep your fucking mouth shut. If you tell Johnny, there’ll be no reason for me not to wait on some dark corner for you to come stumbling out of the bar, drunk and unable to defend yourself.”
 
   He stared at me again, perhaps wondering if I was serious. Then he shook his head and turned around to head back into the bar, muttering ‘crazy bitch’ as he went.
 
   I exhaled a sigh through my nose. 
 
   I didn’t think he was going to tell my boss about what I’d done, or threatened to do. It wasn’t as though I had any love for my job, but I needed things to stay as normal as possible—at least from the outside. I didn’t need the money, as such. The housing was paid for, and I was paid a ‘salary’ for being here, and would be for the next few months, but I couldn’t just sit around the house all day. I’d literally either drive myself crazy or I’d drink myself into an early grave. Plus, there was someone I was trying to avoid back at the new house we had to call home, and I didn’t think she particularly wanted to see me either. Not that I blamed her.
 
   Picking up my empty glass, I headed back inside to finish up the final hour of my shift. From the way Johnny didn’t fire me the moment he saw me, and how the guy who’d come after me sat sullenly at the end of the bar, avoiding eye contact with me, I hazarded a guess that he’d not spilled the beans about the knife which was now firmly repositioned in the sheath between my bra and my tits.
 
   Looked like I’d get to finish my shift after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   That overweight jerk in the leather cut just saved her life.
 
   I wondered if she had any idea she should have been thanking him instead of threatening to stab him in the gut.
 
   My muscles had seized from sitting in the same place for too long while I’d waited for her to appear, and as I’d risen from my crouch beside the industrial trashcans, my legs hadn’t worked as quickly as they should and my foot had scuffed the ground. I’d silently cursed myself, and seconds later she’d called out, ‘hello.’ I’d lifted the muzzle of my silenced weapon, about to put a bullet in her pretty little head, when the man walked out. I’d been told to keep this clean—absolutely no witnesses and no trail of dead bodies. I’d needed to make it look as though she’d just vanished while on her break. I had ways of making sure a body never showed up again.
 
   I’d been about to take the shot, but then he’d exited the bar behind her, and so I’d lowered my weapon. Time, for the moment, was on my side, and I wasn’t going to make a stupid mistake just because I’d felt rushed. 
 
   It was only the appearance of the guy that had stopped me—at least, that was what I kept telling myself. I’d been about to fire the shot, but I had to admit the long, silky black hair she had pulled up into a ponytail, combined with the sleeve tattoo she had running down one slender arm, and the almond shaped dark eyes, may have caused me to pause. I’d seen photographs allowing me to identify her, but none of the photos had done justice to the woman I’d been watching sitting on the steps while she knocked back some kind of hard liquor. Then the guy had arrived, and I’d almost been happy about the interruption. I hadn’t left, though. I’d remained, watching her.
 
   When she’d pulled the knife and told him she’d gut him like a pig, I’d smiled, actually smiled … 
 
   Well, my version of a smile. I wasn’t a smiley type of guy.
 
   “Uh-uh, X,” I told myself. “Watch yourself, buddy.”
 
   Something about this woman fascinated me.
 
   It was a shame I’d have to put a bullet in her head.
 
   When I was happy she’d gone back into the bar and wouldn’t be coming out any time soon, I left the alleyway to go to my car. I’d parked the vehicle several blocks away, as was my habit, so it wouldn’t be recognized and linked with anyone’s disappearance or death. 
 
   Dressed all in black, I moved quickly and almost silently through the streets of the small town. This wasn’t in my original plan, but I believed in being flexible. It was part of what made me good at my job, the ability to bend with whatever conditions landed unexpectedly in my path.
 
   It was always disappointing when things didn’t go quite to plan, but in this case it didn’t matter that I hadn’t been able to complete my job at the bar.
 
   I knew where she lived.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I opened the door to the small, single story house, moving slowly and quietly, as though I were a teenager sneaking home past her curfew.
 
   I never knew what her mood would be—she was either sullen and ignoring me, or else furious and hating me with every inch of her body. Not that I blamed her. I felt the same way about myself.
 
   The first two weeks of our relocation into the Witness Protection Program had been the worst. The U.S. Marshals had driven us to the clearinghouse in a van with blacked out windows, while we huddled down, on opposites sides of the vehicle, staying away from each other, or at least, her staying away from me. We had two weeks of orientation where we were locked in a room, kept away from any other families who might also be staying at the house, so we didn’t run the risk of bumping into each other and exposing the other people at a later date. We were offered psychological counseling, not just because of what we’d been through, but also because of the trauma of upending our lives. We had to practice writing our new names, though they were kept as close to our original names as possible.
 
   My sister, Nicole, was now legally known as Nicolette, but it meant I still got to call her Nickie.
 
   She didn’t call me anything at all, if she could help it.
 
   I entered the house hoping to go straight to my room. I knew Nickie didn’t want to see me, but I didn’t want to see her, either. Every time I looked at her, I could see the blood splatters across one side of her face, how she’d turned, wide-eyed with horror, as our mother had slowly toppled to the ground.
 
   She’d run to Mom and sobbed over her body with great, keening wails. Then she’d jumped to her feet and rushed at me, screaming.
 
   I hadn’t done anything to try to protect myself. I’d just crumpled to my knees and sat on my heels, staring at the body of the woman who’d been my mother, while my sister beat me over my head with her fists.
 
   The bourbon had left my throat dry, so instead of heading straight to bed, I went into the kitchen to grab a glass of water. While I was there, I figured I might as well chase it with another shot of something. The alcohol helped me to sleep, and if I was lucky, it kept the dreams away as well.
 
   I turned on the faucet and, foregoing the glass, stuck my mouth beneath the flow of water instead, gulping it down. Then I found the bottle I stashed beneath the sink and unscrewed the top. I placed the rim to my lips and took a couple of long, deep swallows before pulling it away and screwing the cap back on. I hid it back beneath the sink, behind the bottles of bleach and floor cleaner, which I knew Nickie would never use in a million years.
 
   As I turned, I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye.
 
   Reacting rather than thinking, I yanked the knife back out from the sheath between my breasts and brandished it.
 
   My sister stepped into view, her arms folded across her chest, her dark eyes—eyes so like my own—alighting on the knife with a cool gaze.  
 
   “Are you going to kill me, too?” she snapped, her head tilted slightly to one side, her nostrils flared in anger.
 
   I breathed out, slowly, and placed the knife back in the sheath. “Don’t be ridiculous, Nickie. You scared the shit out of me. I was bound to react, you know, considering.”
 
   “Considering you’re a murderous bitch, you mean.”
 
   “Nickie …” I warned.
 
   “What? Seriously. What are you going to do about me calling you a bitch? Nothing, that’s what.”
 
   “I’d never hurt you.”
 
   “Why? Because we’ve got the U.S. Marshals breathing down our necks, and you know that’ll get you sent straight to jail, where you’ll be found and killed yourself.”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t hurt you because I love you.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “Didn’t stop you before.”
 
   I stared down at the floor, willing the boiling anger inside me to reduce to a simmer. I knew she was pushing me on purpose, but I couldn’t rise to it. We needed each other, even if she did hate me. I couldn’t leave her in this whole new world by herself. She was only seventeen. But I also couldn’t allow her to go back to our old lives. Doing so, I was sure, would mean her death. Even if it didn’t happen immediately, someone would catch up to her and they’d find a reason to kill her.
 
   “I’m tired,” I said eventually. “I’m going to bed, and I suggest you do the same. You’ve got school tomorrow.”
 
   She shrugged. “Big deal. If our cover gets blown, we’ll only end up in another town with new identifications again. I’ll get them to change my grades then.” 
 
   I bit the inside of my lip to stop myself from replying.
 
   Something caused my attention to be drawn to the kitchen window. Only darkness lay beyond, but I narrowed my eyes and stepped closer. Maybe it was just Nickie talking about our cover being blown, but I was filled with the sudden certainty that someone had been watching us through the window. A shiver shuddered down my spine, and I quickly went to the window and pulled the blinds shut, blocking off the outside world from view. It wasn’t like me to get spooked, even after everything I’d been through.
 
   Nickie was watching me. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
   I left the kitchen, brushing past her as I did so. I knew she’d hate that I hadn’t risen to her jibes. I felt I’d won that round, but I couldn’t imagine a time when she and I would ever be friends. She’d never forgive me for what I’d done. 
 
   I had a hole inside of me, this great, gaping wound that would never heal. I felt nauseated all the time, like I wanted to peel off my own skin and scrub away at the filth inside. I wanted to escape myself and run away, but at the same time I wanted to sink deeper and deeper into my self-loathing in order to punish myself. I didn’t deserve Nickie’s forgiveness, not that I would ever ask for it. I’d never forgive myself. It was like being stuck in the middle of a nightmare and knowing I’d never wake up.
 
   A big part of me wished I didn’t have to worry about her. My life would be a hell of a lot easier if I didn’t have to take care of my sister as well. I could be as hedonistic as I wanted, drinking myself into unconsciousness every night, getting into fights if the urge took me, sleeping with unsuitable men. My time on this planet was already numbered, and as soon as I had done what needed to be done, I wouldn’t have any other reason to be here.
 
   But I had Nickie.
 
   I always told myself I didn’t give a shit about anything. I guessed she was the exception.
 
   I took a quick shower to cleanse off the stench of the bar and booze from my skin, before slipping beneath the sheets. But the memory of feeling like someone had been watching me clung to me like an aura, and I kept my knife close by, within fingers’ reach, just in case.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I’d followed her home.
 
   I had an uncanny knack of not being noticed, but twice today this woman had seemed to sense my presence. I didn’t think I’d made any kind of noticeable noise, perhaps the faintest of scuffs back at the bar, but nothing major considering the general hum of the town and music and voices from the bar. I certainly hadn’t made any kind of noise here when she’d moved to pull down the window blinds.
 
   Sometimes people came along who were just more perceptive than others. I couldn’t pretend it didn’t make this fierce young woman with the angry dark eyes and tattoos even more interesting, but I wouldn’t let it sway me. I had a job to do, and it was only on the rarest of occasions that I wasn’t able to complete my assignment.
 
   My mind tried to pull me toward the previous fuck-up, but I pushed the thoughts away, not wanting to think about it.
 
   Failing on this one would get me killed.
 
   I remained, hidden in the bushes, watching the house as she moved around it, locking doors and windows before switching off the lights and plunging the rooms into darkness. I wondered how she felt about the dark. Was it something she embraced, as I did, as something to be hidden within and go unnoticed, or did it leave her unnerved, wondering what might be hidden within it shadowy folds?
 
   The locked windows and doors didn’t trouble me. A simple cutter was enough to take a ring of glass out of a window or door, and allow me to slip my hand through and either flick a catch or relieve the lock of a key. People were always leaving keys sticking out of locks of doors and windows on the inside of their homes. Why they thought something as fragile as a piece of glass was enough to keep them safe, I had no idea. 
 
   I needed to wait until I could be certain they were both asleep. The average person fell asleep within twenty minutes, but this young woman was not of the average mentality. She had plenty of worries to keep her awake at night, even though we were now in the early hours of the morning. Because of this, I’d give her a little extra time. I wanted to make sure she was in a deep sleep before I entered the property. This whole thing needed to be quick and quiet, and I couldn’t have her waking up and fighting back.
 
   I didn’t mind waiting. I’d sat in one place for more than a day before, waiting for a mark to return. I was a patient person, and I didn’t have anywhere else I needed to be.
 
   During these periods of waiting, I found myself going into a kind of meditation. I was able to zone out and draw myself inward, while also being hyperaware of my surroundings. These were moments of contemplation, often about the position I’d found myself in. I’d never thought at the age of twenty-eight, I’d be living a nomadic lifestyle as a hired gun.
 
   When I’d been younger, I’d gone into law enforcement. I’d been filled with a righteous anger and had told myself that was what had fueled my decisions, but, looking back, I thought I used the gun and badge as a disguise, a mask over who I really was. It was my way of being able to walk around in broad daylight without anyone being suspicious of who or what I was. Turned out, however, having a gun placed in my hand hadn’t been a good thing. I enjoyed killing, and I was good at it. I took out a couple of bad guys on a number of occasions—one of whom had been unarmed—and the next thing I knew I was pulled up on suspension. But I couldn’t seem to stop myself. I’d killed again—a drug runner this time, a guy using young girls to move packets of heroin inside their bodies. The packets regularly sprung leaks, killing the girls, but this guy seemed to get away with everything. So I’d shot him, point blank in the head, and had taken deep satisfaction in doing so.
 
   Unfortunately, my Sergeant hadn’t agreed, and, because of my previous suspension, I’d found myself off the force. Even this hadn’t bothered me. By that point I’d pretty much discovered I wasn’t built for law enforcement. But what my time on the force did was create some excellent contacts. My love of killing, and my cold brutality about the act, had gotten me noticed by the right—or perhaps wrong, depending on your point of view—people, and, when I’d found myself out of a job, they offered me a substantial amount of cash to continue doing what I loved. I wasn’t stupid. I took my new job gladly.
 
   That was five years ago now, and I hadn’t looked back. I’d had to be more careful about keeping my identity under wraps; my full name, Xavier Creed, wasn’t known by anyone. Instead, I was known as only a solitary letter.
 
   X.
 
   People hired me when they wanted dangerous people dead. I wouldn’t kill just because someone had pissed someone else off. A cheating wife, for example, would be way off limits. But the people I knew had normally done crimes far more heinous than a little adultery.
 
   Take this girl, for example. She might have been beautiful, young, and most definitely female, but that didn’t make her innocent. She was a killer, too, just like me. Her being a woman made me uneasy, though. I’d only ever been paid to take out men before, and even though I’d been told what she’d done, I couldn’t shake the feeling that deep down a part of me didn’t want to go through with it.
 
   Then I reminded myself of her crimes, and remembered that having tits and a pussy shouldn’t automatically make someone the weaker sex.
 
   Her sister, however, that girl was innocent, or at least was for the moment. I didn’t know how she’d grown up in the family she had and remained that way, but that was the truth of it. I suspected the older girl had gone some way to protect her, and by killing her, I would have removed that protection, but I wasn’t going to start thinking about people’s futures. They had nothing to do with me.
 
   Movement across the other side of the yard instantly pulled me from my thoughts. I stiffened, my ears straining as I peered into the darkness. The sound had been too big and stealthy to belong to an animal. An urban fox didn’t worry about the noise it made while rustling through the trash. This had had the definite feel of something that had made an unwanted sound and was now frozen, waiting to check it hadn’t been heard.
 
   As I sat, watching, two figures emerged from the bushes, and, crouching low, ran to the back door of the house.
 
   What the hell?
 
   I definitely hadn’t expected anyone else to be around.
 
   I watched the two men work at something at the back door, and tried to decide.
 
   What would be my next move?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   Something woke me.
 
   I burst from sleep, instantly alert, sitting upright in bed. My heart thumped and I listened hard, trying to figure out what had disturbed me. 
 
   Was Nickie awake? Had she gone to the bathroom, and that was what had woken me? It was a reasonable assumption, but my instincts told me it was something else, and I’d come to rely on my instincts pretty well over the past twenty-two years. 
 
   Without moving the rest of my body, conscious of not making a sound, I slipped my hand beneath my pillow and wrapped my fingers around the hilt of my knife. I withdrew it slowly, keeping my eyes fixed on the closed bedroom door. Nicole’s bedroom was farther down the hall, but if there was an intruder, they’d have to pass my room before they reached hers. Unless they’d already passed mine, of course, and that had been what had woken me. 
 
   Assuming I was right, and there was someone in the house, they would expect me to emerge from the bedroom door and would be ready for me. I didn’t want to do what was expected. 
 
   Holding the knife, I slipped out of bed and went to the window. The house was all on one level, so the bedroom window led out onto the yard. I kept a spare back door key on a chain around my neck, just in case. I wasn’t the type of person to hide a spare key outside of my house—knowing how easily it could be found—and I didn’t have anyone I could leave a spare with. 
 
   If someone was inside the house, I’d be able to come at them from an angle they wouldn’t be expecting. If no one was in the house, I’d be having myself a nice little stroll around my yard at three in the morning, for no reason whatsoever. 
 
   I always slept in a tank top and shorts, and I kept the window well oiled so it wouldn’t squeak when I opened it. Yeah, I was completely paranoid, but I had every reason to be.
 
   I braced myself and lifted the sash and propped it open. Then I pulled my body through, thankful for my tall, slender figure, and swung my leg over to drop quietly onto the lawn outside.
 
   Ducking low, and keeping close to the side of the house, I ran around the perimeter. There were no unexpected vehicles parked outside, nothing that would alert me to any intruders. I made my way around to the back of the house. 
 
   I stopped, my breath catching. In the small window beside the back door, a hole had been cut in the glass, a perfect circle. And not only that, it seemed I wouldn’t need my key, as the door was already ajar.
 
   Fuck.
 
   My suspicions had already been confirmed. Someone was in the house, and I didn’t think they were there to do anything good. My first thought went to my sister, sleeping peacefully and unaware of the danger. How much time had passed since I’d first woken—two minutes, more? Enough time for someone to be killed, that was for sure. I felt woefully underprepared with only my knife gripped between my fingers. If the person was armed, which they most probably would be, I didn’t think the blade would do much good.
 
   Moving on my tiptoes, I slipped through the gap in the door and into the back hallway.
 
   Thwack, thwack!
 
   The unmistakable sound of a gun with a silencer firing two shots.
 
   I froze, my stomach dropping, fear and horror clutching at my throat. I was too late. I hadn’t been quick enough. Those bullets must have been meant for Nickie—there was no one else in the house.
 
   A painful lump in my throat made it hard to swallow. My eyes remained sore but dry. I was focused only on one thing now—gutting the son-of-a-bitch who had murdered my sister. There was time for grief later. Right now, a red haze of rage had taken hold, and I wanted to sink the blade of my knife into bone and flesh, and scream with the bastard as he died. 
 
   But as I turned right down the hallway, toward where our bedrooms were located, I drew to a shocked halt.
 
   A man was standing in the hallway, his back to me. At his feet lay two bodies, sprawled out on the threadbare nylon carpet. He was looking down at them, his head bent slightly, elongating a strong neck, his hair cropped short at the nape. A black shirt was stretched across his broad shoulders. His gun was held loosely at his side.
 
   Who the fuck was that?
 
   A second thought went through my head—my sister might be all right.
 
   This strange man may very well have saved my sister from being murdered, but I also didn’t believe he was in my house for any good reason. He’d entered through a door which had been opened illegally, and he’d brought a gun into my house. No, the dead men must have wished us harm, but I suspected so did this man.
 
   I didn’t plan on standing around and waiting to see if he killed one of us. I needed to act.
 
   Securing my grip around the knife, I edged forward. If he swung the gun on me, I’d be dead. If Nickie woke up and came out of her room, she’d die, too.
 
   I needed to take this guy out before anything else happened, though I had no idea what I’d do with the two dead men on the floor afterward.
 
   My breath was caught in my chest, too terrified to exhale in case the man heard me. Even my heartbeat sounded too loud, and I was amazed he couldn’t hear it pounding, sending blood rushing through my veins like a waterfall.
 
   I wanted him dead, but something made me pause. These men had been sent after us, that much was clear, but by who? I could hazard what I believed would be a fairly accurate guess, but why had this guy killed the other two? He had either betrayed them for some reason, or else they hadn’t been together at all and I had two separate groups of people after me.
 
   Or after Nickie.
 
   Each situation was as plausible as the other. I needed to know the truth if I was going to protect myself and my sister.
 
   The only person who could possibly go some way to answering my questions was the asshole I was currently stalking with my knife.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   From my position in the bushes, I had watched the two men steal into the house. I found a strange amusement in them opening the back door in exactly the way I had planned. But I couldn’t let them continue. I didn’t know what they were doing, but from the fact I hadn’t been warned about the possibility of their presence, I had to assume they hadn’t been placed here by the man I was currently working for.
 
   This caused me a problem. Yes, they might do my job for me, but they might also kill the sister, or do something even worse to her, which would be difficult for me to explain. It wouldn’t go down well if I said I’d stood by and done nothing. There were some people you didn’t want to piss off in the world, and the man I was working for was one of them. 
 
   Plus, something about the idea of these strangers going into the tattooed woman’s home and killing her while I stood out here twisted something deep inside me. I needed her to be dead, but I didn’t like the thought of another man doing the job. I wanted that intimacy for myself, wanted to look into her eyes, touch her skin, inhale her scent. Yes, I’d promised myself it would be quick, and I’d have done it in her sleep so she wouldn’t have had time to fight back, but now I discovered I wanted more. I wanted to experience just a little part of her, and these two guys looked like they intended to take that away from me.
 
   I waited until the men had entered the house, and then slipped in behind them, moving as silently as possible. I held my weapon at my side, my finger on the trigger, ready to fire at a moment’s notice. The silencer had been attached, though it never made a gunshot completely silent. When I killed the two men, it was bound to wake at least one of the inhabitants of the house, and then I would have to deal with the fallout. It wasn’t ideal, but what other choice did I have? I couldn’t bring myself to walk away, not now.
 
   From my research, I knew the bedrooms were positioned down the other end of the house, and no one had emerged from them yet. Had the dark haired woman with the tattoos heard anything, or was she still sleeping soundly?
 
   I couldn’t let the two men find out.
 
   The other men were focused on the rooms up ahead, their weapons drawn and pointed in front of them. Like me, they were completely dressed in black. They were so focused on what was ahead, that they hadn’t noticed me approaching from behind.
 
   Moving quickly and almost silently, I got as close as I could, only a matter of ten feet away—the optimal distance to make the shots the first time, while not getting close enough for them to hear me. I lifted my gun and shot the guy on the right first, directly into the back of his skull, and then turned my weapon on the next guy and pulled the trigger. He had enough time to start to turn toward me before the bullet lodged in his brain. The first man had already fallen forward, hitting the floor with a thump. Because of the way he’d been turning, the second man fell at an angle, so he landed on top of his comrade, both sprawled, the shape of their two bodies creating an X. 
 
   I smiled to myself at that.
 
   I was contemplating the pattern when the faintest of sounds came from behind me. It could have been the movement of the breeze from the back door, or a bubble of air in the house’s pipes. But I knew someone was there.
 
   Spinning around, I prepared myself to shoot, expecting to find a colleague of one of the men I had just killed. I blinked in surprise at the empty hallway, but then I realized I’d been wrong.
 
   Like a coiled snake, she darted up at me, the glint of metal in her hand, and then, before I’d even managed to fire a shot, I found a large knife protruding from my forearm, which she then pulled down in a vicious yank. My fingers involuntarily pulled inward, like a dying crab, and then sprang open again. The gun fell to the floor. I lifted my other hand to sideswipe her, but she was fast. She ducked again, wrenching the knife from the flesh in my forearm, and then sinking the blade into my thigh. Instinctively, I bent to clutch at the knife and prevent her doing any more damage, but she wiggled it in just the right place and my leg gave out from beneath me.
 
   I found myself lying on the floor, only a matter of feet from the two men I’d killed myself. I managed to get a swipe in, aiming a punch for her face in order to knock her unconscious, but she jerked back and grabbed the knife again, wrenching it out of my thigh. I bit down against a cry of pain as she grabbed my gun from the floor.
 
   “You should be thankful that blade didn’t slice you a couple of inches to the left,” she hissed.
 
   I glanced down at the wound not far from my crotch, and my still intact cock. Yes, thank God. Even if I was going to die, I would like to die with my dick still attached.
 
   “What are you going—” I started to say, but she shushed me and put her finger to her lips. 
 
   “I don’t want my sister to wake up. If she does, the shit is going to hit the fan, so keep your goddamned voice down.”
 
   “How’s she still sleeping?” I whispered back, not wanting to push this woman. She looked crazed, in her little tank top  and shorts, with a gun in one hand and a knife in the other. Her long, almost black hair was loose and fell in a silken curtain around her shoulders, and her tattoos looked like patterned shadows in the dim light. I didn’t want to push her. I needed to play things right if I was going to get out of this. She wasn’t a professional, and she’d take her guard off me at some point. When she did, she’d regret the two knife wounds currently seeping blood into the cheap carpet beneath me.
 
   “I’m going to bleed out here if you don’t do something,” I said, keeping my voice low.
 
   Her eyes narrowed at me. “So? I already have two dead bodies to deal with. Adding a third isn’t going to make a difference. I’m going to guess you being in my house at three in the morning, holding a gun, wasn’t you coming to make me breakfast in bed.”
 
   I couldn’t exactly argue with her. 
 
   “I was protecting you,” I said instead. “From those guys.”
 
   She snorted. “Sure, you were. Now wait here one minute. If you try to drag yourself out of the house, I’ll remove that little dangly thing between your legs I’m sure you’re so fond of.”
 
   “Hey, less of the little,” I managed to croak, and received a closed-lipped, sarcastic smile in response.
 
   She was right, I was fond of my cock, and I preferred it to remain attached to my body. I could drag myself along the floor, with my one good arm and good leg, but she’d stop me before I could make any distance. I also didn’t doubt her honesty about being prepared to cut off my dick. I’d been told about the things she’d done in the past, and I knew she had it in her.
 
   She approached the two dead men and picked up the guns they had dropped when I’d shot them. Stepping back over me, her arms filled with weapons, she vanished from the hallway. I took a moment to look around for anything I could use as a weapon. But the space was completely bare—no furniture, or even framed pictures hung on the walls. Pain lanced through me as I twisted toward the bodies of the two men I had killed. There was a chance they would have additional weapons on them—perhaps guns in ankle holsters. Working quickly, I dragged myself toward the nearest one, reached out to the foot clad in a shiny black boot, and trying to get a hold of the bottom of his pants leg.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
   I turned back to her voice, and found the weapon—which used to belong to me—pointed at my head.
 
   I thought quickly. “Just wondered if they had any I.D. on them.”
 
   “Why would they have I.D.?”
 
   I shrugged. “They might, and then it would give you an idea who sent them.”
 
   “And who sent you?” she asked.
 
   I locked eyes with her, and she stared right back, unflinching.
 
   “I think you probably know that already. And if I don’t call this in and tell him the job has been done, he’s only going to send someone else after you.”
 
   I could see I’d gotten her thinking by the way her gaze slipped away from mine. But she stormed up to me, and before I could tell what was happening, she’d grabbed my useless arm and dragged it together with the other, then wrapped my wrists in thick black duct tape. 
 
   “At least it goes with my outfit,” I quipped.
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped back, and slapped a piece of the tape across my mouth.
 
   She moved to my feet. I considered lifting my uninjured leg and attempting to kick her hard enough in the head to knock her unconscious, but she still held the gun, albeit not as firmly as before, wedged under her arm as she worked the tape, pulling a length of it free long enough to wrap around my legs. I clenched my teeth against the pain every time she moved me, agony shooting down both my leg and arm. I’d meant what I’d said to her about bleeding out, but she didn’t seem to care too much about that at the moment. I couldn’t say I blamed her.
 
   With me secure, she went to a door in the wall—the cellar, I guessed.
 
   She opened it and reached in to flick on the light. This was where I was going to end up. I took some solace in the fact she’d bound my arms and legs. It meant she didn’t intend to kill me right away, so this bought me some time.
 
   I wasn’t a massive guy, but I had fifty pounds on her, easily. But she grabbed hold of my feet and put her back into it, dragging me toward the open doorway. A set of wooden steps leading downward lay beyond. She’d never be able to carry me down there.
 
   Turned out, she didn’t plan to. When she’d hauled me through the doorway and to the top of the stairs, she used her foot and gave me a good shove.
 
   I teetered, my whole body tensed for impact, though that was probably the worst thing I could do. I remembered reading about small children who survived big falls simply because they were so floppy, and so, despite the blinding pain caused by the knife wounds, I forced my body to go loose.
 
   The young woman reached out with her foot and gave me one final shove.
 
   I moved in a roll, my wrists and ankles taped together. I smacked the back of my head and then the front, hit my cut thigh and then my arm. Everything hurt, so I couldn’t distinguish one injury from the other. I flipped over and over, thump, thump, thump, down each step.
 
   Finally, I came to a rest at the bottom. I was lucky I hadn’t broken my neck. Fuck, this girl might just be crazier than I was.
 
   Then I became aware of movement behind me. I didn’t have time to process what had happened before something heavy but soft thudded down the stairs after me. The thing landed on top of me, a weighted mass pressing down. Then a second thing followed, also landing on top of me. The weight was so great, it threatened to crush the air from my lungs. Only my hands trapped beneath me allowed any breathing space between myself and the floor.
 
   She’d thrown the bodies of the two men down on top of me, so I now lay beneath the two hit men I had killed.
 
   A trickle of unease spread through me. 
 
   Just what had I gotten myself into?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   “Vee?”
 
   My sister’s voice came from behind her bedroom door, nerves causing it to quiver. The sound of me lugging the men’s bodies and throwing them into the cellar must have woken her.
 
   I paused, looking down into the cellar at the bundle of bodies at the bottom of the stairs, and then reached in and flicked off the light, plunging the one who was still alive into darkness. He wouldn’t be going anywhere with his feet and hands bound, and the weight of two dead men on top of him. I’d shoved my new cache of guns onto one of the shelves in the nook beside the cellar door, and I hoped she wouldn’t see them there. It was too late to hide them somewhere else now.
 
   “It’s okay, Nickie. Everything is fine,” I called back.
 
   She’d grown up in the same household I had, and knew when something was going on that you shouldn’t open the door to. Things were different here, but her seventeen years of training hadn’t changed overnight, and so she remained hidden in her room.
 
   Softly, I shut the cellar door, and then walked down the hallway toward her bedroom.
 
   “Do we need to call the Marshals?” she called out.
 
   I approached her door and knocked gently. I pushed it open and found her standing in the middle of the room, looking young and afraid, pulling down the oversized t-shirt she wore with one hand to cover her thighs.
 
   “It’s nothing. It’s been taken care of.”
 
   “Vee, please tell me.”
 
   The attitude she’d given me only a few hours ago had vanished, and my heart softened at the sight of her. I didn’t like that. I couldn’t afford to go soft, not now, not any time. I could keep myself alive, but it was her I worried about.  
 
   I didn’t want her to end up like me.
 
   “Seriously, Nickie, I’ve taken care of it. You can go back to bed.”
 
   Her gaze drifted down and alighted on my clothes and hands. Her eyes widened. “Where did the blood come from?”
 
   I glanced down to see red streaked across the front of my tank top and on my fingers. In the dim light, with only moonlight coming through the windows, the amount of blood didn’t look as bad as it was. I quickly wiped my hands off on the seat of my shorts. 
 
   “A bird got into the house,” I said. “It was disoriented and flew into a window and broke its neck. I cleaned up the mess, but it was pretty gruesome. You wouldn’t want to see it.”
 
   Her nose wrinkled. “A bird? In the middle of the night?”
 
   I shrugged. “Like I said, it was disoriented.”
 
   “It must have been a big fucking bird.”
 
   “It was a massive crow. Just go back to bed. You’ve got school in a couple of hours.”
 
   She didn’t believe me about the crow, but she also knew not to ask too many questions. All too often, she didn’t like the answer. With a sigh, she turned away from me and got back into bed, but remained sitting up, the bedcovers pulled up over her knees.
 
   I backed out of the room and gently shut the door, but remained standing there, listening to see if she’d get back out of bed.
 
   I figured I’d better do something about the hole in the window beside the back door before she did. If I put a plant pot up against it, she wouldn’t notice, but then I remembered that greenery and I didn’t exactly get along, and plant pots weren’t something I had many of. I knew she wouldn’t go down into the cellar. She hated the place—said it reminded her of too many horror movies. I couldn’t say I blamed her. It certainly looked like a scene out of a horror movie now that it was full of dead bodies—and one not so dead body.
 
   I needed her to go back to sleep so I could go down into the cellar and uncover the guy I still had alive. As much as I’d be happy if he was dead, I needed him to answer some questions, and I didn’t think he’d be too good at doing so if he suffocated under the weight of the other two men.
 
   From behind the door, I heard the creak of Nickie’s bed springs, signaling her lying down and getting comfortable. 
 
   Was the guy right? Would other people be sent after us? How long had he been given to do the job of killing us? Was it hours or days? I was painfully aware of the window in Nickie’s bedroom and how defenseless she was. What if someone crept in while I was down in the cellar and slaughtered her in her bed? How would I ever forgive myself?
 
   I wouldn’t, I decided. I’d kill myself, too, before I considered living with that.
 
   I waited for a few minutes to make sure everything was quiet, and then turned and went back to the cellar door. I grabbed one of the guns I’d hidden on the shelves nearby. Taking a couple of breaths, I paused outside to prepare myself, and then pulled open the door again. I stepped inside, flicked on the light, and closed the door behind me so I was caught inside the space with two bodies and another man who wanted me dead.
 
   Below me, the man let out a groan.
 
   The contents of the cellar didn’t belong to us. They were a mix-match of old furniture, boxes, and a few garden tools. My eyes alit on one of the old dining room chairs stacked in the corner. 
 
   That would have to do.
 
   I trotted down the steps and went to the stack of furniture. I fought to pull one apart from the others, and then when I managed it, placed it upright in the middle of the floor.
 
   The man moaned and tried to buck beneath the bodies, serving to make them jiggle grotesquely, as though they were trying to come back to life. Even though I hadn’t been the one to kill them, the thought sent a shudder down my spine. From this angle, I could see the face of one of the dead men, and his eyes were open, staring up sightlessly at the ceiling. I wasn’t a squeamish person, and I’d seen enough dead bodies, but that didn’t mean I particularly liked being stuck in a cellar with a couple of them. I would have to figure out what I would do with them soon enough. I couldn’t risk them being found. What would happen to us if the U.S. Marshals discovered that people knew our location? And not only that, that I had stabbed and then later killed a man—which I had no doubt was what I would end up doing.
 
   The man’s muffled shouts came again, and though I couldn’t understand him, I knew exactly what he was saying.
 
   Get me out of here.
 
   With an exasperated sigh, I stalked over to the tangle of limbs. I caught sight of the man’s upper arm and bent to grab it with both hands. His bicep felt solid beneath my fingers, and I tried not to experience the little rush of excitement at having hold of a real life male. With everything that happened, it had been a while since I’d had so much as a date, and currently my only recent propositions had been from guys like the one back at Johnny’s bar. 
 
   Planting my feet, slightly spread, onto the concrete floor, I bent at the waist and heaved. The man gave a muffled yell of pain, I guessed, but he didn’t move far. The weight of the bodies pressing on top of him made him too heavy. I didn’t like the idea of having to touch the dead men again, but it didn’t look like I had too much choice. I’d have to move them again at some point soon anyway, so I might as well get over it.
 
   Starting with the guy on top, I grabbed his arm and pulled. He slid off the pile of limbs and torsos and tumbled to the floor. From there, I dragged him away to one side, where a pile of old dust sheets had been stacked. Hauling him as best I could, I deposited him against the wall and went back to get his friend. I was thankful I was strong—partly the result of lifting crates of beer every night at the bar—but even so, I thought I’d be feeling the result of all the heavy lifting in the next day or two.
 
   I repeated the process with the other guy, dumping him on top of the first, and I covered them both with a couple of the dust sheets. I was thankful to not have to look at them anymore.
 
   The other man had started making more noise—grunts of anger against the tape across his mouth. He rolled back and forth, trying to flip himself up onto his knees. I bent to help him up, the muscles in my back clenching in protest, but I managed to get him to his feet. With my hand still around his bicep, he half hopped, half fell, into the chair I’d positioned in the room. 
 
   I picked up the gun from where I’d left it on the stairs in order to have my hands free to move the men, and then approached him again. I took in the sight of him. I hated to admit it, but he was dangerously good looking. Cheekbones you could grate cheese on, short, light brown hair, and strikingly blue eyes fringed with lashes. I guessed him to be in his late twenties.
 
   “So, asshole,” I said, reaching out and snagging a corner of the tape covering his mouth. “How about you start talking?”
 
   I yanked the tape off, the gumminess making a satisfying sound as it tore from skin and about twenty-four hours’ worth of stubble growth. He sucked air in over his teeth at the pain I assumed had ripped across his lower face. I took distinct satisfaction from that, and tried not to let the piercing blue eyes or sharp cheekbones distract me.
 
   Those blue eyes rolled in his head.
 
   “Hey,” I snapped, grabbing his jaw and yanking his face to look into mine. “You’re not passing out. I need answers.”
 
   But his eyes rolled again and the lids fluttered shut.
 
   “Crap.”
 
   I looked down at his injuries—the ones I’d given him.
 
   Blood was soaked through both the arm of his shirt and his pant leg. It was hard to see the color against the black of the material, but I could tell from the way the material was wet and clung against the thick muscle of his thigh.
 
   Something stirred through me.
 
   Nope, I was not that fucked up. I did not get off on a guy I’d just stabbed and who’d been out to kill me, no matter how muscular his thigh appeared. I was clearly desperate.
 
   Using my knife, I cut away the material of the pants to reveal the cut below. It was clean, just as I’d meant it to be, but deep. Blood still ebbed from the hole, but it didn’t spurt, so I hadn’t hit a major artery. Tough, if he was going to live, I needed to close it up. 
 
   I didn’t have anything more than some antiseptic ointment and a handful of Band-Aids in the house. I didn’t think they’d cut it, somehow. Would it matter if he got an infection? It wasn’t as though I actually cared if he lived or died, but then I reasoned that I needed him to at least get well enough to be able to answer my questions.
 
   Leaving him unconscious on the chair, I ran back up the stairs and into the bathroom where I kept the tiny first aid kit. I grabbed the whole thing and took it back down to the cellar where he still hadn’t regained consciousness. 
 
   I applied some of the cream to his wounds, wincing at the depth of them, and then pressed a folded bandage firmly to the cut. With nothing else available, I used my teeth to pull another length of the tape out, and used that to strap the bandage to his thigh.
 
   That would have to do.
 
   I moved onto his arm, repeating the process.
 
   “Hey,” I told him again. “You’re all fixed up, so it’s time to wake up and speak to me.”
 
   I didn’t get so much as an eyelid flutter as a response.
 
   It would only be a few more hours until morning.
 
   Remembering the amount of blood left in the hallway, I made my way back upstairs to clean up. I worked as quietly as possible, using a damp sponge to blot away the worst of the blood, and then scrubbing the rest with some soap and water. For once, I was thankful for the threadbare carpet, with it hideous dark pattern. It would make the remaining stain less noticeable.
 
   With the job done, I went back down to the cellar to find the man still unconscious.  I pulled up one of the old dining room chairs to sit in front of my captive and waited for him to wake.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew she was speaking to me, peppering me with questions, but it felt as though I was dreaming her, or as though we existed in two parallel universes and we’d somehow broken through to each other.
 
   She was a devil and an angel all mixed into one.
 
   She had the ability to hurt, but at the same time I wanted to experience her hands on my skin. Through my haze, I looked forward to her pressing a cool compress against my forehead, and even though she’d caused my wounds, and they hurt when she touched them, I knew she was helping me heal with the ointment she applied. She asked me questions, but my head felt as though it was stuffed with cotton wool, and even if I’d been able to think of an answer, I couldn’t get my tongue to work.
 
   I didn’t know how much time had passed. Had I been here for hours, or had it been days?
 
   My whole body throbbed, though the pain seemed to center in my arm and leg. Everything hurt, though, and I had the vague memory of falling, but I couldn’t remember why. I searched my mind, trying to recall what had happened. I remembered the two men I had killed, but what had happened after that? She’d come at me with a knife, but then …
 
   It came back to me in a flash. The woman with the tattoos and the cool hands had thrown me down the stairs, I remembered now, the inelegant tumbling and bumping, and hitting the bottom, only for the two bodies to end up piled on top of me.
 
   It hadn’t been the highlight of my career so far.
 
   My pride had been injured as much as my body, but I knew an injured pride wouldn’t kill me. 
 
   There was something else important I needed to remember. It hovered at the back of my brain like a hummingbird, flitting away every time I reached for it. But a certainty filled me. 
 
   I couldn’t stay here. It was dangerous to remain in the same place for too long. People would catch up with me, though at that moment, I couldn’t piece my thoughts together for long enough to remember who.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat with the guy until morning arrived. I’d pulled up a chair opposite him and kept the muzzle of the gun trained on him just in case he tried anything. Intermittently, I tried to rouse him, but never got more than a mumble or a jerk of his body.
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to think any further than him waking up and me questioning him. There were two dead bodies to my right, piled up against the wall and covered in dust sheets, and I would need to get rid of them somehow. This wasn’t like back home—I couldn’t just call the cleaner, the man known for disposal of bodies, and have him take care of it. I would have to deal with the dead bodies at some point. Maybe part of me was hoping the currently unconscious hit man would take care of his own mess. After all, he’d been the one who killed them. But that would mean me having to rely on him caring about clearing them up, and also being able to trust him enough not to come after me. Considering I’d found him in my house, armed with a weapon in the early hours of the morning, and I’d then stabbed him twice and thrown him down a flight of stairs, I figured that might be unlikely.
 
   I checked my watch.
 
   It was seven thirty and I needed to make sure Nickie got off to school. It wasn’t that I was worried about her tardiness. I just wanted her out of the house for the day. If this guy didn’t die, he was going to start making some noise, and I didn’t need her around asking questions. The less she knew, the better.
 
   Though I didn’t think he’d be going anywhere, I made sure the man’s ankles were securely strapped to the chair legs using the tape, and then taped his wrists to his thighs. I left him to hurry back up the stairs and into the main part of the house. Nickie still wasn’t up—the disturbed night had caused her to sleep in—so I used the extra time to strip myself from my bloodied clothes and take a quick shower. I would need to burn the tank top and shorts I’d been wearing, but I couldn’t do that right now.
 
   Dressed in jeans and a clean t-shirt, I went into the kitchen to make coffee and fry some bacon. The scent of the food cooking must have lured my sister from her bed, and she shuffled into the kitchen with a suspicious expression creasing her face.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing. I was making breakfast before you went to school. Is that so bad?”
 
   “Who do you think you are? Mom?”
 
   Ouch. I could see her usual loving nature was back again.
 
   “No. I just couldn’t sleep, and I was hungry. Is that okay with you?”
 
   “Hmm,” she said, but picked up the cup of coffee I set in front of her and took a sip. “What about… last night? Is everything sorted?”
 
   I flipped the bacon out of the pan and onto a plate, just as the toast popped. “There was nothing to sort. Like I said, a bird got into the house.”
 
   She gave me a sideways glance as I slid the plate containing bacon and toast onto the table in front of her. She didn’t believe me, but I doubted even her suspicious mind would jump to me having two dead bodies and an abducted hit man shut in the cellar.
 
   Nickie chomped on her toast while I sipped my coffee and tried not to look as though I’d already drunk five cups that morning. I couldn’t help being jittery, considering the events of last night.
 
   What would happen if the U.S. Marshals found out someone had discovered where we were? They’d move us again, that was what would happen. I only had a matter of weeks, and then I would testify and the son-of-a-bitch would be behind bars and we would be safe again. Just a couple more weeks. I couldn’t stand the idea of having to start over once more. We’d have to take new names again, and the lies surrounding us would only deepen. It was hard enough trying to have a conversation with people as it was—you didn’t realize how often you talked about your past until you were suddenly unable to do so. I was less worried about myself than for Nickie. She’d finally settled in at high school and started to make friends. This time was important for her, and it would kill her to move again. I knew her hatred for me would only deepen if we did. She’d blame me for being found, claim I’d said or done something. It didn’t matter to her whether I had or not. I was the focus for her to be able to deal with what had happened, and if hating me made her feel better, and allowed her to live a relatively normal life, then so be it.
 
   But I couldn’t get away from the fact people knew where we were now. Wouldn’t she be better hating me, if it meant she’d still be alive?
 
   No, I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. I could handle this. I just needed to find out who’d sent the men into our home last night, and why the one guy had killed the other two.
 
   “I’m getting ready for school,” Nickie announced, pushing back her chair and getting to her feet. She left her plate and empty cup sitting on the table for me to clear away. Part of me wondered if I was pandering to her too much. I let her get away with everything because I knew what a horrendous life she’d had, and I felt bad for her. It wasn’t often I allowed my emotions to dictate how I acted, but Nickie was my one soft spot. Perhaps I should tell her to stop being such a bitch and get on with things, but the trouble was I knew everything she’d been through, and I didn’t just mean the relocation and what had preceded that. The kid had had a tough life, and I’d wanted to protect her.
 
   I’d failed once, and I didn’t intend to fail again.
 
   I busied myself by washing the dishes, and ten minutes later I heard the front door slam. Nickie had left the house and I sagged in relief. At least she hadn’t gone out the back way where she’d have noticed the hole in the glass and asked questions. With everything going on, I’d completely forgotten to cover it up.
 
   I wondered who had revealed our location. Was the young deputy who dropped in on us on a regular basis to make sure we were okay actually bent? Or had someone bribed a U.S. Marshal? We weren’t allowed to make contact with anyone back home. I hadn’t wanted to—it wasn’t as though I had any friends in my old neighborhood—but Nickie had been distraught about leaving all her friends, and the recent boyfriend, behind. She’d cried the whole time, hysterical, until the Marshal had told her she could write a letter saying goodbye, as long as she didn’t disclose any information about what had happened and where we were going. The Marshals would check the letter over and then post it on her behalf. We weren’t even allowed to call people back home, and definitely weren’t allowed to give them our new phone number. All those things could be traced, but besides, it wasn’t just done for our safety. If the wrong people thought someone knew something about where we were, they could be tortured until they gave up whatever information they might have. Keeping everyone in the dark was as much about their safety as ours. 
 
   A twang of worry strummed my nerves. What if Nickie wasn’t safe at school now? What if someone was watching her? I should have warned her, at least prepared her to be on the lookout.
 
   But no, no one would come after us right after sending the other guys in. They’d assume they would have done their job right, and whoever was responsible was most likely just waiting for confirmation to come in.
 
   That was why I needed to get the guy in the cellar talking. I needed information, and I needed it soon.
 
   With Nickie gone from the house, I poured a plastic cup full of water, and then headed back into the cellar. As far as I could see, nothing much had changed. The hit man who’d been sent to kill us still sat in the chair, but as one of the stairs creaked as I walked down, he jerked awake.
 
   Some crazy part of me almost opened my mouth to say good morning, but I managed to clamp it shut in time. A darkening bruise ran down one side of his temple, and his lower lip was swollen, making it appear even fuller than it already was—pouty, even. They were injuries he must have sustained when I’d shoved him down the cellar staircase. He appeared confused for a moment, his brow deepening with lines, his eyes fluttering again, but then he straightened and looked fully at me.
 
   My stomach flipped as his gaze landed on me. He definitely had pretty blue eyes, but right now they stared at me with a sharp intelligence and cold calculation. Physically, he must have felt like crap, but he didn’t look like he planned on letting it show.
 
   “This isn’t going to work,” he said, his voice rough, as though he’d swallowed gravel. 
 
   “What isn’t?”
 
   “Keeping me here like this. Someone is going to notice I’m missing and come after me, and what are you going to do then?” 
 
   “I’ll deal with them the same way I dealt with you.”
 
   He cleared his throat—something I found to be annoying in most people, but somehow masculine with him. “Yeah, but you caught me by surprise.”
 
    “A surprise I orchestrated.” I held back a smile. “I’m not sure you know who I am.”
 
   “I know exactly who you are.” The hard tone of his voice made me pause. Just what had he heard about me?
 
   “In which case, you shouldn’t be surprised I didn’t go down without a fight.” I grabbed the chair I had been sitting on while I’d been watching over him, spun it around so the rear faced him, and then sat down back-to-front, my thighs straddling the seat. I folded my fingers over the backrest and placed my chin on my hands. “So,” I said when I was comfortable. “You’re going to answer my questions, or I’m going to make sure you join your friends over there.” I jerked my chin toward the pile of dust sheets.
 
   The man frowned and followed my line of sight. “What’s under there?”
 
   “The two men you killed last night. I’d prefer we did this sooner rather than later, ’cause even though it’s cool down here, if we give them another couple of days, it’s going to start smelling pretty ripe.”
 
   He gave a cold laugh. “What do you think I’m going to tell you?”
 
   I pursed my lips. “Let’s start with an easy one. How about your name?”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you my name, but you can call me X.”
 
   “X? Like Mr. X?”
 
   He shrugged, but gave a smile that wasn’t fitting for the situation. “Just X will do. And I know your name. Verity.”
 
   “I’m known as Vee now, but I guess you just answered another of my questions.”
 
   “Oh, and what’s that?”
 
   “That you’re here because of my old life. No one else knows me as Verity now.”
 
   “I figured you’d worked that part out for yourself.”
 
   I was the one to shrug this time. “I had, but it’s good to have confirmation of my suspicions. I’m going to assume you’re not going to tell me who sent you?”
 
   “You assume correctly. I won’t say his name, but I’m sure you can guess.”
 
   He was right, I could.
 
   I glanced over at the dust sheets. “But why did you kill the men you were with? Have you double crossed someone?”
 
   He shook his head. “I work alone. Those men weren’t with me. I saw them coming into your house while I was scoping the place out myself, and then I followed them in and shot them.”
 
   His answer surprised me. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because coming in here and killing you was supposed to be my job. I didn’t want them to take that away from me.”
 
   He’d locked me with those blue eyes the whole time he’d spoken, somehow making me feel as though I was the one tied up, and he was the person interrogating me. I tried to push away the feeling. I couldn’t let him intimidate me. I was the one in control here, and he had to tell me what I needed to know. I should have stuck to the facts, yet for some sick, twisted reason, I couldn’t help myself. It was like tonguing a cavity in your molar—even though it hurt, you couldn’t quite bring yourself to stop doing it.
 
   “Why not let them do your job for you? Wouldn’t that have saved you a lot of hassle?” 
 
   A slow smile crept across his lips, revealing a glimpse of white teeth behind. “I’d been watching you,” he said, sending a shiver through me. “Something about you drew me in. You’re very beautiful, you know—the glossy black hair, the dark eyes, the tattoos. I like your attitude as well, how you don’t take shit from anyone. I wanted to get close to you, just that once, before you died. Like I said, if the other two men had killed you, I never would have had that opportunity.”
 
   “How’d that work out for you?” I snapped, sickened by the idea of him wanting to get close to me before he killed me.
 
   He laughed. “Not as great as I’d been expecting, but one good thing has come out of all of this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   His eyes flicked down the length of my body and back up again. “I got to spend time with you.”
 
   “You’re a sick son-of-a-bitch,” I said, trying to sound tough, but my words emerged strangled, my throat tight.
 
   He laughed again, deep and throaty. “I don’t think I’m the only one who’s sick. You’re the one who stabbed me twice and tied me to a chair. Plus hid two bodies rather than calling in the cops. Why didn’t you call the cops?”
 
   “I don’t trust them.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t trust anyone.”
 
   He appeared to hide a smile this time—one of agreement or satisfaction, rather than any kind of smugness. After all, he wasn’t in a position to be smug.
 
   I realized he’d managed to switch our positions, so he was the one asking the questions, while I was answering. This guy might have let me catch him out last night, but I needed to be wary of him. This would have been easier if he’d been three hundred pounds in weight, balding, with a flat nose, and piggy eyes, rather than the lean, intense specimen who sat before me. I always thought I was better than some simpering girl who lost her mind over a guy, but this one sidetracked me for all the wrong reasons.
 
   I forced myself to stay on track. “What about my sister? Were you supposed to kill her, too?”
 
   “No. Not her. He wants her back.”
 
   I froze. “Why?”
 
   “He thinks you’ve led her astray. Pulled her from the family.”
 
   I had to bark back laughter. “You have got to be kidding me. I’m the one who led her astray? That man doesn’t even know the meaning of family—not a family outside of whatever criminal venture he’s up to next, anyway. That’s his family to him, the people who are working with him. Or at least they’re family for as long as he wants them to be. Once he’s got what he wants from them, he doesn’t give a shit. And as for him caring about his real family—maybe you should ask him what happened to his wife!”
 
   My anger had gotten the better of me. I was aware that I’d just ranted to the same man who’d already told me he wanted to see me dead. I didn’t know why I thought he would give a shit, but just in that moment, it felt good to talk. I hadn’t been able to speak to anyone properly for months, always watching what I said, whether that was with strangers or my own sister. But this stranger knew the truth of my life, so it didn’t matter.
 
   I was wanted dead by the most powerful mobster in the country. Trouble was, he was also my father.
 
   “Hey,” he said, almost amiably, and I had the feeling he’d have put his hands up in defense had they not been strapped to his thighs. “Don’t shoot the messenger.” And then, in my astonished face, he laughed at his own joke.
 
   I scowled. “You’re not even remotely funny.”
 
   “I’m aware of that, but what’s that saying about being in a position where you have to either laugh or cry? Considering my current situation, I’m not about to sit in front of you and start bawling like a baby.”
 
   “We’ll see about that. If you don’t tell me what I need to know, I might just do things to you that will make you want to cry.”
 
   His head tilted slightly to one side, and I noted the square jut of his jaw, and his long lean throat. “I wasn’t aware I’d been holding out on you.”
 
   “I don’t trust you.”
 
   “You don’t trust anyone. I remember.”
 
   I had the sudden unnerving feeling that he was flirting with me. That wasn’t good. I needed him to take me seriously. Did he always use the cute half smile and the come-to-bed blue eyes as a way of getting what he wanted? I didn’t know anything about him, but I figured he probably did. I wasn’t going to let him think he could get away with it.
 
   Rising from the chair, I rounded it to stand in front of him.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   I gave a smile that moved my lips but that I didn’t allow to touch my eyes, and then I reached down and took hold of the piece of tape holding the thigh wound together.
 
   “This,” I said, as I gave the end of the tape a yank, tearing it from both the wound and the skin of his thigh. I’d torn away a good chunk of hair from his well-muscled thigh, and the wound opened up again, specs of bright red gleaming from around the darker blood which had dried and crusted to start to heal.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled, then clenched his teeth against the pain, rearing back and stamping his feet down on the ground. He repeated that several times, and for a moment I thought he was going to tip the chair over. Would he pass out again? But no, he seemed very much awake and now he glared at me with anger and hatred in his eyes. That was better.
 
   I figured he’d take me seriously now.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   The pain felt like she’d stabbed me all over again.
 
   White hot agony burst through me, causing me to rock in the seat and stamp my feet against the floor to try to stop myself from going insane. The movement acted as an outlet to the pain instead of screaming like a little girl. 
 
   I came to a standstill and pressed my forearms best I could against the wound which had already started to bleed again. My mind swam, but I clutched onto consciousness, determined not to black out again. I wasn’t going to let her think I was weak, even though she had gotten the better of me once. I didn’t intend to let there be a second time, though my current situation of being strapped to a chair didn’t exactly put me in the best of positions. I wasn’t in my job for no good reason, though, and unless she lifted that gun and put a bullet in my head, I knew I would be able to figure a way out of this situation. She wanted information from me, and as long as I looked like I was playing ball, while still holding enough back for her to need to keep me alive, I would stay alert for any possibilities.
 
   The blinding pain gradually dulled to a throb, which felt like it pulsed in rhythm with my heartbeat.
 
   I looked up at the woman responsible for my torture. She stood, her hip jutted out to the side as she stared at me with cold calculation and just a little spark of, what—satisfaction?—in her eyes. 
 
   Crazy bitch, yet I couldn’t help but admire what she’d done. She’d noticed me getting smart and so reset my attention to her. It hurt like a motherfucker, but she’d done the right thing. I knew because I would have done exactly the same.
 
   I wanted to take her down, just like I’d been paid to do, but the longer I spent in her time, the more she intrigued me. Part of me felt as though I was sitting here watching a female version of myself—a female version with a mouth that looked like it was designed purely with kissing in mind, and a body straight out of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. Tall and slender, but with curves in all the right places, combined with the silky black hair and the tattoos, made me struggle to think about anything other than how she would feel under my tongue, and how tight she would be when I pushed myself inside her.
 
   A tingling rush tightened my balls and blood flooded to my dick, causing it to stiffen. I made myself focus on my situation rather than the hot curves and sexy mouth of the woman before me.
 
   It seemed my cock wanted to be the one in charge at the moment, and I was a little concerned that would end up getting me killed.
 
   “If the other men weren’t with you,” she said, continuing where she’d left off, “tell me who they worked for, and what they were doing here.”
 
   “I already told you,” I replied through gritted teeth. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You must have some idea. Be inventive.”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow. “You want me to make something up?”
 
   “I want you to use your knowledge of the situation to make a sensible guess.”
 
   I thought for a moment, and then spoke. “My best guess is an enemy of your father is out for revenge.”
 
   Her dark eyes widened in surprise. “Revenge? Killing me wouldn’t be revenge. After all, he sent you here to do the same thing. Wouldn’t that be them helping him out?”
 
   “For you, yes, but not for your sister.”
 
   She visibly stiffened at the mention of her sibling. Interesting. Her sister might be her one weakness. I didn’t know how I could use this to my advantage, but I would certainly try if the opportunity arose.
 
   “How would they use my sister?” she asked.
 
   “Your father still loves your sister, right? He blames you for all of this. So I’d say his enemies might take a certain pleasure in using your sister in whatever way they wanted.”
 
   I realized I’d just told her who had sent me, though I figured she’d worked it out pretty quickly anyway.
 
   She went pale beneath her caramel skin. “She’s seventeen!”
 
   “You really think that would make a difference?”
 
   Her face became a taut mask of rage. “Don’t you dare talk about her like that.”
 
   “You think me not talking about it is going to make any difference to what they would want to do to her?”
 
   She stalked toward me and I actually found myself rearing away from her, a trickle of unease filtering through my veins. Unease was a foreign emotion to me—emotion in general was foreign to me—and I didn’t like the way it felt. 
 
   Her hand shot out and she clutched the wound in my forearm, squeezing hard, digging in her nails. A fresh burst of pain exploded through me, and I yanked myself away as best I could.
 
   “Don’t ever mention that again, do you hear me?” she spat. “I don’t talk about things like that!”
 
   I knew I was pushing my luck, but for some reason I couldn’t seem to help myself. “What about the thing that put you here in the first place? Do you ever talk about that?”
 
   She stared at me again. “Who the fuck are you?”
 
   “I told you. My name is X.”
 
   “Since when did a goddamn hit man know so much about his target’s past? Aren’t you supposed to just be shown a photograph and given a time and place, and that’s it? Clean. No connections. In and out.”
 
   “I told you. I like to know who I’m dealing with.”
 
   There was an element of truth in what I’d said, but the whole truth was that I’d been sent her photograph, name, and location, and the moment my eyes met with her image, I’d been fascinated. My heart had quite literally skipped, my breath catching in my throat. The camera had caught her unexpectedly, so she was partly looking over her shoulder, her dark eyes locking with the lens. There hadn’t been so much as a hint of a smile on her lips—if anything, I’d sensed the start of a scowl on her features. I’d reached out and traced the scrolls of tattoos down her arm—the shaded roses and skulls that made up the sleeve. From that moment, I’d done everything I could to learn about her, including the reason behind why she’d gone into Witness Protection, and why her father wanted her dead. Perhaps I should have said no and let this job pass, but if I did, someone else would be sent to kill her. For some reason the thought of that was even worse than the idea of killing her myself. Perhaps it was that her death would have been certain if I’d refused the job. 
 
   I might not have been able to stop another person, but I was always able to stop myself.
 
   The realization jerked through me. Was that the reason I’d accepted this job, so I could make sure she didn’t die? I had never killed a woman before, and it had been my hard limit, but I’d been told of who she’d killed, and I knew she wasn’t any more innocent than some of the men I’d executed. Besides, there were some people it just wasn’t a good idea to say no to.
 
   She’d stayed in my thoughts, penetrated my head, this picture of a woman I’d never even met, and was supposed to kill.
 
   And had been planning to. I still planned to, I thought, if my hand was forced.
 
   But now it seemed like such a waste, to snuff out a light that burned so fiercely.
 
   Not that I was in a position to kill her right now even if I wanted to.
 
   “Listen to me,” I said. “I’m worried about the two dead men over there.”
 
   She gave me a look that made me think she was concerned I’d had too big a knock to the head and said, “They’re dead.”
 
   “I’m aware of that. I mean I’m worried that whoever sent them is going to expect to hear from them sometime soon. If they don’t, they’re going to know something is wrong and send someone else in after them.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You think?”
 
   “Yes, I think. Have you searched the bodies? I doubt they’d have anything on them to identify them, but they might have cell phones.”
 
   I was taking a risk by mentioning this. Even though she’d taken the gun from me, she hadn’t actually searched me yet, and was unaware of the cell phone in my own back pocket. Miraculously, it hadn’t fallen from my pocket when I’d tumbled down the stairs. I was supposed to have used it to take a photograph of Verity after I’d killed her—proven to her father she was dead via a picture of her with a bullet hole in her forehead—but obviously that hadn’t happened yet. The other two men weren’t the only ones who would soon be getting messages questioning what was happening.
 
   “We don’t get any coverage down here,” she replied.
 
   “So if someone has been trying to get hold of them, they’d know something was off.”
 
   Her lips pressed together, her nostrils flaring.
 
   I continued. “What about strange vehicles parked close by? They must have traveled here in something. They wouldn’t use a cab, and wouldn’t have parked too nearby, so I’d look at least a couple of blocks from here.”
 
   “You’re just trying to get me out of the house.”
 
   “I’m not, I swear.”
 
   “So why help me, if you were sent here to kill me anyway?”
 
   “Because if the friends of those guys turn up here, I’m as good as dead as well.”
 
   She exhaled a sigh, standing there with her hands on her hips, looking between me and the pile under the dust sheet.
 
   A sudden bell chimed through the house, slightly distant as we were in the cellar. Vee straightened and turned toward the stairs. It rang again, insistent.
 
   “Shit,” she swore.
 
   “Are you going to get it?”
 
   It rang again, and then again.
 
   “If you are,” I continued, “be careful.” I flicked my eyes toward the pile of bodies.
 
   “They’re hardly likely to ring the bell,” she said, and I knew she was talking about whoever might be following up on the location of those two.
 
   “Just be careful.”
 
   “Since when do you give a shit about my safety?”
 
   She gave a small growl, and the sound did strange things to my groin, and then she bent and snatched up the roll of tape from the floor and tore off a length with her teeth. With two quick strides, she closed the gap between us, and then she leaned in and slapped it across my mouth. She was so close, the scent of her shower gel washed over me, and the swell of her cleavage was tantalizingly near. If I hadn’t had a piece of tape strapped across my mouth, I’d have been able to lean down and lick her.
 
   The doorbell rang again, and she stepped away.
 
   I watched her ass move in her jeans as she turned and hurried up the stairs, shutting the door to the cellar and the following click as she locked the door behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t like leaving X alone in the cellar. 
 
   I’d left the wound in his leg uncovered, and hoped he didn’t lose too much blood while I was dealing with my visitor. I didn’t want him to lose consciousness again, not only because I wanted answers from him, but also because I found myself enjoying being able to speak with him. I knew I shouldn’t trust him, but I liked that I was able to bounce ideas off him, and that he was giving me advice, though I knew I shouldn’t trust a word that came out of his mouth.
 
   Strangely, I got a sense of protection from him, as though he actually cared about what happened to me. 
 
   Was I crazy?
 
   Yes, I must have been losing my mind. He was a hit man sent here to kill me. The only thing he cared about was seeing my corpse—he’d even admitted it himself. He wasn’t only a hit man, he was a sick-as-fuck hit man.
 
   I’d hoped whoever was at the door would have given up and left by now, but, as I approached, I could see the shape of a man blurred by the textured glass panel in the door. My car was parked out front, so they must have assumed I was still in.
 
   I knew the visitor’s identity from the color of the uniform he wore.
 
   Taking a breath and plastering a smile on my face, I opened the door.
 
   “Deputy Kier,” I said. “Dropping in on us again?”
 
   The young deputy didn’t even smile. “It’s part of my job, Viola. Are you going to let me in?”
 
   I hated that he insisted on using my new name. It didn’t feel like it belonged to me at all.
 
   I stepped back from the open door. “Sure.”
 
   Glancing down, I noticed a smear of blood on my fingers where I’d grabbed X’s stab wound. I shoved the hand into my pocket, my heart pounding. He was bound to ask questions if he noticed the blood.
 
   Heat flooded my cheeks, so to cover my panic, and because I wanted to get my hand under the faucet, I said, “Coffee?”
 
   I mentally kicked myself.
 
   The last thing I wanted to do right now was offer him coffee. I didn’t like offering cops coffee at the best of times, but right now I had two dead bodies and an assassin tied up in my cellar, and it was setting me on edge. I hoped he’d say no and just leave, but instead he shrugged. 
 
   “Why not.”
 
   I went into the kitchen and he followed. I tried not to look toward the shut cellar door, but yet my eyes kept being drawn toward it, and my ears strained for any sound that might give the game away. My eyes locked on the set of shelving built into the wall beside the cellar door, and the top shelf where I’d stashed the guns. From where I stood I could see the butt of one of the weapons, and my already pounding heart went into overdrive. I’d done my best to clear up the blood, but I knew he’d see the stain if he looked hard enough. To hide my fluster, I put my head down and almost broke into a run to get into the kitchen, hoping he’d follow without noticing.
 
   He did.
 
   “Is Nicolette at school?” he asked, taking a seat at a stool at the breakfast counter, though I hadn’t asked him to sit down. He was good-looking, in a clean-cut kind of way that just screamed cop. I didn’t miss the way his eyes flicked over my body when he thought I wasn’t looking. He might be a law enforcement officer, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t also a man. I was used to being looked at in such a way, but for some reason it made me more uncomfortable with him than any other guy. I guessed I knew how to deal with other men—I could threaten to cut off their balls if they pissed me off too much—but I could hardly do that with him.
 
   I turned on the faucet and acted as though I was filling up the coffee machine, while I scrubbed the blood off my fingertips.
 
   “Where else would she be, Deputy Kier?”
 
   “You can call me, Leon, Viola. I think we’ve known each other long enough for you to use my first name now.”
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll stick with Deputy.”
 
   I remembered someone had leaked our location, and a cold shiver ran through me.
 
   Was he the one responsible?
 
   Had he been surprised to see me opening the door? Had he called to the house today expecting to find me dead?
 
   I wished I’d paid more attention to the expression on his face when I’d opened the door. Had he been shocked? Reared back a little? Anything? I tried to look back in my mind’s eye to rerun the deputy’s expression, but I’d been so concerned about everything else, I hadn’t focused on it. 
 
   We remained silent while the coffee brewed. I poured the hot drink and carried his cup over to him.
 
   “Everything all right, Viola?” he asked, leaning in slightly to look into my face.
 
   I wanted to scream at him to stop calling me that. He knew it wasn’t my real name. Even if he couldn’t use my old name, I wished he’d stop saying the fake one so often. 
 
   Instead, I forced a bright smile. “Yes, I’ve just been struggling to sleep lately. You know, so much going on in my head. Can’t seem to get it to switch off at night, especially ’cause I’m getting to bed late anyway because of the bar job.”
 
   “And how’s that going? Anyone asking any unusual questions?”
 
   I frowned. “No. Like what?”
 
   “Just things you might not be able to answer.”
 
   “Like my nine times table?” I sniped, sarcastic.
 
   His eyebrows lifted. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “No. No one has been asking me for anything other than another drink.”
 
   I turned away and took a sip of the coffee I’d poured for myself. Considering my late finish at work, and only getting a couple of hours sleep before everything had gone nuts, I needed the caffeine.
 
   “Any news yet on when I’m going to be called to testify?” I asked.
 
   “Won’t be long now, I swear. Couple of weeks at the most, might even be less.”
 
   “And how’s it all going?”
 
   His lips pressed together into a thin line. “You know I can’t discuss it with you, Viola.”
 
   I nodded. “Of course.”
 
   I wanted him to go away, and not only because of the hit man and dead bodies I had hidden down in the cellar. Seeing the deputy brought back memories of home and of the day we’d had to leave to join Witness Protection.
 
   Ironically, I’d been made to do what I had in order to prove my loyalty, but the result had been the exact opposite. Doing what I had had pushed me over the edge. I was determined to make sure that man could never hurt anyone again, and the only way I’d been able to do so was by going to the cops and telling them everything, and promising I would testify against him.
 
   My sister had already hated me, understandably, but I thought the day we’d been taken into Witness Protection cemented her feelings for me. She hadn’t seen it coming. A knock came at the door, and I opened it to find a U.S. Marshal standing on the doorstep. He showed me a badge and said his name was Terrance and that we needed to go and pack some stuff in a bag right away. His arrival caught Nickie in the middle of getting ready for a date. She had exams to study for, had her friends, had the guy she’d been crushing on for the past month finally asking her out, and now she was being made to give up her whole life and just leave.
 
   I’d been better prepared, of course. I’d known it was coming. I couldn’t warn her in case she said something to the wrong person, and then we’d both have been whacked. Even as we grabbed our belongings, I’d been waiting for a car to drive past and start shooting. Nicole had been crying and saying she didn’t want to leave, and I’d grabbed her and said if she wanted to live, she needed to go with me now. It wasn’t as though she could have stayed anyway—she was seventeen and would have no one to take care of her. She’d told me she hated me then, that I ruined everything, and I’d destroyed her life. I couldn’t argue with her; I probably had.
 
   All around us, the rest of the street had just carried on like normal. Kids were playing on the sidewalk, someone else was walking their dog. As I ran out of our house and down the steps onto the street, the lady from next door lifted her hand and waved at me, as though it was the most normal thing in the world for us to be running out of the house with bags and two strange men accompanying us. The whole thing felt so surreal.
 
   We’d piled into a van with two U.S. Marshals, and then I noticed a second vehicle behind us with another two Marshals inside. But it wasn’t until we started to pull out of the neighborhood where I’d lived my whole life that things really started to sink in. We could never go back. We’d never be able to see any of our old friends, or walk the streets we had when we were kids. 
 
   That night, we were taken to a motel. Nicole cried the whole time. I had a gun, one I’d managed to slip into my bag before we’d left. I didn’t sleep either that night. I just sat awake, my fingers around the gun, though one of the Marshals found it eventually and took it away I didn’t know if someone might have followed us at that point, and we’d be tracked down. A Marshal had been left to watch over us, and I could hear him on the phone to someone, complaining how he was on his own, and saying what did they expect him to do if shit blew up. I tried not to be frightened, but when a big guy like that was scared, I had to admit it worried me.
 
   The next morning, we were taken to the clearinghouse, where we were given our new identities. Two weeks later, we were brought to our new home.
 
   I was worried about finally getting the call that I would have to fly back to New York to testify. It made me nervous to think I would be leaving Nickie here by herself, though Deputy Kier said they would be keeping an eye on her and she’d be fine. Mostly, I was nervous about having to sit opposite him in court and spill everything I knew—all the money-laundering, and murders, and robberies. He would go down for a very long time, and I was happy to see that, but that didn’t take the nerves away.
 
   “Everything okay, Viola?” Deputy Kier asked, using that damn name again.
 
   I plastered a smile across my face once more. “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”
 
   “As long as you’re not having second thoughts,” he said and took another sip of his coffee.
 
   I shook my head. “Never. I want to see that son-of-a-bitch locked up for the rest of his life.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat still, my ears straining, listening for any signs of a struggle coming from upstairs.
 
   If she died while I was still alive down here, there was a chance no one would even think to look for me—though if they did, they’d most likely shoot me. But the thought of dying a slow and excruciatingly painful death while strapped to this fucking chair wasn’t something I planned on doing. I’d prefer to be shot.
 
   I could hear the thud of footsteps above, the low drone of muffled words spoken, though I couldn’t make out what was being said. A friend stopping by for coffee, perhaps? No, that didn’t sit right. She didn’t give the impression of a woman who would bother with the social niceties needed to make friends. The conversation seemed amiable enough, though, so I didn’t think Vee was in any immediate danger.
 
   I needed to get free from this damn chair.
 
   She’d left the light on this time when she’d exited, though I’d heard her lock the door. 
 
   I glanced around, trying to see something that would help me get loose. My ankles were strapped to the chair legs, but the chair wasn’t attached to the floor, and I had some movement in my arms, though my wrists were also taped together, and secured to my thighs with another length of tape. I thought that with a little wriggling, I could at least get my hands free from my thighs. I could have tried to stand and use the rear legs of the chair to attack Vee, but she had a gun and would have shot me before I’d even gotten close. No, I needed to get my hands free and the rest would be easier.
 
    An old dresser was pushed up against the wall on the right hand side, a clutter of various items scattered over the surface. There must be something there I could use.
 
   First of all, I needed to at least partially free my hands. I pulled my joined hands up as much as I could, trying to stretch the circle of tape wrapped around the backs of my thighs and then up over the top of my wrists. I yanked it up and down, back and forth, trying to create some give in the tape. It was frustratingly slow, especially as I knew Vee’s visitor might leave at any moment, but the more I worked on it, the more I could feel the tape start to loosen.
 
   Finally, I created enough space and tugged my hands from the binding. My wrists were still bound together with more tape, but at least I could reach out and grab something. I tried to twist my hands to one side of my body, to see if I could reach the phone in my back pocket, but I wasn’t flexible enough. It didn’t matter. There wouldn’t be any coverage down here anyway, and it wasn’t as though I’d ever call her father’s men for help.
 
   Gritting my teeth against the intense pain, I managed to partially stand from the chair. My ass lifted off the seat, but my ankles were still taped. Without the use of my hands to be able to hold the seat higher and lift the back legs of the chair off the floor, I would have to drag the whole thing along behind me as I shuffled forward. Considering the injury in my thigh, and the pain it was causing me, I knew this wasn’t going to be a fun process. But the dresser was a matter of a few feet away, and I’d been through plenty of more painful and traumatic situations in my life.
 
   Favoring the uninjured leg, I started my awkward shuffled toward the unit. The chair legs scraped, too loudly, against the concrete floor, little scuff, scuff, scuffs, which sounded with each movement I made. Would she hear them and come racing down here, risk whoever she was with finding out about me? I didn’t think she’d take the chance, but who the hell knew with her? My jaw clenched against the pain in my thigh, my eyes watering. My breath came in heavy pants, as though I was at the end of running a marathon rather than attempting to move a matter of feet. The chair I was strapped to was made of old solid wood, and was heavy and awkward.
 
   I managed to shuffle about a foot, and then collapsed back in the seat, trying to catch my breath and rebuild my strength. I was at the peak of physical fitness normally, aware that being fit in my job could literally mean the difference between life and death, but the two stab wounds and loss of blood had sapped my strength. 
 
   I composed myself for a moment, aware of time spilling past, and then with a growl of determination and a fresh spurt of pain from my leg, I forced myself to my feet again.
 
   Slow movements, an inch at a time, letting out a grunt of determination with each little bit of progress made until I was finally close enough to the unit to be able to reach out and touch the surface. My forearm throbbed with the movement, but the wound where I’d been stabbed hadn’t started bleeding again. My fingers on that hand didn’t feel as strong as the other hand, but I had movement. She hadn’t severed any ligaments when she’d stabbed me. 
 
   Using my joined hands like a brush, I swept aside the debris, searching for something that would help me. I moved old tea-light candles, a stack of receipts, another roll of tape, until I finally found a penknife. A surge of satisfaction rose inside me. I’d cut myself loose before she made it back here, and then we’d see which of us was in control. 
 
   I picked up the knife with my good hand and managed to use my thumb to flick up the blade. With the heels of my palms pressed together, it wouldn’t be easy to flip the knife around and cut the tape between my wrists, but that was what I needed to do. I knew there was a good chance I’d cut my skin while I attempted it, but I figured it was a risk I was prepared to take. I fiddled it between my fingers, using the other hand to hold it still while I edged it around to face the other way. Deep concentration while part of me listened out for her return. Would she shoot me if she saw me trying to escape? I thought she probably would.
 
   From somewhere upstairs, a door slammed shut, breaking my concentration. I fumbled the blade, and it hopped from finger to finger, then to my dismay, it slipped from my grasp and tumbled to the floor.
 
   “Fuck!” I hissed.
 
   It was still within reach. 
 
   I leaned down for the knife, reaching for it. With my ankles strapped to the chair legs, I couldn’t quite reach from where it had skittered across the floor, so I stretched a little farther. 
 
   I felt it go before it did, the chair tilting in the direction I’d been reaching, my body creating an angle. I should have just shuffled it a bit further to one side, instead of overreaching myself, but it was too late now. I tried to straighten, but the legs slipped out from under me and I unbalanced and gravity took hold. My face slammed into the floor, my teeth cracking together, an impossibly loud sound in my head. A split second later, the chair crashed down on top of me, the wooden backrest connecting with my upper spine. I gave a grunt of pain. The back of the chair was wedged up against my back, my hands beneath my body. 
 
   Damn it. This wasn’t quite what I had in mind.
 
   I was trapped.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   The muffled crash caused every muscle in my body to tense, my gaze darting in the direction of the cellar’s locked door. What the hell was X doing down there? Whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. 
 
   The deputy looked to me with a slight frown, as he settled back in his seat after having used the bathroom. I’d kept an eye on him to make sure that was exactly where he’d been, worried he was using it as an excuse to poke around my house, but he’d gone straight there and back again, slamming the bathroom door behind him when he did. He’d heard the noise from the cellar, too, but didn’t know quite as obviously as I did about what the cause had been.
 
   I forced an exasperated shake of my head, my nostrils flaring. “Damn raccoons keep getting in the trash.”
 
   “Isn’t it a bit early in the day for raccoons?”
 
   “Yeah, but they start it, and then the local stray cats and dogs get in. Should call animal control, really.”
 
   “I think you have bigger problems to worry about,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right.” I was relieved he seemed to accept my excuse, but I needed him out of the house. I had to find out what X had done to cause the crash. “Anyway, if there’s nothing else, Deputy,” I gave a big yawn, that started off fake and then morphed into the real thing, “I really need to get some sleep before my shift tonight.”
 
   He realized he’d been excused and got back to his feet. “Yes, right. Well, if you need anything, Viola, or if you see anything or anyone suspicious, you know where to get hold of me.”
 
   “Yes, of course, thank you.”
 
   He was one of the last people I would ever call if I was in trouble, but he didn’t need to know that. In fact, I didn’t have anyone I would ever call. No one I truly trusted—not even my own sister. If she had a way of getting rid of me, I honestly thought she would take it at the first opportunity. The only reason she hadn’t up and left me and gone back to New York already was because the U.S. Marshal had told her they would be unable to protect her and that someone would be likely to shoot her if she did. It was fear for her own life that kept her with me, not any kind of love or loyalty.
 
   The deputy took a final gulp of his coffee, while I stood by, anxiously willing him to leave with every fiber of my being. I had to clench my fists to stop myself from grabbing him and attempting to physically throw him out myself, and I bit the inside of my lip to stop myself from screaming, ‘get the fuck out!’ at him. At any moment, I expected another crash to sound from the other side of the cellar door, this one closer and far more aggressive. If X had gotten free, he’d be pretty pissed, and he had no idea an armed cop was on the other side of the door.
 
   It occurred to me that I should be wanting the deputy to stay instead of leave. That, assuming he was innocent, he would be there to protect me, but I didn’t feel that way at all. If the cop shot X, I would never get any more information about the reason two different sets of men had been sent into my house when I was in Witness Protection, to kill me and do God only knew what to my sister. If I lacked knowledge, I lacked the power to protect us. I’d been hiding here for months, waiting for the day to arrive when I could finally put this mess behind me, when I could look my father in the eye and tell him how much I hated him for what he’d done, and how he’d go down for a long, long time. But now I thought the authorities were unable to protect me or Nickie. They clearly hadn’t been able to keep our location a secret, and if they moved us again, what was there to prevent the same thing from happening? Only the next time we might not get so lucky and I wouldn’t wake up in time to stop us being killed. The next time we might both end up dead.
 
   No, I was starting to realize I couldn’t rely on anyone else. I never had been able to, and it seemed nothing had changed. I needed to be the one to keep Nickie and me safe, and if it meant finding out who had sent both sets of men to kill us, then I would, and I would take matters into my own hands.
 
   There weren’t many benefits to being a young woman, but one of them was we were always underestimated. If I’d been born with a dick, I’d probably have already been killed. 
 
   Deputy Kier gave me a quizzical look over his shoulder as he left via my front door. I hoped I hadn’t acted too nuts and made him suspicious. But if he’d expected to find me dead, he’d already be wary about what had happened. 
 
   I was relieved to shut the door on him, but I didn’t have time to take a breath. I waited until his vehicle had started up and driven away, before hurrying back to the cellar door. 
 
   Before opening it, I reached up onto the shelves and took down one of the guns I had put there. I had a sickening feeling I would need to use it.
 
   My heart pounded as I went back to the cellar door and placed the key in the lock. I turned it slowly, keeping the muzzle of the weapon pointed at the door. If he’d gotten free, I imagined he would wait until the moment the door was unlocked and barge through, catching me by surprise and knocking me backward.
 
   But as I turned the lock, cautious, my mouth running dry and my heart palpitating, nothing happened. This did nothing to ease my anxiety, and instead conjured up all the other possibilities that might be waiting for me.
 
   I’d left the light on, and so entered with my arms outstretched, pointing the weapon. I wasn’t inexperienced with a gun. The attack still didn’t come, and instead of warding it off, I found myself looking for him. The chair wasn’t in the same place as I’d left it, and my stomach lurched once more as I’d thought it had suddenly vanished, but then my eyes alighted on a mound near the old dresser on one side, the chair legs sticking up into the air, and it dawned on me what had happened.
 
   He’d fallen over.
 
   Feeling cocky again, I gave a laugh and started down the stairs toward him.
 
   His growl came from beneath the chair. “Laughing at me is a bit cruel, don’t you think?”
 
   I came to a stop beside him. “You came into my house to kill me, I’ve stabbed you, and you think the laughing is the cruel part?”
 
   “Kicking a man when he’s down,” he grumbled.
 
   “Are you requesting that I kick you now?”
 
   “No. I need help up. My ankles twisted at funny angles when I fell. I think if I try to move like this, I’ll break them.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “Maybe I should let you. It would prevent any ideas of you wanting to escape.”
 
   “If that should happen, I’ll be a lot less inclined to want to help you.”
 
   I laughed again. “Help me? At what point have you helped me?”
 
   “When I killed the two men who were out to murder you and snatch your sister. Perhaps I’m wrong, but I would have thought that counted.”
 
   He seemed genuinely annoyed I didn’t consider that help. Perhaps he even thought I should be thanking him—I didn’t know, maybe I should—but that didn’t change the fact that he had been here to kill me, too.
 
   Even so, I reached down to help him.
 
   He wasn’t a massive man—I guessed about five feet eleven—but he was lean and compact with muscle. I was strong, too, but even so, it took all of my strength to try to haul him up with one hand and pull the back of the chair up with the other. He was able to help by pushing up with his bound hands, but only a little. I noticed he’d managed to get his wrists free from where they’d been bound to his thighs.
 
   “You could untie me,” he grunted, as I tried to get him upright and failed. “That would make things a lot easier.”
 
   “Nice try,” I replied, not considering it for a second.
 
   I shifted my position slightly and tried again. This time I was able to get his ass into the seat of the chair, and then I used his momentum to pull the back of the chair up and slam the rear two legs onto the floor.
 
   He was upright again.
 
   I spotted the knife on the floor and bent to snatch it up. “I assume this was what you were going for?”
 
   “You’d assume right.”
 
   “And if you’d gotten free, what then?”
 
   “I’d have escaped.”
 
   “And would you have killed me if you’d had the chance?”
 
   He didn’t answer me, just stared at me with those blue eyes. I suddenly wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. 
 
   “I had a cop upstairs with me, you know,” I said, perhaps recklessly. “He was armed. If you’d come through that door, he’d have shot you.”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “A cop came to see you the morning after you were supposed to have been killed. Doesn’t that strike you as suspicious?”
 
   I shrugged. “He comes around every so often to check up on us. He knows we’re in Witness Protection.”
 
   His eyebrows lifted. “My point exactly.”
 
   I didn’t want to admit to him that he was echoing my suspicions.
 
   “Are you suggesting he’s the one who leaked our location?” I asked.
 
   “Just because he’s a cop, doesn’t mean he should be trusted.”
 
   “I already told you, I don’t trust anyone.”
 
   “I figured that, or you would have asked him for help rather than keeping me hidden down here. You could easily have handed me over to him, you know?”
 
   “And if he’s in cahoots with my father, what would have happened then? He’d have released you, and I’d have ended up dead, just like you wanted.”
 
   “I didn’t want it, Vee,” he said, locking me with those blue eyes. “That was your father’s wish, not mine.”
 
   “But you were happy to be his hand.”
 
   We stared at each other, not speaking. Finally, I sighed and looked away.
 
   “So what now?” he said. “How much longer are we going to stay like this? Won’t your sister be home soon?”
 
   “Not for another couple of hours.”
 
   “Someone might come looking for those two before then.” He jerked his head toward the bodies. I noticed he had a graze across his forehead, which I assumed he must have gotten when he’d fallen. “You haven’t even searched their bodies yet.”
 
   I knew I needed to. 
 
   Could I smell the two bodies now? The slightly sweet tang to the air, like over-ripe fruit about to spoil. The idea of touching them again turned my stomach, but I needed to get hold of myself and deal with it.
 
   “Fine,” I said, “but first, I can’t have you bleeding all over the place again.”
 
   Perhaps I was just delaying the inevitable, but I took a moment to patch up the wounds I’d give him, laying another folded piece of gauze on top of the cut and sticking it down with a fresh strip of tape.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, but I only gave him a scowl in return.  
 
   Then I left him to stride over to the pile under the dust sheets.
 
   Taking a shallow breath, hoping I wouldn’t be able to taste death across the back of my throat, I yanked back the sheet.
 
   The men were exactly as I’d found them, sprawled across each other like dolls discarded and forgotten by children who had been playing with them and been called for dinner. The smell I’d hoped I’d imagined flooded over me, making me turn my head away.
 
   “Check their pockets,” X called out, making me jump, “and also look for any straps around their upper arms or ankles which might be holding a cell phone.”
 
   “I know,” I shot back. 
 
   I didn’t like being told what to do, especially not by him.
 
   Gritting my teeth and holding my breath, I stepped forward and quickly rifled through the pockets of the guy on top. I didn’t find anything, so I patted down the tops of his arms and then his legs, and checked inside the boots he wore. I didn’t find anything, and I didn’t know if I should be relieved or disappointed. At least if I’d found something, I wouldn’t need to check the next body.
 
   Turning my face to take a gulp of moderately fresher air, I caught sight of X watching me. I didn’t like the way he looked at me, or perhaps I didn’t like the way him looking at me made me feel. I had to keep reminding myself that he wanted me dead, even if he did constantly look at me as though I was already naked. 
 
   What would he be like in bed? Rough and forceful, I’d bet, and knowing exactly what he was doing.
 
   A shiver ran through me and condensed deep between my thighs.
 
   I was a sick puppy. How could I be thinking about sex when I had two dead guys beside me? Although, admittedly, it had been a while. I guessed I was just desperate.
 
   I had to move the top man to get to the one underneath, rolling his body to one side. Holding my breath once more, I shoved my hands into his pockets, searching. My fingers closed around cool, slim metal and I grabbed it, quickly stepping away.
 
   In delight, I lifted the phone in the air to show X in a moment of triumph.
 
   He looked back at me, that same triumph reflected in his cool gaze. “What did I tell you?”
 
   I checked the screen. The phone still had battery charge, but wasn’t showing any texts or missed calls. Of course, there wasn’t any cell coverage down here, so someone might have been trying to get in touch, but had only been reaching voice mail.
 
   “I need to take it upstairs,” I told X. “It’s the only way I’ll see if any missed calls or texts come through.”
 
   I didn’t know why I was telling him, as though I was asking for permission for some stupid reason. 
 
   He nodded. “Okay, come straight back down. I want to know.”
 
   Again, he was telling me what to do, but I found myself wanting to tell him. I couldn’t remember the last time I had someone I could confide in or bounce ideas off of.
 
   Nope, don’t go there. He’s a killer. Don’t forget that!
 
   I had no idea why my mind kept trying to turn him into an ally. Was I so starved of friendship I would take someone who had only come here to murder me?
 
   Keeping the gun with me, and making sure there weren’t any sharp implements anywhere near where X sat, I hurried back up the stairs. I stood in the open doorway, so I could still keep an eye on my captive, and held the phone in the air. For a moment, nothing happened and a sense of relief flooded through me, but then the phone began to vibrate.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I didn’t like the tremor in my hand as I pulled the phone back down and checked the screen. There were three text messages waiting, all showing the number as unknown. 
 
   I felt sick to my stomach, suddenly distant from myself, as though I were a bystander to my own body, as I opened the messages. With my heart racing, I read through them all.
 
   Is it done?
 
   Respond immediately.
 
   Plan B will be put into action. 
 
   The third text was sent just after ten this morning. That was hours ago now. Whoever was behind this clearly knew something had gone wrong, and they had a backup plan put in place. Cold fear laced through my heart. What was their backup plan? I was still here, and I was armed and ready for them, but I’d stupidly sent Nickie to school, thinking I’d already contained the threat.
 
   X’s voice called from the cellar. “Well? What does it say?”
 
   On shaky legs, I walked back down. I flipped the phone around so he could see, and his eyes flicked down the screen.
 
   “Is it worth replying?” I asked. “I could just type, ‘done now.’ Or ask what plan B is.”
 
   “They’re not stupid. They’ll know it’s you.”
 
   I knew that, too, but I was grasping at straws.
 
   Panicked urgency surged through me. “I need to check Nicole is safe.”
 
   I ran back up the stairs and into my bedroom where I’d left my own cell phone on my bedside table. I checked it quickly for missed calls, though I didn’t know why I thought Nickie would suddenly start calling me—perhaps if she felt she was in danger. She never turned to me for anything else. The only other person who called me was Johnny from the bar, and that was only to get me to cover extra shifts or rearrange what was on the schedule.
 
   But I had no missed calls.
 
   Quickly, I pulled up Nickie’s number and called her. 
 
   Pick up, pick up, I willed as it rang. It would be just like her not to answer, purely because she didn’t want to speak to me, but I hoped this one time she did.
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “Call me, now,” I said into her voicemail. “It’s urgent.”
 
   I hung up and then tried again. When she started to speak on the voicemail, I pressed end and called again.
 
   The ringing cut off, and I heard her voice, “What?”
 
   “Oh, thank God.” I dropped to the edge of my bed in relief. I didn’t care that she sounded snappish and put out—I was just happy to hear her voice, alive and well.
 
   “I’m busy, Vee. What do you want?”
 
   I pulled myself together, trying to focus. “I need you to come home. Something has happened and I think you might be in danger.”
 
   “I’m always in danger. You must remember the last seventeen years of my life?”
 
   “This is serious, Nickie. Someone came to the house. People know where we are.”
 
   She paused and then said, “Someone came to the house? What did they say?” 
 
   I hesitated, unsure of what to say. I could hardly tell her that two of them were dead in the cellar, and another was taped to a chair. 
 
   “Nothing,” I said in the end. “I just saw them, that’s all.”
 
   “And they’ve gone now?”
 
   “Yeah. I think so.”
 
   She exhaled a huff of air. “If that’s the case, I don’t see why I should have to drop everything and race home just because you’ve gotten spooked.”
 
   My temper snapped. “Nickie, if you don’t come home now, I will get in my car and come and find you, and drag you back here myself. Do you really want all your new friends to see your sister doing that? And you know I will, don’t you? I will grab you by the hair and throw you into the car. Do you understand me?”
 
   I heard her huffing a sigh down the phone.
 
   “God, you are such a fucking bitch,” she spat. “Why the hell couldn’t I have had a normal family?”
 
   “Don’t you think I wish the same thing?”
 
   “Oh, I know you wish you didn’t have me as a sister.  I bet you wished you’d pulled the trigger when you had the chance.”
 
   Her words felt like a knife in my side, physically winding me, making me inhale before I could answer.
 
   I couldn’t argue with her; how could I? She always had this immense, unforgivable thing to hold over me, and there was nothing I could do or say because everything she was feeling and thinking about me was the same as I’d felt and thought about myself a million times over. 
 
   I gritted my teeth. “Just come home, Nickie, please. Don’t make me have to come out there and find you.”
 
   The phone went dead and I let out a yell of frustration. I wanted to throw the phone against the wall, but I needed it in case something happened and she needed to call me.
 
   Was there anything worse than trying to protect a person who didn’t think they needed your protection? 
 
   Now what the hell was I supposed to do?
 
   I put my head in my hands, trying to think. I imagined normal women would cry in this situation—tears of frustration and fear for their sibling. My eyes burned hot with unshed tears, and I knew they would be tears that wouldn’t come. It had been years since I’d last cried at something—I couldn’t even remember a time when crying was a normal reaction for me. Maybe I’d simply forgotten how. 
 
   We needed to get out of here; that much was clear. Whoever was running the two dead men would be back for us, and my father would soon realize X hadn’t done his job either. 
 
   I didn’t want to run. Doing so would mean I wouldn’t be testifying any time soon, and I had so badly wanted to look that man in the face and tell him what a fucking bastard he was and how much I hated him. I could go to the deputy and ask that we be relocated again, with new identities, but I didn’t trust him in the slightest. There were other U.S. Marshals, but how deep had the leak gone? How many of them were being run by my father’s gang?
 
   I knew Nickie wasn’t going to be happy about running, but I was left with no choice now.
 
   Unless I turned this around and became the hunter rather than the hunted.
 
   But my father was in prison—though obviously still able to communicate with the outside world in order to send X to find me.
 
   How was I supposed to stop a man who, by all accounts, had already been stopped?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   That Vee had disappeared upstairs again made me nervous.
 
   She knew people were after her, but what about the person who was after me? I was supposed to have been long gone from here by now, and out of the state—hell, even out of the country, if that was where my next job took me—but as time continued to trickle by, I knew my chance of my past catching up with me grew bigger. 
 
   The problem with killing people for a living was that you ended up with a lot of people wanting you dead.
 
   I only had one option. I needed to convince Vee to untie me.
 
   If she got too close, I could loop my strapped together wrists over the back of her head and try to strangle her with my forearms, but that would involve figuring out a way of getting her right into my personal space, and also getting her to put down the gun. If I tried anything while she still had hold of my weapon, she would kill me in an instant.
 
   Unless I was worth more to her alive than dead. If I could convince her I could get her and her sister to safety, and that I had information on who was behind the couple of dead men currently decomposing in the corner, she might think twice before she killed me, and that could buy me an advantage. 
 
   Did I even still want her dead?
 
   I had never wanted her dead. It was her father who wanted that, and I was simply being paid to make it happen. Only now, as I spent more and more time in her company, I couldn’t help but feel like I wanted to protect her rather than harm her. Could she really have done the awful thing I’d been told about?
 
   Movement came from above, the creak of floorboards and thud of footsteps, and then she appeared in the open doorway of the cellar again. She was strikingly beautiful, and the sight of her made me catch my breath.
 
   No, I didn’t want to kill her. But if I didn’t, I would have her father, Mickey Five Fingers, writing my death warrant as well. Not that I was holding too much hope of getting out of this alive right now.
 
   “What happened?” I asked her.
 
   “I got hold of my sister and told her to come home. I guess we’re packing our bags and getting the hell out of here.”
 
   “What about the trial? If you don’t testify against your father, he’ll be out and he’ll come after you.”
 
   “He’s come after me anyway,” she said, “and he’s behind bars now. Will it really make any difference if he’s locked up or not?”
 
   “He won’t be able to continue with his work if he’s behind bars. You’ll have stopped that side of things.”
 
   She stared at me with her dark eyes—eyes that could have belonged to that old famous movie star, Audrey Hepburn. “What do you care? You want to see me dead.”
 
   “No, I don’t. Just because I was paid to make something happen doesn’t mean I want it to.”
 
   She smirked. “So you’re a sellout.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I am.”
 
   We caught each other’s gaze again, the tension in the air between us almost vibrating. There was a connection there. I felt it, and I was sure she did, too. I could only assume she knew I was attracted to her, but did she feel the same way about me? This whole situation was too many shades of fucked up, but that didn’t mean the laws of attraction had suddenly ceased.
 
   Vee let out a sigh and turned away, her hand clutching her mouth as she shook her head. “What the hell am I going to do with you? I could just leave you here to rot, you know. Someone would find you eventually. Probably.”
 
   “Why don’t you let me help you?”
 
   She stared at me again, and then laughed. “Help me? You’re supposed to kill me, remember?”
 
   “I changed my mind. I’d rather help you. I know people who work in your father’s circles, remember. I could find out who’s on the other end of that phone, and take care of them for you. At least then you wouldn’t have to run. Not yet anyway.”
 
   “Not yet?”
 
   “Your father is going to learn you’re still alive, if he hasn’t already. The good thing about him is that it will take information longer to reach him because he’s behind bars. I can contact your father and tell him you’re dead and then kill whoever is behind the two dead guys for you. It would buy enough time for you to make your getaway, and if your father thinks you’re dead, you could still make a reappearance for his trial and testify against him.”
 
   She nibbled on her mouth, her tongue flicking out over the plump flesh and her little white teeth pressing into her lower lip as she considered what I had said. I took the slightest sliver of hope in the fact she was thinking about it and hadn’t just cut me off. 
 
   Eventually, she spoke. “I can’t trust you.”
 
   I risked a smile, fixing her with my eyes. “I know. You don’t trust anyone.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But what are your alternatives? You run for the rest of your life, or you use me and deal with the threat.”
 
   “You could try to kill me the minute I cut you loose.”
 
   “I could. But you could also be shot the moment you walk from your front door.”
 
   “I don’t care about my own life. All I wanted was to be able to testify against my father, and to keep my sister safe.”
 
   “If you set me free, you’ll be able to do both.”
 
   She laced her hands into her thick, silky hair, and squeezed her fists tight. The action must have hurt, but she didn’t relent, almost as though she was punishing herself.
 
   “I can’t deal with this—with any of it! I just need Nickie to come home.” She started pacing, back and forth across the small space. “Where the fuck is she? She should be here by now.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll be here soon,” I replied, staying calm. “And when she gets here, what are you going to tell her about me, and the two dead men over there?”
 
   She released her hair and turned to face me. “The truth. At least then she’ll take me seriously.”
 
   “Why isn’t she taking you seriously?”
 
   “Because she’s a teenager and thinks she knows everything.” 
 
   A high flush had appeared in her cheeks, and I imagined she’d look similar to this after sex, though hopefully a little less tense. She must have seen the expression on my face.
 
   “Is something amusing to you?” she snapped.
 
   “Not at all. I was just thinking you look sexy when you’re angry.”
 
   Her eyes flashed with fury. “You seriously think that’s an appropriate comment? I’m worried for the lives of me and my sister, and you’re telling me I look sexy? Do you think some pathetic compliment is going to make me release you? In fact, you saying that has made me want to leave you tied up forever.”
 
   Ah, so she had been considering letting me go. I took a tiny amount of satisfaction in that, even if my stupid mouth had gotten me in trouble. But for some reason I wanted her to know what I thought of her. We hadn’t gotten off to the best start, admittedly, and maybe I was insane for even thinking it, but I thought she might be starting to warm to me.
 
   She let out a growl and turned away. “Where the fuck is Nickie?”
 
   “Maybe she changed her mind and isn’t coming.”
 
   “If she does that, whoever the hell is after us won’t need a hit man. I’ll kill her myself.”
 
   I had to hide another smile. 
 
   She noticed and stopped to glare at me. “What’s so damn amusing?”
 
   “Sorry. I’ll try to look more contrite.”
 
   “So you should. You’re the one strapped to a chair with two stab wounds.”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t have half of New York wanting me dead.”
 
   Okay, that wasn’t completely the truth, but I didn’t think we needed to get into details just yet.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “I know you have more pressing concerns, but can I get a drink of water? My mouth is like a desert, and if you’re going to run off and leave me like this, I’d at least like some chance of not dying of thirst within the next twenty-four hours.”
 
   The lack of water had left me thirsty, but it had also meant I’d not needed to take a piss since she’d tied me up. I knew that relief had come to an end, though, as my bladder grew heavy and uncomfortable. The water would add to that pressure, but I figured I’d still rather piss myself than endure the excruciating discomfort of going any length of time without a drink.
 
   She turned to me with a closed-lipped smile. “You really think you deserve any comfort? You came into my home to kill me, remember?”
 
   “Yeah, but I didn’t. I saved you. Remember?”
 
   She hadn’t made up her mind about me. I could see the indecision on her face. That was all I needed, just enough belief that I might be one of the perhaps not good, but better guys, and she would set me free, or at least give me some chance at survival.
 
   “Water,” she said eventually. “That’s it, though. I’m not going to be making you fucking coffee next.”
 
   I suppressed a smile. “I can’t imagine you’d make me coffee even if we were dating.”
 
   “I don’t date either,” she said. “I screw who I want, but don’t expect any of the romantic crap that goes with it.”
 
   I gave her a wink. “Got it.”
 
   She glared at me. “That wasn’t supposed to be an instruction manual.”
 
   “Sounded like you were giving me some tips.”
 
   “Well, I wasn’t. So quit it.”
 
   She gave a huff of exasperation and turned away from me to walk toward the stairs.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked her.
 
   “To get you some damn water,” she called back, without bothering to look back around at me.
 
   I watched her ass and slender legs as she walked back up the stairs, the narrow circumference of her waist. I’d bet I’d be able to get my fingers right around that waist, if my hands weren’t taped together, of course.
 
   My desire to see her dead was fading by the second. I had the feeling Vee alive and kicking would prove to be much more fun.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I was glad I had my back to him so he didn’t see the smile trying to tweak my cheeks. It wasn’t often I met someone who gave as good as they got, but X did. I’d stabbed him twice, and tied him to a chair, but still he was flirting with me. Either he was stupidly confident, or he was just plain stupid. 
 
   I hoped it was the first.
 
   As I headed into the kitchen, my pocket buzzed.
 
   Shit.
 
   I’d forgotten I didn’t get any coverage in the cellar. I cursed myself. Nickie might have been trying to get hold of me, and I’d been distracted by the hit man. But when I reached into the back pocket of my jeans, I realized the phone that was buzzing wasn’t my own, but the one I’d taken off the dead body of one of the men.
 
   My heart instantly lurched into my throat, and I stopped, reaching out to the wall beside me to steady myself. My heart pattered in my chest. Should I answer it? I couldn’t speak if I did—doing so would reveal myself to be alive. I kicked myself. I should have sent some kind of message before, pretending the men were still alive. But then that would have provoked some kind of response, something I hadn’t known how to handle.
 
   Problem was, I still didn’t.
 
   I was filled with the ridiculous urge to race back down to the cellar and ask X what I should do. But I couldn’t. Not only because I shouldn’t start thinking I could trust him enough to give me the correct response, but also because if I went into the cellar, I would lose coverage again.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I couldn’t waste any more time. I hit the answer button.
 
   Without speaking, I lifted the phone to my ear.
 
   A male voice said, “What did you do to my men?”
 
   I hesitated, not knowing what to say. Whoever was on the end of the line must have known something had happened to them. After all, I’d answered their phone.
 
   “I’ll assume they’re dead,” the voice continued. “That wasn’t in the plan.”
 
   What was the plan? I yelled in my head.
 
   On the other end of the line, there was the briefest of pauses, a slight rasp and a shuffle, and then a different voice came on the line, one that froze the blood in my veins.
 
   “Oh, God, Vee. What did you do?”
 
   Then she was gone.
 
   “Nickie!” I screamed into the phone. “Nickie, where are you?”
 
   But the man’s voice replaced that of my sister, and he laughed. “Come and get her, and then you’ll find out.”
 
   The line went dead.
 
   The number had been blocked so I couldn’t call it back. My jaw was rigid with fear for Nickie’s life and anger at myself. I should have gotten in my car and gone to pick her up. What the hell had I been thinking? I’d known she might have been in some kind of danger, and yet I’d chosen to be here, babysitting a goddamned hit man rather than out taking care of my only family.
 
   With a scream, I slammed my balled fist into the wall, pain shattering up my knuckles and through my arm. It made me grit my teeth and bend over, clutching my hand against my body, a flurry of curses trapped behind my tight lips.
 
   “What’s going on up there?”
 
   The shout of the man I had trapped downstairs. 
 
   My eyes burned, but the rest of me felt ice cold, as though all the blood had drained from my extremities to service my internal organs. Once more I had that strange sensation of not quite being a part of myself, as though I was watching this all from a distance.
 
   On shaking legs, holding the phone in one hand, I slowly took the stairs back down into the cellar. X was still in the chair, leaning forward, as though the slight increase in proximity would help him learn what was going on.
 
   “They have Nickie,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper.
 
   “Who does?”
 
   “I don’t know, but whoever it is has something to do with those two.” I gestured toward the pile of bodies.
 
   X took a breath. “Right. That’s it. You need to let me go now.”
 
   I blinked at him. “What?”
 
   “I’ll help you get her back, but you need to cut this damned tape.”
 
   “I can’t let you go. You’ll kill me.”
 
   “No, I won’t. I’ll help you.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because if your father finds out I was here and that I let someone take your sister, he will cut off my hands and feet and leave me to die somewhere no one will find me.”
 
   That was exactly the sort of thing I could imagine my father doing.
 
   I stared at him. “Oh.”
 
    “Your father wanted Nickie back,” X continued. “He wanted you dead, too, but he also wanted her home again. I already told you that he thinks you were a bad influence on her.”
 
   I couldn’t help the cold laugh that burst from my lungs. “Oh, yes, of course. I’m the bad influence.”
 
   “Listen to me. Tell me exactly what they said to you on the phone.”
 
   I took a breath. “He said, ‘what did you do to my men?’ and something about it not being in the plan. Then he put Nickie on the phone, but only long enough for her to ask me what I’d done—” My voice broke. Even when I’d tried to save her life, she still blamed me for everything. I paused, composing myself. “Then he said, ‘come and get her, and then you’ll find out where she is.’”
 
   X nodded. “Okay, so they want you to find her, or at least come looking for her. Maybe they’re considering you to be more of an adversary than they first expected, so they’re putting you in an unknown situation rather than the other way around. They want to be the ones in control.”
 
   “You keep saying ‘they,’” I said.
 
   “This isn’t down to a lone wolf,” he replied. “Think about it. There are already two of them dead over there, and now someone else is calling you, and I doubt that person is working alone either. There are two ways to be in this job—solitary, like me, so that you slip under the radar and you have little contact with anyone, and that’s what keeps you safe. Or else you surround yourself with likeminded people and watch each other’s backs.”
 
   “So, a gang?”
 
   He nodded again. “Yeah, a gang—most likely a rival mafia outfit.”
 
   “And now they have my sister.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   I turned on him. “No, you’re not. How could you be? You don’t give a fuck about us. Why should you? You don’t even know us, and it was barely twenty-four hours ago that you were planning on shooting me!”
 
   “A lot can change in a day.”
 
   “Yeah, you got that right. This time yesterday, we were safe, and I didn’t have a hit man and two dead bodies in my cellar. Yesterday, I’d thought I’d get to testify against my father, and that we’d go on to live our lives. Now I don’t know if we’re even going to be alive in another twenty-four hours.”
 
   The question was, if I released X, was that likely to increase our chance of survival or decrease it? If I didn’t release him, what would I do? I could drive to New York and start asking some questions, but chances were I’d end up dead within a few hours. Word would get back to my father quickly enough, and even if it didn’t, there were still enough of his guys around who would know he wanted me dead and would carry out the job for him. I’d most likely end up with a bullet through my mouth, a sign that I was a rat. 
 
   That thought made my heart hurt. A lot of those guys had seen me grow up, had bounced me on their knees when I was little and twirled my pigtails and called me sweetheart. That they would see me dead hurt almost as much as what my father had done, or made me do.
 
   If I released X and he turned on me right away, I’d be dead and there would be no one around to help my sister.
 
   If I didn’t release him, I would most likely end up dead anyway.
 
   But what if I released him and he didn’t kill me? Then I’d have backup, and someone who knew his way around this business. The thought of having this intense, blue-eyed man on my side also tugged at something in my soul. I’d never had a confidant before, someone I could bounce ideas off, someone who would have my back. This smart-mouthed, handsome, dangerous man attracted me, even though I knew he shouldn’t, and now he was offering his help.
 
   Was I really going to turn my back on his offer and leave him here, most likely, to die?
 
   Perhaps it was what he deserved, but by doing so was I also robbing my sister of her only chance of getting out of this alive? I couldn’t stand the thought of what might be happening to her at the hands of those men. Yes, she was seventeen, and acted tougher and more independent than she actually was, but she was still mentally not much more than a child.
 
   “You can keep hold of the gun.”
 
   X’s voice broke me from my thoughts.
 
   “What?”
 
   “If you’re worried about me trying something, you can keep hold of the gun to protect yourself.”
 
   I looked over to the two dead bodies. Both men had had weapons which were now on the shelving unit upstairs. The people we were going after would be as fully armed as those two had been, if not more so. If I was going to trust X enough to help me, I’d need to trust him with a gun as well. He needed to be armed if we were going to stand any chance of getting Nickie back.
 
   “What about my father?” I asked. “If you were frightened of him enough to take on the job to kill me, why aren’t you afraid of what he’s going to do when he finds out you helped me instead?”
 
   He’d straightened at my accusation of him being frightened. “First of all, there’s a difference between being protective of your own life and being frightened. Secondly, I think the ship has sailed on being concerned about what your father will do. I’ve already failed on that front, by you still being alive and by Nickie being taken. Any retribution coming to me will arrive whether I help you now or not. In fact, saving your sister might be the only thing that will stop seven bells of shit falling on my head when he learns about this mess.”
 
   I studied his face. He held my gaze, unflinching.
 
   “Why don’t you just run as soon as I cut you loose?” I threw out, wanting to make sure I had every base covered. “I’m sure you know how to go into hiding—and you’d probably do a better job of it than the damn U.S. Marshals did for us.”
 
   “Because if I did that, I would never get to see your face again.”
 
   His words caused my heart to flip, and my breath caught. I searched his expression for any kind of insincerity, but he just continued to watch me, as though wanting to judge my reaction to his words as much as I was trying to figure out his. No, I couldn’t let this man get to me. He’d say whatever he could to get free from that chair, and I couldn’t allow myself to be drawn into fantasy.
 
   Forcing myself from the moment, I lifted my eyebrows. “You’re fucking with me, right?”
 
   He grinned and the tension broke. “Can’t I just say I want to help you now, and leave it at that?”
 
   I might be making the biggest mistake of my life, but I reached for the knife still in my jeans pocket from when he’d tried to escape, and then, hoping I wouldn’t live to regret it, bent to cut his ankles free.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I looked down at the top of Vee’s dark, shiny hair as she used the knife I’d dropped to saw away at the thick black tape wrapped around my right ankle. Her hair shimmered with her movements, and the crouch she was in offered me a direct view right down the front of her t-shirt. The gentle curve of the tops of her breasts appeared soft and flawless, a beautiful shade of caramel to go with her black hair and dark brown eyes. My palms itched to slide my hands across her skin, to lace my fingers in that dark hair. I couldn’t pretend that every single cell of my body didn’t crave her in some way. She was completely unlike any woman I’d ever come across, and I wanted her. I wanted to taste her mouth, and run my tongue over every inch of her skin, and experience what it felt like when I pushed inside her.
 
   Was the possibility of getting laid really making me put my life in danger? The moment she cut the other leg free, I should knee her in the face and run. That I actually gave a fuck about what happened to her and her sister was seriously starting to piss me off. No, actually, I didn’t give a fuck what happened to her sister, but I cared about how she felt about her sister, and how it would affect her. If something happened to Nickie, I had a feeling the fierce light I saw in Vee’s eyes would extinguish. 
 
   I wasn’t used to caring. I especially wasn’t used to caring about someone I was supposed to have shot in the head twenty-four hours ago. 
 
   I thought back to the fat, middle-aged guy who had come out of the bar and interrupted me. If that hadn’t happened, would Vee be dead right now? Would I have pulled the trigger? If I had, I’d have never known what a stunning, courageous, crazy woman she was. 
 
   The idea struck dread into my heart.
 
   At my ankle, the tape popped open and Vee yanked the remaining material from around my leg. She shifted her weight over and started sawing the binds at my left leg. I didn’t take my eyes off her, and she glanced up and caught my gaze, her cheeks flushing, and then looked away again and finished cutting.
 
   My legs were finally freed.
 
   Getting to her feet, she started work on the tape holding my wrists together.
 
   “You’d better not make me regret this,” she said, a warning tone to her voice.
 
   “I’ll try not to.”
 
   “’Cause I’m still capable of cutting off your dick if you try to screw me over.”
 
   I pressed my lips together. “I’m fully aware of that, Vee.”
 
   My hands popped free and I breathed a sigh of relief, clenching and unclenching my fists, and flexing my fingers. Vee moved away from me, though she had picked the gun back up and now had it pointed loosely in my direction.
 
   My limbs were stiff from being in the same position for hours, not to mention from that shove down the cellar stairs, plus toppling the chair onto my back, and, of course, the two knife wounds currently strapped together with tape. I was lucky the stab wounds hadn’t been in my torso, or I doubted I would be in any condition to be offering help right now. I stretched and flexed my knotted muscles, noting how Vee flinched when I lifted my arms, understandably cautious that I might try to strike out at her instead. Spikes of pain pierced me as I moved my arm and put weight on my injured leg, and I hissed air in over my teeth and tested my weight out on the lower limb. 
 
   “Do you have any painkillers?” I asked her. 
 
   She nodded. “I’ll get you some when we go upstairs.” She jerked her chin toward the men I had killed. “What do we do about them?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “What if the deputy comes back around and finds Nickie and me gone? He might come into the house and find the bodies.”
 
   “So what if he does? Do you think you’re going to be coming back here again, ever?”
 
   Her lips pressed together, her nostrils flaring in determination. “No. We won’t be coming back.”
 
   I took a step, but my injured leg crumpled under me, sending me pitching forward. Vee stepped in and grabbed me, wedging her shoulder under my armpit, her arm around my waist. It was a good thing she was tall, and I wasn’t overly massive, or I would have crushed her.
 
   “I thought I was the one supposed to be helping you,” I joked.
 
   “Yeah, you’d better start making yourself useful or I’ll leave you here to rot.”
 
   She might have threatened it, but she continued to support me, and we climbed the stairs together. I was thankful to be leaving the rank smelling confines of the cellar. On several occasions I had imagined that place would have become my tomb. 
 
   “Did Nicole take your car?” I asked her.
 
   She shook her head. “No. It’s still parked out front.”
 
   “Good. We’ll leave it there, so people won’t know you’re gone right away. My car is parked a couple of blocks from here.”
 
   “You think you’re going to be able to walk a couple of blocks?”
 
   I gritted my teeth. “I’m going to have to.”
 
   If I turned my head toward her, I could place my nose and mouth against the top of her head, inhaling the scent of her shampoo, which, from the current fragrance, I took to be coconut. The scent and proximity of her did strange things to my insides, and for a moment I forgot about the pain in my leg.
 
   She took me into the kitchen and helped me sit on a stool. I noticed a couple of used mugs sitting beside the sink—the remains of the visit from the deputy. Vee found a packet of painkillers, which she threw to me, and then poured me a glass of water. I knocked back three of them, looking forward to the relief they would eventually bring me. I’d been in pain for hours, and I needed a break.
 
   “Hey, can I use your bathroom?” I asked.
 
   She nodded. “It’s the third door on the right, down the hall.”
 
   She moved to help me up, but I waved her away. I didn’t need help taking a piss. I made my way down to the bathroom, using the wall to steady myself. I passed over the spot where she’d stabbed me, and where I’d shot the two other men. She had made a good effort to clean up the blood, though I could still see a dark patch in the threadbare pile.
 
   I used the bathroom, checking out my injuries quickly to make sure I wasn’t about to die anytime soon, and washed off some of the blood. Knowing she’d be getting anxious, I made my way back to where she paced up and down the hallway, waiting for me. 
 
   “Is there anything here of importance that you want to grab?” I asked her, knowing we couldn’t hang out here for long.
 
    “Yeah. I have our original birth certificates, and some photographs of my mom. I’m not supposed to have them, but I grabbed them when the U.S. Marshals showed up the day they took us into the Witness Protection Program. I guess I couldn’t bring myself to let go of who I was completely. Oh, and there’s another thing I want, too.”
 
   “Okay, be quick.”
 
   She vanished around the corner and down the hallway toward the bedroom. I went back into the kitchen to perch on the stool while I waited. 
 
   I could go now, if I wanted. I could take off out the front door, steal her car, and make my getaway, but I didn’t want to leave her alone.
 
   I couldn’t leave her alone. 
 
   She appeared in the doorway, clutching a small metal tin with a locked code on it like you’d find in a briefcase. In her other hand was a rucksack.
 
   “What’s in the bag?” I asked, nodding toward it.
 
   “Change of clothes for me, and for Nickie, for when I get her back. And a teddy that she’s had since she was born. I couldn’t leave Mister Snuggles behind. Our mom gave it to her, and she always sleeps with it.” Her cheeks pinked at the revelation, as though she’d told me she was the one who still slept with a childhood toy. I was tempted to tease her about it, but we were running out of time and I didn’t want the wrong people to find us sitting here, unprepared.
 
   “Oh,” she said, as though she’d forgotten something, and then she reached into the bag and pulled out the two handguns she’d taken off the dead men. “And I’ve got these two, of course.”
 
   That dangerous glint was back in her eye, and I couldn’t help but smile at her. I didn’t know why I had expected any less. “Then we’re good to go.”
 
   We left the house the same way I had entered—through the back door.
 
   “This way,” I told her, guiding her through the back yard. I favored my uninjured leg, so I walked with a lurch, but there was nothing I could do about it. I walked toward the clump of bushes where I’d hidden the previous night, and Vee followed, staying close to my shoulder. She would have been able to move a lot faster without me, but I was the only one who knew where my car was parked.
 
   I pushed through the bushes and out onto the street on the other side, reaching back to take Vee’s hand and help her through the final part. She emerged with twigs in her hair, clutching her bag to her shoulder.
 
   “You want me to take that?” I offered. 
 
   She lifted her eyebrows and tugged her hand from mine. “I’ve got it, thanks.”
 
   I guessed I couldn’t be too surprised that she didn’t want me to carry the bag with all the guns.
 
   “Which way?” she asked, glancing around. She looked suspicious, and someone who looked suspicious always caught the eye of others.
 
   “You need to relax,” I told her. “Chill. We need to look like we belong here or we’re going to stick out, especially considering the state of my clothes and that I have tape wrapped around my arm and leg.” It was true. I looked a mess. It was a good thing I always wore black—both the blood and the tape were camouflaged against the dark material.
 
   It was late afternoon, but there were still people around—the townsfolk heading home after a long day at work or school.
 
   “Yes, you’re right,” she said, plastering a smile across her face and loosely linking her arm through mine. I knew the gesture must have been hard for her to do, but I liked that she’d used her initiative to make us appear like a regular couple just walking down the street instead of a couple of fugitives. I also appreciated having her body pressed so close to mine, the warmth of her skin seeping through my shirt. I tried hard to imagine this life we were currently faking—being a normal person in a normal relationship, taking a stroll down the street, but I couldn’t picture it. I’d always been an outcast. The only way I knew how to fit in was by pretending, just like I was doing now.
 
   “How much farther?” she asked.
 
   “Another block from here.”
 
   “Okay, good.”
 
   The street wasn’t too busy, a few vehicles heading in both direction, a couple of passersby on the sidewalk. But Vee suddenly huddled closer into me, turning her face and pressing it against my shoulder.
 
   “Ah, shit,” she said, her mouth brushing the material of my shirt.
 
   “What?” I asked
 
   But then I saw what she had—the police car parked on our side of the street.
 
   “It might be empty,” I said, hoping for a bit of luck.
 
   “It isn’t. He’s sitting behind the wheel.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   My mind whirred, trying to think of the best course of action. Should we cross to the other side of the street and hope he didn’t notice?
 
   “You’re allowed to walk down the street, Vee,” I said eventually. “You’re not a prisoner. He doesn’t know where we’re going, or who I am.”
 
   “What if he stops us? He might ask you for some identification.”
 
   “Then I’ll have to shoot him.”
 
   She looked up at me, her dark eyes wide. 
 
   My arm tightened around her. “Just keep walking and look forward.”
 
   I did my best to minimize my lurching gait. She was on the inside of me, and as we got closer, I could see the deputy was bent over something, not looking at us or anyone else.
 
   Don’t look up, I willed. I’d be able to deal with him if I needed to, but things would be a lot easier without the complication. Vee was so distinctive in her appearance. If he caught only a glimpse of her, he’d recognize her right away. We might have to do something about how she looked if we were going to get her sister back.
 
   My heart thumped as we walked right by the cop car, neither slowing nor speeding up our pace. All we needed to do was get around the corner to where my car was parked. The key was hidden beneath the vehicle, attached to the chassis via a small magnet. I couldn’t risk taking the key with me and dropping it somewhere, or having someone take it from me. By keeping the key with the car, I always knew where it was should I need it. People might check under a hubcap or even under a visor for a spare key if they planned on stealing the car, but they wouldn’t find the key where I’d hidden it.
 
   We made it past the police cruiser, and I exhaled a breath and gave Vee a brief squeeze to tell her that we’d done the hardest part. 
 
   I felt the stiffness in her shoulders relax slightly. We just needed to make it around the corner, and I’d be able to drive the car right out of town.
 
   “Viola?”
 
   The slam of a car door behind us caused my heartrate to jump.
 
   “Hey, Viola,” a male voice called. “It’s Deputy Kier.”
 
   “Shit,” she hissed from beside me.
 
   “Keep going. Don’t look back.”
 
   I hustled her forward, both of us breaking into something just short of a run. We made it around the corner, but his suspicions had been raised, and I could hear his feet smacking on the sidewalk and the exclamations from a few of the pedestrians he passed.
 
   Were we about to be stopped at the first hurdle?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   “Viola Gingham!” The deputy called my new name. The people at Witness Protection always made sure we had the same initials as our real names. “Halt or I’ll shoot.”
 
   Deputy Kier followed us down the street, but instead of stopping, I did the opposite and broke into a run.
 
   “It’s the black Ford,” X shouted at me as we raced down the street toward his car. We’d broken apart from the cozy way we’d walked down the sidewalk, and now I ran, the bag of guns smacking against my hip as I did so. X was behind me, the injuries I had given him slowing him down. But as we approached the car, he skidded to the sidewalk and snatched something from beneath the vehicle.
 
   The lights of the central locking flashed and the vehicle beeped.
 
   “Get in!” X yelled.
 
   I risked glancing in the direction we’d come, to see the deputy come skidding around the corner, his weapon drawn.
 
   Oh, shit.
 
   “X, we’ve got to go.”
 
   “What do you think I’m doing? Get in the fucking car!”
 
   I didn’t want to think the deputy would start shooting in the middle of town with people around, but I didn’t know if someone was paying him to watch me. If he thought he’d end up with his balls cut off if he lost track of me, it would make him more likely to take risks.
 
   My heart hammered, my mouth running dry. I wished I’d thought to put one of the guns in an easy to reach place, but for some reason, having a shootout with the police hadn’t been part of my plans for the day. I had thought to secure my knife in the sheath between my breasts right before we left the house, but a knife wasn’t any good at a distance.
 
   I yanked open the passenger door and threw myself inside, dragging the bag in with me. X had the engine running and was pulling out of the space with a screech of wheels on asphalt before I’d even gotten the door shut. Deputy Kier had broken into a run, and was simultaneously speaking into the radio attached to the front of his shirt.
 
   “Fuck. He’s calling for backup.”
 
   X glanced over at me. “Don’t worry. We’ll be long gone.” And he put his foot down, the motion throwing me back in the seat.
 
   The crack of gunfire made me duck.
 
   “Motherfucker,” swore X, but continued to drive.
 
   I reached into the bag, and my hands made contact with the cold metal of one of the handguns. Flicking the safety, I wriggled around in the seat, facing back the way we’d come. I used the passenger seat as protection, pointing the muzzle through the gap between the two seats, fully prepared to shoot out the rear windshield if I had to. But I caught sight of the deputy running down the street behind us, slowing to a walk and finally a stop as he gave up, knowing he was never going to catch the car and that there was too much distance for an accurate shot now. X swerved around a corner, and I leaned with the movement.
 
   “Don’t worry,” X said. “We’ve lost him.”
 
   I turned back in the seat to face the front. “Yeah, but for how long? He knows I’m running now. He’ll check the house and find the bodies and Nickie gone. We’ll have the cops after us.”
 
   “Then first thing we need to do is find a new vehicle. Know anywhere nearby we can get one?”
 
   My thoughts went straight to the bar where I worked. Would Johnny lend me his truck? Could I trust the guy not to tell someone? He wasn’t the type of man to turn to the police. He was as suspicious as I was, always thinking the cops were out to get him for one thing or another. He’d always been good to me, and I thought he would lend me his truck without too many questions if I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, eventually. “Take me to the bar I work at. My boss will lend me his vehicle.”
 
   “We can always use a little extra persuasion if needed,” said X, his fingers tightening around the steering wheel.
 
   “There won’t be any need for that, and I wouldn’t go there if there was.”
 
   “No? Not even if it meant getting one step closer to getting your sister back?”
 
   “There are lines I’d rather not cross.”
 
   “I thought you’d already crossed them all.”
 
   I scowled at him as he glanced over at me. I didn’t like having my misdemeanors thrown at me, and it left me irate that this stranger seemed to know everything about me, when I knew absolutely nothing about him.
 
   “Just drive to the bar. It’s on the outskirts of town.”
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded, “I know where it is.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, unable to stop myself. “Of course you do.”
 
   X took a couple of random turns, I guessed to try to make it harder for the police to follow us. The deputy would have had to turn around and run back to the patrol car, get in, start the ignition and chase after us, by which time we’d have put a decent distance between us and him. The bar was in the opposite direction of which we were headed, so as soon as X had put enough distance between us and the deputy, he turned east, and then back south. I hoped it would help put the cop off the scent as well. I imagined he’d think we would try to head straight out of town, rather than doubling back on ourselves and remaining in town.
 
   The bar was located on the outskirts, thank God, and we were lucky enough not to see any sign of more cops. I knew the bar would be one of the places the deputy would think to send people looking for me, though I also suspected he would be busy searching the house and most likely getting onto the phone with whoever he’d been spying on me for. Maybe I’d gotten him all wrong, and he was just doing his job, but I didn’t trust anyone. I still stayed on high alert for any sign of the cops coming after us. 
 
   “No one is following us,” said X.
 
   “Not right this second, they’re not, but they will be soon.”
 
   He couldn’t argue with me on that front.
 
   X knew exactly where he was going to get to the bar—didn’t even ask which bar I was talking about, what the name or address was. Had he seen me working there? Been watching me? The thought sent chills rippling through me. Had I seen him while I was working, and not clocked the threat in his eyes?
 
   No, I was fairly sure I’d have remembered if I’d seen him. He was striking to look at, and he exuded danger. But then I guessed it was part of his job to go unnoticed.
 
   “Did you ever come here?” I asked him, glancing over at his profile as he drove. “The bar, I mean?”
 
   He glanced back, our eyes meeting, and then nodded. “Yes, last night. I was here when you came out on your break.”
 
   Realization pinged inside me. “The alleyway. I remember hearing something, feeling like someone was there, but then a guy from the bar came out …”
 
   I trailed off as fresh understanding sank in. “You saw me threaten him.”
 
   He chuckled. “I knew you were going to be interesting there and then. Of course, I hadn’t figured out just how interesting.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I should be taking that as a compliment or if he was having a dig about me stabbing him.
 
   “And then you followed me home,” I said, trying to piece together his movements.
 
   “I didn’t follow you, exactly. I already knew where you lived. I was waiting in the bushes, but saw you fighting with your sister when you got home. I waited outside until I thought you were asleep, except then those other guys showed up, and well,” he gave a shrug, “you know the rest.”
 
   “I heard you outside,” I said. “I remember feeling like someone was watching me again, and pulling the blind in the window.”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, it was strange because I don’t think you could have heard me. But you sensed me, somehow. A part of you knew I was out there.”
 
   “I have good instincts,” I said.
 
   “I’ve guessed. And what do your instincts say about me?”
 
   That we’re made up of the same broken souls …
 
   I didn’t know how to answer the question, so I was relieved when the turn for the bar came up on the right side. “This is the one,” I told him, even though he already knew. 
 
   Knowing the police would be looking for this vehicle, X drove it straight across the dusty parking lot and down the back alley, where the industrial trash cans were kept, and where I’d come out for my break the previous night. He pulled the car up right next to the wall, I guessed figuring it would be less noticeable from the main road there. He climbed out of the driver’s side, but I was unable to even get the passenger door open and so grabbed the bag with the guns and clambered over the seat after him.
 
   “What do we do if he says no?” X asked me. “Do we get violent?”
 
   “He won’t say no, but we’ll do whatever needs to be done. I don’t want him killed, though, okay?”
 
   X gave a brisk nod.
 
   I led the way, and we entered the bar through the rear exit and through the seriously under-used kitchen, which acted more as an extra store room than anything else—cases of bottle beer stacked several high, boxes of potato chips, a mop and bucket.
 
   Voices came from out front. I’d been hoping the bar would be empty, but it didn’t look like things were going to go my way on this one.
 
   I popped my head around the corner, X lurking behind me, and called out to Johnny, who was chatting with one of the regulars on the other side of the bar, while he wiped down the surface with a rag.
 
   “Hey, Johnny. Have you got a sec?”
 
   He turned to me and smiled. “Hey, Vee. Your shift doesn’t start for a few hours yet.”
 
   “Yeah, about that … I could really do with borrowing you for a minute.” I lifted my chin, jerking it back toward the kitchen. “Back here.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He threw down the rag and lifted a finger to the regular to tell him he’d only be a minute. Then he followed me back out into the kitchen.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I started, “but I’m not going to make it in tonight.”
 
   He frowned. “You want me to see if I can switch you over with Maggie?” he said, naming the other barmaid.
 
   “Nah, sorry, Johnny, but I’m not going to be able to come in for any other shifts either.”
 
   “You in trouble.”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   His eyes flicked to X behind me, his gaze drifting down to the taped wounds in his arm and leg. “What the hell happened to you?” he asked X.
 
   “Vee happened to me,” he replied.
 
   Johnny gave a laugh. “Yeah, I can believe that.” He turned back to me. “So I’m pretty sure you haven’t just come here to hand in your notice.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m in trouble. I need your truck.”
 
   “How long for?”
 
   “I’m not sure. Just to get out of town, I hope. I’ll call you as soon as I can and tell you where I’ve left it.”
 
   He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his keys and threw them to me. I snagged them from mid-air. “I think you’re a good kid, Vee. I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but try to be careful. You could have a good future ahead of you if you choose it.” He looked to X. “Take care of her, okay?”
 
   X only nodded.
 
   I didn’t know how to tell Johnny that he had me completely wrong, and that the last person who was going to look after me would be X.
 
   “Thanks, Johnny. You’re literally a life saver. I’ll do my best to get the truck back to you in one piece.”
 
   His eyes widened slightly at my comment, but he didn’t ask for the keys yet.
 
   “Vee,” X said from behind me. I knew what the warning tone meant—we needed to get a move on.
 
   I wasn’t the hugging type, or I might have stepped in and given Johnny a hug goodbye. Instead, I gave him a final nod, and turned and left with X. We trotted down the couple of steps together, me clutching the keys tight. We’d passed Johnny’s truck parked out in the lot when we’d driven through, so I led X over. 
 
   “I’m driving,” I told him. “Don’t try anything dumb while my attention is diverted.” I reached into the bag and took out one of the handguns. “I’ll have this right beside me.”
 
   “Don’t you think I would have tried something by now if I was going to?”
 
   “I have no idea with you. You might be plotting something.”
 
   “I’m not, I swear.”
 
    This situation I was in was crazy dangerous right now, riding in a car with a man who’d been sent to kill me, with my sister taken by God only knew who, and the police, who I was fairly sure were bent, chasing me. 
 
   I wanted to trust him, but I didn’t trust anyone.
 
   Especially not someone who’d been sent out to kill me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   Vee drove us out of town, the gun wedged between her slender thighs, one hand resting on the butt, ready to shoot me if I did anything wrong.
 
   I was relieved to be leaving the town behind. I’d already been there at least twelve hours longer than I had intended, and in my job it wasn’t a good idea to hang around in the same place for too long. As much as I tried to stay incognito, there were a few people who knew exactly who I was and what I did, and those particular types of people always had ways of getting information if they wanted it. I was a professional, but that didn’t mean things always went the right way for me. And when they went wrong, they went spectacularly wrong.
 
   I spotted something ahead and slid down in my seat. “Keep driving, Vee. Don’t change your speed.”
 
   The cops were parked in an emergency lane up ahead. I didn’t know if they were looking out for us—but I suspected they must be. Unless the deputy was completely bent, like Vee had suspected, he would have radioed us in right away and the police would be watching out for us. In fact, I was sure he had to have called us in. He wouldn’t get away with open firing in a busy street without having a really good reason for doing so. Chasing suspected murderers was probably as good an excuse as any.
 
   “Oh, shit.” Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel, her knuckles whitening. I saw the tension grip her shoulders and her teeth nipped at her lower lip.
 
   I slid farther down in the seat.
 
   “What are you doing?” she hissed, staring straight ahead.
 
   I made sure the top of my head was below window level, though it was ridiculously cramped and the position put extra pressure on the wound in my thigh, making me grit my teeth and my eyes water.
 
   “They’re looking for a man and a woman in a Ford car. If they can’t see me, you’re just a lone woman in a truck. Lean to the side slightly, and hold the steering wheel lower down so they won’t catch sight of your tattoos.”
 
   “Shit!” she swore again, but did as I told her, angling her arm and shoulder so it couldn’t be seen from the outside. The result was that she sat slightly lower in the seat, but from the outside she just would have looked a little shorter than she was.
 
   The bag with the gun was also on the floor with me, so I slid my hand inside to grip the butt of a pistol to use should we be stopped. It wasn’t in my usual job description to shoot innocent cops, but if it meant keeping us out of prison and alive, I’d do whatever I needed.
 
   But I felt Vee tap me with something, and I had enough room to glance toward her. She had tapped me with the muzzle of the gun she’d had gripped between her thighs.
 
   “Don’t try anything,” she warned me.
 
   “I was getting the gun in case of the cops, not because I was going to turn it on you.” Her constant suspicion was starting to grate on me, but I guessed I couldn’t blame her. “I’m not going to hurt you, Vee.”
 
   “Shut up, and let me concentrate.”
 
   I figured we were about to drive right by the waiting cop car. I braced myself, waiting for the siren to come on, the lights flashing, and the decision whether to stop and fight, or start to lead the chase, would need to be made.
 
   But we drove past without being alerted to anything being wrong.
 
   Vee let out an audible breath. “I think we’re okay. They barely glanced at me. The police probably think we’re headed in the opposite direction anyway, and they’ve just been put there as a precaution.”
 
   Even so, I gave it another minute before straightening out of my cramped position and settling myself back in the seat. I was starting to feel like I couldn’t remember a time when a part of my body didn’t hurt. I would have liked to keep hold of one of the guns, but I didn’t think the woman driving the car was going to let me get away with that.
 
   A buzzing sounded from somewhere around Vee.
 
   “Ah, now what?” she said, tilting her hip up and sliding her hand down her perfectly shaped rear end. I knew I shouldn’t be focusing on that part of what was happening, but the image of her naked fingers slipping across her bare ass pierced my brain.
 
   She pulled out the cell from her back pocket and flashed the screen at me. “It’s them again. The ones who have Nickie.”
 
   I knew she wouldn’t want me to comment on it, but I noted how her hands were shaking.
 
   “Pull over and then put it on speaker,” I said. I didn’t want her to mention me. As far as they were aware, I didn’t even exist. I was the one advantage we would have in getting her sister back—that and the fact Vee wasn’t going to take any prisoners.
 
   Her eyes flicked to me, and she nodded, swinging onto the side of the verge. Luckily, the road was quiet and we didn’t upset any other drivers with our sudden stop.
 
   Vee held out the phone and hit the button to answer. Her lips were thinned, her skin appearing a shade lighter than her usual caramel complexion. This was stressing her out, far more than she’d ever been dealing with me.
 
   A male voice spoke. “I hope you’re on your way.”
 
   “I would be if I knew where I was supposed to be going.”
 
   I glanced at her in surprise. That woman was back again—the tough, capable one. The one who had stabbed me and taped me to a chair. Her voice didn’t convey the shaking in her hand, and I could see she was putting on a brave front.
 
   “Keep heading east for another two hours. I’ll call again when you’re closer.”
 
   I listened hard for any clues. The accent was most definitely New York, Bronx, and the speaker clearly male, and I would guess to be older than me, in his forties. The accent and age made me think he was most likely associated with Vee’s father, and my mind started turning over possibilities.
 
   “I want to know my sister is still alive,” she said, still with that cool, authoritative voice. “Put her on the phone.”
 
   There was a pause and a shuffle and then Nickie’s voice came through. “Vee,” she said. “Please, just come—”
 
   But she didn’t get the chance to say anything else.
 
   I glanced at Vee’s face. She stared straight ahead, her eyes dry, her lips a thinned line. I realized I’d never seen her cry, and even now, she didn’t beg to speak to her sister again. I wanted to speak on her behalf, but I couldn’t give myself away.
 
   “There,” said the man. “You got what you wanted, now do as you’re told.”
 
   Vee didn’t flinch. “What’s your name?” she demanded.
 
   He chuckled. “You don’t need to know that now. You’ll find out soon enough.” And the line went dead again.
 
   Vee’s self control snapped. “Fuck!” she swore and slammed her small fists down onto the steering. “That fucking son-of-a-bitch. I’ll fucking kill him when I get close enough. I swear it with my life.”
 
   She was panting in her vitriol, her fists clenched, her shoulders hunched. I had the feeling she would tear the truck to pieces with her bare hands if she was given the chance. I kept my mouth shut, certain the wrong word would cause her to pull the gun on me and shoot me in the chest. I didn’t think I’d ever met a woman who instilled that kind of caution in me. Unpredictable and definitely dangerous. Yet a strange part of me also admired her, and I was definitely drawn to her. Did I recognize something of myself in this woman?
 
   I gave her a few minutes to calm down, though I knew her rage still simmered beneath the surface. That was good. She would need to call on it when needed. I’d already been told she was a killer, so I didn’t doubt her ability to pull the trigger when the time came, but she’d also need to do so with control and clarity. Being overly emotional caused mistakes, and mistakes meant death.
 
   When the white vanished from her knuckles and her breathing slowed, I dared to speak. “He knew which direction we’re headed in.”
 
   She twisted in the seat to face me. “How?”
 
   “I don’t know. Someone told him?”
 
   “Someone informed on us already? Deputy Kier, I bet.”
 
   I bit my lower lip as I considered the options. “I thought the police would assume we were going in the other direction.”
 
   “So someone has been following us?”
 
   I couldn’t help looking back to the road behind us. I’d been keeping a close eye out as Vee had driven, or so I’d thought. “I haven’t seen anyone. If no one is following us, he just made a lucky guess.”
 
   “That’s possible, right? We might have been reading too much into how he said it.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s possible.”
 
   “But your instincts tell you something different.”
 
   She had focused those dark eyes on me, daring me to say anything other than the absolute truth.
 
   “Yeah, they do,” I admitted.
 
   She paused before she spoke again. “Do you know who has taken Nickie?”
 
   “I have an idea. When your father was setting up this hit with me, he was ranting about if I did a good job on this one—meaning you—that he’d have me go after Tony the Hound next. Have you heard of him?”
 
   She nodded. “Tony Mancini, right? He’s been trying to move in on my father’s business for a while now. I know my father has had a couple of meetings with him, but I’ve never met him myself.” 
 
   “Yeah, Tony Mancini, though Tony the Hound suits him better. Your dad is a ruthless son-of-a-bitch, but you know how Tony got his name?”
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   “You heard the expression, ‘throwing someone to the dogs’?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Well, when Tony was younger, he was an animal. The older gangsters would throw someone at him who they felt had done them wrong, and he would literally pull them to pieces. Didn’t matter how tough a guy was, when faced off against someone as sadistic as Tony the Hound, he would find his face ripped off by Tony’s teeth.” 
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Yeah. As he got older, he learned to control the psycho in him, but he had amassed a big following by then. A lot of people admired him, while others just feared him. He started extorting money from some smaller business owners who weren’t already paying out to a mobster—sending in his guys with baseball bats, and destroying their stock, until they agreed to sign half their business over to Tony. Once he’d gotten himself a couple of businesses and had his foot well and truly in the door, he started moving in on the territory of some other mobsters.”
 
   “Like my father,” she said.
 
   “That’s right. He’s been causing your dad, Mickey Five Fingers, a lot of problems recently, and it’s known the two of them are treading on each other’s territory. Your dad is in prison now, but if he’s still causing Tony the Hound problems with his guys on the outside, this might be Tony’s way of controlling the situation.”
 
   “By taking my sister and using her to threaten him.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And me? Is he going to try to use me in the same way, or is he just going to kill me straight away?”
 
   I looked at her. “Honestly, I don’t know.”
 
   She must have thought of something. “But how do you know so much about the mafia? I mean, I’ve lived around them every day of my life, and you seem to know more than me.”
 
   “Believe it or not, I do think your family has tried to protect you from some of the business. I know that seems laughable considering the current situation we’re in, but I think maybe they tried in their own way.”
 
   “In their own fucked up way, you mean? And only until the shit hit the fan. After that, nothing was right again, or ever will be.” She exhaled a deep sigh. “But you still didn’t say how you know so much.”
 
   “I used to be a cop,” I admitted. “I know who all these people are, but from the opposite side of the fence. I investigated a number of them—not that we could ever get anything to stick, everyone was always too scared to testify against them—but in the end I made some contacts over the years.”
 
   She was staring at me as though I’d suddenly sprouted another head. “You were a cop?”
 
   I nodded. “Yep, but it turned out I liked to shoot people too much.” I gave a shrug. “I was fired, but like I said, I’d made some contacts by then, and word got out that I was good at taking people out. So I became a hired gun. Money was better, and I could work my own hours.” I threw her a wink, and then instantly regretted my blasé gesture. Her sister had been kidnapped by these people, and were after her blood, too. This wasn’t a winking moment.
 
   “You know, I don’t get along with cops,” she said finally.
 
   “You don’t get along with anyone,” I quipped.
 
   My words dragged a small laugh from her throat. “You have a point there.”
 
   “And anyway,” I continued. “I’m not a cop anymore, so we’re good?”
 
   She pointed at me, and then back to herself. “Apart from the ‘trying to kill me’ part, and the ‘me stabbing you’ part?”
 
   I shrugged again. “I’m not one to hold a grudge if you’re not.”
 
   “Oh, I hold grudges. I’m like an Olympic champion at holding grudges, but I don’t think I’ve got much choice but to let this one go for the moment.”
 
   I risked a smile. “Good.”
 
   I noticed how tired she looked, drained. Neither of us had slept in the past twenty-four hours, and I’d only had a couple of gulps of water. I doubted she’d had much more. If we were going up against someone like Tony the Hound, we needed to be feeling stronger than we currently were. I told myself this thought had gone through my head because of the practical issue of needing to be alert, and not because seeing Vee looking emotionally and physically exhausted had twisted something in my chest. I wasn’t used to caring about other people—it was something I’d avoided, to the point of being unsure if it was something I’d even be able to do anymore.
 
   I’d gone my whole life staying emotionally unconnected to anyone. I knew the reason why. My past had made me block off all connection, knowing that emotional attachment only meant pain. I felt like Vee had done the same thing, only not to the same extent. She obviously cared for her sister, even if she felt the emotion wasn’t returned. I thought she was wrong on that point. I didn’t know her sister, but anyone who had that amount of hatred for a family member did so because they still cared. Her sister acted as though she hated her because she was so badly hurt by what had happened. Had Nickie looked up to Vee, and seeing her do what she had meant she’d not only lost her mother in such a horrific way, she’d also lost the image she’d nurtured of her sister? I knew this because when I thought of my own ‘family,’ all I felt was a cold numbness.
 
   I reached out and touched Vee’s leg, my fingertips resting lightly on her jean-clad thigh, commanding her attention. “Let’s keep going a little farther until we come to a rest stop. I know you want to get to your sister, but we’re not going to be any good to her if we’re both exhausted and weak from lack of food.”
 
   Her gaze moved from me and dropped to where my hand touched her leg. I froze, wondering if she’d shove me away, or allow me to give her this small amount of comfort. 
 
   Vee wasn’t a woman who took affection easily.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   The heat from his fingertips seemed to burn through the denim and onto my skin. A sudden and unexpected surge of lust pulsed through me, starting from where his fingers touched my thigh, and condensing deep between my legs. My nipples tightened and crinkled, and I pulled away from him, dislodging his hand and angling my body slightly toward the driver’s door so he wouldn’t notice the twin bullets that had appeared beneath the material of my t-shirt.
 
   What the fuck. Where had that come from?
 
   I should be worrying about my sister, and if I’d live to see tomorrow, not thinking how it would feel if X shoved his hand between my thighs and released the tension building there.
 
   What was it people said about intense, life or death situations, that it heightens everything? Makes you act erratically. That must be the explanation for my body’s reaction to his hand on my thigh. It certainly hadn’t been a conscious one from me, though his hand was attractive, with its long fingers, large palm, and clean, blunt nails. The hand matched its owner, his lean frame, the piercing blue eyes, the shadow of stubble that had crept across his chin and jaw since I’d first taken him captive. I liked that he took me seriously, and wasn’t trying to treat me like some silly little girl, just because I was female.
 
   “Sorry,” he said, taking his hand from my leg, a slight frown creasing his forehead. 
 
   He’d sensed something pass between us, too. Had it confused him as much as it had me?
 
   I didn’t know. He didn’t have as much riding on this as I did. He was allowed to be distracted by something as base as sex. It wasn’t as though a member of his family was in trouble. I still wasn’t completely sure why he was even helping me. Yes, he’d offered initially so I wouldn’t leave him tied up in the cellar, but why was he still here now? I had a gun, but he was a lot stronger than I was, and realistically could have tried to wrestle it off me by now, especially when I’d been distracted by driving. Or else he could have pulled one of the guns from the bag at his feet and used it on me. 
 
   Part of me was tempted to ask him again, but I didn’t want to sit here for hours in some deep and meaningful conversation. Perhaps I didn’t want to know. Instead, I started up the truck again, and, after checking for traffic, pulled the vehicle out into the road. At least when I was driving, I could pretend to not be paying attention to, or thinking about, the striking, intense man sitting beside me. 
 
   As I drove, X kept turning around in his seat, or leaning to one side to see out of the window and up into the sky.
 
   “You still think we’re being followed?” I asked, unease threading its way through me.
 
   “I think it’s better to keep an eye out, just in case.”
 
   I nodded, and focused on driving. Half an hour or so passed by without event, us driving in silence, though tension still filled the interior.
 
   “Look, there,” X said suddenly.
 
   My first reaction was that he’d spotted someone following us, and adrenaline soared through me, making my heartrate jump, but then I realized he was pointing at a building on the side of the road which we were approaching.
 
   “We need to refuel,” he said. “Take a break. You’ll be stronger for your sister that way.”
 
   I didn’t want to stop. I wanted to reach Nickie as soon as possible. I hated to think how frightened she would be. She’d be cursing my name, certain I was the one responsible for putting her in that position. I hated to think she might die with nothing but loathing for me in her heart. But at the same time, I knew he was right. I’d barely slept the previous night, and I’d only had the cup of coffee which I’d drunk with the deputy hours before. My temples throbbed, my whole body heavy, my eyes sore and gritty. The emptiness in my stomach felt like I’d been hollowed out, and acid burned the inside of my throat.
 
   “Okay,” I conceded, signaling to pull into the diner. “We take a break, but not for long. Deal?”
 
   He nodded. “Deal.” 
 
   I pulled into the parking lot, but instead of stopping out front, I drove the truck around the side of the building, where it would be hidden from the main road, and from the curious view of anyone eating in the place. There were only a couple of other vehicles already parked in the lot, and it didn’t look like the sort of place locals would frequent. I was happy with that. Quiet worked well for me. I didn’t like busy places at the best of times.
 
   We climbed out of the truck. X was still favoring his bad leg, but not as much as before. I figured the analgesics had kicked in.
 
   I was conscious of how we must look together, me with my tattoos and a hard edge to my face, him with his striking good looks and taped together clothing, both garnering attention neither of us wanted. A couple of people glanced up at us as we walked in, but otherwise everyone went back to their meals.
 
   We separated to use the bathrooms, and I took the time to wash up. I came out to find X had already gotten a table right at the back, and within a minute a young waitress was beaming down at us, a notepad in her hands.
 
   “Hi, guys, what can I get you?”
 
   “Coffee and water,” I said.
 
   “And a couple of cheeseburgers with fries,” X added.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at him. “I’m capable of ordering for myself.”
 
   He grinned. “I wouldn’t dream of ordering for you. Those burgers are just for me. Do you know how long it’s been since I last ate?”
 
   I repressed a smile, and looked up at the waitress. “I’ll have a cheeseburger, too, thanks.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll be right back with your order,” she chirped then hurried away.
 
   I removed the cell phone the gangster had been using to contact me on and placed it in the middle of the table. Part of me hoped it would ring again, while the other part prayed for it to remain silent. We’d gone about an hour of the instructed two hour drive east, so I knew he would be calling again soon with further instruction. 
 
   “I know it’s hard,” said X, “but try to relax for a while. Zone out, if you can. Switch off your brain. We all need that time out so we can concentrate better when needed.”
 
   I knew he was right. I felt like I’d been on a constant rollercoaster, not just over the past twenty-four hours, but the past few months.
 
   The waitress returned with our order.
 
   The scent of the beef, onions, and relish made my mouth water, and I barely stopped to think before I picked up the food and took a massive bite. I couldn’t get the burger down quickly enough, only chewing enough to swallow, before taking another bite. Sitting opposite, X did the same, wolfing down his meal, barely taking a breath between bites.
 
   I finished my food and took a long swig from my glass of water. The coffee was still too hot to drink.
 
   I propped my forehead on my palm, allowing my eyes to slip shut. I didn’t want to sleep in a public place, but I remembered reading that even a power-nap could help improve alertness and concentration. 
 
   Perhaps I should have been more paranoid, but I knew X was watching over me, and no one would try anything under his steely blue gaze.
 
   When I jerked awake, my coffee had grown considerably cooler, but X was sitting watching me. 
 
   “Better?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, though I still felt foggy-headed. I was sure the fug would clear as soon as we got on the move again.
 
   I drank the cooling coffee in a few gulps, and waved the waitress away when she appeared with the jug to pour refills.
 
   “We’ll just take the bill, thanks.”
 
   “Umm,” said X, his cheeks coloring in a way that did strange things to my insides. “Unless we plan on making a run for it, I hope you’ve got some money.”
 
   I smiled. “You mean I’m paying? What kind of date do you think this is?”
 
   “Vee, if I was going to take you on a date, I’d take you somewhere a whole lot nicer than this.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, warming to the topic. “Like where? Some big, fancy restaurant where I won’t know what cutlery I’m supposed to use first?”
 
   He held my gaze. “No, I was thinking more a moonlit picnic on the beach. A soft rug on the sand, the waves lapping, a bottle of champagne being popped.”
 
   “I prefer beer,” I said. “And it still sounds to me like you’re trying to get out of paying.” I teased him, though secretly his description warmed me. His idea of a date sounded perfect.
 
   He laughed. “You’re a hard woman to win over, Vee.”
 
   “Next time, try starting out with not being paid to kill your date.”
 
   He nodded slowly, as if seriously considering my suggestion. “Fair point.”
 
   Luckily, I’d grabbed a wedge of notes before leaving the house, and had stuffed them in the bag, together with the guns, which sat by my feet. I put some cash on the table, and we got up and left.
 
   We went to where we’d left the truck, hidden around the side of the building. I was conscious of how much time had passed.
 
   “It’s getting late,” I said as we approached the vehicle.
 
   X nodded. “It’ll be dark soon. It’s better for us to wait until night anyway.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “More cover. It’s easier to go unseen at night.”
 
   “But they know I’m going to meet them anyway.”
 
   “But they don’t know about me. Or at least we hope they don’t. I’ll get out of the truck before we reach the meeting point and follow you there.”
 
   I stared at him. “So you’re going to get out of the truck, leave me on my own, and I’m supposed to trust you’ll miraculously turn up in time to save us both?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And what is there to stop you getting out of the truck and disappearing? I’m assuming you plan on being armed as well when we go our separate ways.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s going to do any good if I show up just to throw insults at Tony and his crew.”
 
   I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his face. Somehow I’d managed to convince myself I wouldn’t be showing up to meet Tony the Hound alone, that I would have X by my side, and we’d go storming in there like Bonnie and Clyde, shooting up the place, taking out the bad guys, and rescuing my sister. Now he was saying I’d be facing Tony on my own.
 
   “How can I trust that you’ll come after me? Why wouldn’t you run in the opposite direction?”
 
   He reached out and caught my hands in his. I was locked in this little bubble surrounding us, his eyes searching mine. “I’m not going to leave you, Vee. I swear it to you.”
 
   I searched his eyes in return. “I don’t know how to trust you.”
 
   “You don’t have much choice.”
 
   I opened my mouth to reply, but instead of words on my lips, I found his mouth, kissing me. He kissed slow and firm at first, but then, as I kissed him in return, a fervor built between us, and we kissed with a fierce hunger.
 
   He pushed me backward, so my ass and back hit the side of the truck. My arms wound around his neck, and my mouth opened to his. Our tongues tangled, our breathing coming hard and fast. Using the truck behind me, X scooped me up with his good arm and pinned me there, my thighs hooking around his hips, my heels digging into the solid muscle of his ass.
 
   His hand squeezed my breast over the top of my shirt, and I ground myself against the hard ridge at the apex of his thighs. We were making out like two horny teenagers, fucking each other through our clothing. A deep ache had settled in my pussy, and I knew only one thing would release it. I didn’t care if anyone was going to walk around the corner and see us. I wanted one thing, and I was going to get it. If I was going to die in the next few hours, at least I’d die having screwed one last time.
 
   I wriggled to be put down and then got to work on X’s pants. I yanked the belt buckle open and popped the button, while he did the same for my jeans. This wasn’t pretty or elegant—it was going to be tab A into slot B to get the final result.
 
   I yanked down his zipper, and his erection, hot, hard, and heavy, fell out into my palm. He felt amazing, the musky scent of male permeating the air, turning me on even more. His hand pushed into the crotch of my jeans, his other hand pulling the material around my hips. He yanked my underwear down with my jeans, ruffling it around my ankles. I managed to kick off one sneaker, allowing me to part my thighs, and hook my ankle around the back of his legs again. His fingers pressed between my legs, parting my pussy lips and pushing roughly inside me. I gasped, gripping his shoulders as he pushed another finger inside and pumped me roughly. I was already wet from the kissing alone, and his touch caused a fresh rush of arousal to pool inside me.
 
   “Ah, fuck,” I gasped. “Now, I want you now.”
 
   We didn’t waste any more time. He pulled his fingers from my body and bent his knees slightly to position himself at my entrance. With a forceful shove of his hips, he drove himself deep, dragging a fresh cry from my lips. I clung to him as he thrust deeper, pressing my naked backside up against the cool metal of the truck. My hips bucked against him, meeting his movements with ones of my own. There was anger in the action, and I had to stop myself from letting out an animalistic scream as the tension deep within me increased. 
 
   X kissed me hard again, our tongues in battle. One hand had shoved up under my shirt and pushed into the lacy cup of my bra to squeeze my nipple. The other hand reached between our bodies, and his thumb found my clit. He worked the little bud of nerves with tiny circles, making me mewl, my pussy tightening around his cock, trying to draw him deeper. My fingers dug into the material of his shirt and the hard muscles beneath. This was probably hurting his injuries, but they didn’t seem to be slowing him down.
 
   His movements grew faster, slamming hard into me, so our skin slapped together, our moans and grunts filling the air. Anyone nearby would have heard us, but if they came to investigate, we wouldn’t have been any the wiser. All my muscles coiled with tension, and I dropped my face to his shoulder. I opened my mouth against the material of his shirt and sank my teeth into him, wanting to hurt him. He didn’t flinch, though I heard him suck in air. I felt him grow bigger inside me, stretching me. My pleasure was at its peak, and I knew I was close. I reached for it, tensing my inner muscles even tighter, gripping him for all the friction I could get. He squeezed my nipple hard, and twisted, as though repaying me for the bite, and my orgasm broke. 
 
   I cried out as it powered through me in waves, my eyes squeezed shut. My back arched, my breasts pressing into his chest, as he gave a final thrust and then held himself deep, twitching and jerking within me.
 
   He’d emptied himself inside me, but I couldn’t worry about the consequences now. Chances are I wouldn’t live long enough to worry about them anyway.
 
   We clung together, panting, as he grew soft inside me, and he slowly lowered my feet to the ground.
 
   As though we both suddenly came around to the reality of what we had just done, an awkwardness settled between us. X stepped from me and tucked himself away, while I quickly yanked up my panties and jeans and shoved my foot back into my sneaker. I was aware we’d wasted precious time we didn’t have, and guilt washed over me. What if something awful had happened to Nickie while I was eating burgers and getting screwed by some guy up against a truck? I felt so bad, I couldn’t even look at X.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, reaching out to touch my arm. I flinched, but it didn’t have to do with him. My reaction was down to my own self-loathing. “I’m sorry,” he continued. “I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “Me either,” I replied brusquely. I checked the cell phone which miraculously had stayed in my back pocket while my jeans had been around my ankles. I was relieved to see the screen blank, and not showing any missed calls. If I hadn’t noticed Nickie’s abductor calling while we were fucking, I’d never have forgiven myself.
 
   His cum wet the inside of my panties, seeping through to the crotch of my jeans.  I would have liked to take a shower and change, but there was nothing I could do about that now. 
 
   I’d dropped the bag containing the guns. Stupid. So stupid. I should never let my guard down like that. Anyone could have taken aim at us and killed us on the spot, and we’d barely have noticed the shot.
 
   “We need to go.” I picked up the bag and found the keys for the truck. I hit the button to open the internal locking. X cast me a glance, and I deliberately ignored the confusion and hurt in his face. A guy like him would go around nailing whatever women he came across. This was just another notch on the bedpost. I doubted he even had real emotions—he was a hired killer, after all.
 
   Hired to kill me.
 
   And I’d just had sex with him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I watched Vee get into the car as though nothing had happened.
 
   I guessed I couldn’t blame her. She’d just had sex with the guy her father had sent to kill her. I wasn’t exactly perfect boyfriend material. But the instant regret I’d seen in her eyes had felt like she’d stabbed me all over again.
 
   My wounds throbbed afresh; the physical effort I’d put into the act was not playing nicely with the healing process. I should have been resting, or seeing a doctor, not chasing down gangsters and fucking hot, tattooed girls with sad, dark eyes up against the side of a truck.
 
   Climbing into the passenger seat, I tried not to notice how Vee stared straight ahead, acting as though I wasn’t even there. She started up the vehicle and backed it out of the spot behind the diner and into the parking lot. She spun the wheels, causing a screech from the asphalt, and then threw it into first. Within seconds, we were back on the main road and heading in the direction Tony the Hound had told us to go.
 
   I assumed we’d hear from the gangster sometime soon. I was surprised we hadn’t already. If he’d thought we would drive without stopping, he’d have believed us to have covered the mileage already. Had he known about the stop? The possibility made me twist my lips, considering it. How could he? No one had been following us, I was sure of it, yet his lack of contact made me suspicious.
 
   “Hey,” I said, breaking the silence. “How well do you know the guy from the bar?”
 
   She glanced at me, taking her eyes off the road for the moment and frowning. “Johnny?”
 
   “Yeah, Johnny.”
 
   She shrugged. “About as well as you can ever know a boss you’ve only had for a few months, I guess. He was always good to me, though—gave me an advance when I needed it, always let me switch shifts if something came up.”
 
   “Almost too good?”
 
   Her frown deepened. “Why are you asking?”
 
   “I can’t help wondering how Tony the Hound knew which direction we were headed. You thought the deputy was the informant, but what if he wasn’t? What if it was the bar guy all along?”
 
   Slowly, she shook her head. “Nah, not Johnny. He’s one of the good guys, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “So why hasn’t Tony called us? It’s like he knows we’re not close enough yet, which means he knows we stopped. But unless someone is following us, which I’m sure they’re not, how could he possibly know that?” 
 
   She chewed her lower lip, a gesture I’d come to recognize as something she did when she was unsure. “Maybe it’s a coincidence.” 
 
   “Yeah, maybe, but too many coincidences set my teeth on edge. I’m starting to wonder if there’s a tracker on the truck, and that’s how Tony knows exactly where we are.”
 
    “How would Johnny have known we were going to borrow his truck and know to put a tracker on it?”
 
   “Maybe he didn’t. Maybe Tony the Hound has him on the payroll and had put a tracker on his truck in case he ever decided to go AWOL. It’s just bad luck on our part that the deputy saw us leaving in my car and we had to change to the truck. Johnny would have called us in right away, and Tony would have thought he’d hit the jackpot.”
 
   “Fuck,” she swore, knotting her hand in her hair and tightening it to a fist. “What do you suggest we do?”
 
   “I think we need to ditch the truck and find another vehicle.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense. Even though we’re going where Tony is telling us, I’d like to have some kind of element of surprise.”
 
   “Good. Next place we find to stop, we’ll ditch the truck and pick up a new ride.” I was relieved she agreed with me, and wasn’t deliberately giving me a fight because of what had happened. For some reason, having sex had put more tension between us than trying to kill each other.
 
   But Vee wasn’t done.
 
   “First of all, I need to know.”
 
   I glanced back over at her. “Know what?”
 
   “That Johnny was a snitch, reporting back on me. I told you I don’t trust anyone, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to know for sure. I don’t want to be thinking badly of him if he did nothing wrong other than help my sorry ass.”
 
   “If there’s a tracker on the truck, we might not be able to find it. They can be damn small these days.”
 
   She gave a shrug. “I don’t care. I want to look for it.”
 
   “Tony will know we’ve stopped again.”
 
   “I don’t care,” she repeated.
 
   “Okay. We’ll stop the next time we come across a place that has other cars.”
 
   We continued to drive. 
 
   Vee had set the cell phone on the dashboard, and we both continued to check the screen for any missed calls. In a couple of places we lost coverage, but then it popped back up again. Another twenty minutes passed when another roadside café appeared up ahead. It was on a junction, and was busier than the last. I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
 
   Without checking if this was the best option, Vee pulled into the parking lot.
 
   She opened the truck door and jumped out, with me following.
 
   “So where are these things normally put?” she asked. The sky was losing light, so she switched on the flashlight app on the phone. 
 
   “Around the wheel arch, or other exterior parts of the vehicle hidden from view. Trackers tend to link to GPS satellites and they won’t work if they’re too deep under the car where the metal blocks the connection.”
 
   She shone the light from the phone toward the car. “Okay, and tell me what I’m looking for.”
 
   “A small box, possibly with an antenna. If you see something suspicious, give it a tug. They’re normally attached with magnets, so it should detach fairly easily.”
 
   Vee nodded. “Got it.”
 
   I stopped, staring at the cell phone in her hand, filled with indecision. I still had my slim-line cell phone in my back pocket—something Vee didn’t know about yet. I wasn’t sure how she’d react when she saw it, especially as the reason I’d had it on me in the first place was to take a photograph of her dead body to use as proof for her father that I had completed the job. But I needed a light to be able to see anything, and she’d find out I had a phone eventually, so I slipped it from my back pocket.
 
   Vee saw me doing so and stopped, her eyes wide. “Is that what I think it is?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And you’ve had that the whole time?”
 
   Again, I nodded.
 
   I switched the phone on and the screen flashed. I wondered if any messages would come through, asking if I’d completed the job, but I had the advantage of Vee’s father being in prison, so his access to a phone was limited. Perhaps he could have gotten one of his men to contact me, but I guessed ordering a hit on your own daughter wouldn’t be taken too lightly.
 
   Vee was still staring at the phone. “Have you heard from him?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. Not yet. He’s waiting to hear from me, which obviously isn’t going to happen now.”
 
   “Good. I want to know if he does. Let’s get on with this, then.”
 
   I was pleased she hadn’t made a bigger deal of it. Part of me had been worried she’d freak out, but it seemed she was more level headed than that. It wasn’t as though she didn’t know exactly what I was.
 
   I switched on the light on the phone to allow me to search the vehicle.
 
   She took one side of the truck, while I searched the other. The movements didn’t help the pain in my thigh, but I did my best to ignore it. It hadn’t started bleeding again, so I figured it must have at least started the healing process. We must have looked strange, both of us crouching down, Vee almost on her back, as we searched beneath the vehicle. I checked the wheel arches on my side first, peering under the plastic guards, paying extra attention to see if they were lose or bent, which would signal them having been tampered with. I didn’t find anything, and I moved onto the gas tank and then the bumper. 
 
   “Got anything?” I called out to Vee, though I was sure she would have said something if she had.
 
   She straightened and shook her head. “Nope, nothing.”
 
   I exhaled a sigh of frustration. It made total sense to me that the truck was being tracked. It was the only thing I could think of.
 
   The cell phone Vee was using as a flashlight began to vibrate in her hand. She stared at me from over the hood of the truck. “Shit, it’s him.”
 
   “He knows you’ve stopped. He’s calling to find out why. You need to make something up.”
 
   She nodded and quickly answered the phone. “Make it quick, Tony,” she said, her voice with a slight rasp and quiver. “I’ve just thrown my guts up. Must have eaten a bad burger.”
 
   She’d put the phone on speaker again so I could hear.
 
   The man on the end of the line paused, and then said, “So you figured out who I am?”
 
   “Wasn’t so hard,” she replied.
 
   “Yeah, well, you might be smart, but if you want to see your sister again, you’d better get a move on. You’ve still got another thirty minutes on this road before you turn off.”
 
   “Then what?” she demanded.
 
   “I’ll call you back.”
 
   “No,” she said. “I keep losing cell phone coverage. What if I miss the turn?”
 
   Tony the Hound—or possibly one of his goons, as we had no proof it was him speaking—gave further instruction. “Take the turn to Newbank, and we’ll meet you on that road.”
 
   “How far along?”
 
   “You don’t need to know that. You’ll know when you see us.”
 
   “And then we swap,” she shouted. “Me for Nickie!”
 
   But the line went dead. She was shouting at no one.
 
   She propped her hands on the hood of the truck, slightly bent, her shoulders heaving as she composed herself. In the short time I’d known her, I’d seen her angry, but I’d never seen her cry. Even when she had every reason, her eyes remained dry. I wondered when the last time had been that she’d cried, and what had been the reason for her to stop.
 
   This feeling… damn, this feeling. Why did she make me care, when I had never given a shit about anyone before?
 
   I wanted to give her what she needed.
 
   With renewed effort, I continued my search. More than ever, I was convinced I’d find a tracker on the truck. He knew we’d stopped, and the roads had been clear when we had. No one had followed us. I checked the outside of the vehicle, but still found nothing. In frustration, I yanked open the door and started to search beneath the seats and carpets. Nothing. My hands ran along the upholstery of the seats and then up to the headrests. I felt along the backs of the headrests—the driver and passenger seat—and then moved to the back seats. My fingertips touched frayed fabric and the shape of a small box underneath.
 
   My heart lifted in triumph.
 
   “Got it!” I called out.
 
   Vee left the hood and hurried over to me. “Oh, my God.”
 
   I worked the tracker free with my fingers and held the box out to her. “This is what we’ve been looking for.”
 
   She shook her head. “Fucking Johnny. That’ll teach me to let my guard down, even for a second.”
 
   I felt a pang in my chest. I didn’t want her to put me in the same box, but what did I expect? It wasn’t as though I’d done anything to make her think any different. I wasn’t exactly a fucking superhero.
 
   I spotted a group of young guys coming out of the restaurant, wearing football shirts, shoving each other and laughing. They were absorbed in themselves and each other, focused only on what people might think of them, how hot and tough they looked, and if there were any girls around who might catch their eye. One of them noticed Vee, and he nudged his buddy. That simple gesture made up my mind.
 
   As they climbed into their car—some expensive Audi I imagined one of their parents had bought for their eighteenth—I ducked low and ran toward them, ignoring the pain in my leg. Before the car pulled away, I reached out and slammed my hand against the trunk, the magnetic part of the tracker sticking to the metal. I was worried I hadn’t done enough and it would fall off, but it stayed on as they drove out of the parking lot and took the direction we were headed.
 
   I turned back to Vee. “That should confuse Tony for a while.”
 
   She was giving me that look, as though she didn’t know if she should hug me or hit me. “What if Tony realizes we’ve tricked him? What if he kills Nickie just to pay me back? You know he’s capable of it.”
 
   “We’ll get to her before Tony realizes anything is wrong.”
 
   “I don’t know …”
 
   I could see the worry in her dark eyes. “You have to trust me.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   I couldn’t expect her to, either. Not after everything she’d been through, but she didn’t have much choice, and I told her so.
 
   “Fine,” she said resolutely. “Let’s just keep moving.”
 
   I looked around again. An old station wagon that had seen better days was parked on the far side of the lot. “Grab your bag,” I told her, “and follow me.”
 
   She did as I’d suggested and we hurried over to the other side of the parking lot. I kept my eyes peeled for anyone who looked like the owner of the car coming out of the restaurant, but so far everything was quiet.
 
   I spotted a small rock on the ground not too far away, and snatched it up. With a sharp smack of the rock against the driver’s window, I smashed a hole in the glass. Reaching in through the hole, I pulled open the lock, which disengaged all the locks in the car, and then yanked open the door. 
 
   “Gotcha.” I turned to Vee. “Jump in, but stay low.”
 
   She climbed over to the passenger seat and slid down into it, so only the top of her head was visible through the window. I bent down, under the steering wheel, and located the wires I needed. This kind of older vehicle was easy to hotwire, and within a minute, the engine revved to life.
 
   “Let’s go.” I jumped behind the wheel, wincing at the pain in my thigh the movement caused, and before the owners had a chance to even notice the vehicle missing, we were back on the road. I figured the old banger was worth more in insurance than anything else. The owners would probably be happy to have the money to buy a new car. 
 
   “Now what?” asked Vee, glancing over at me, her bag of guns held primly in her lap.
 
   “Have a look in the glove compartment, see if there’s a map.”
 
   She did, and pulled out a massive map, badly folded, so when she tried to unfold it, it filled half the car. “Jesus. No wonder they invented sat-navs.”
 
   I laughed, a sound so foreign to me. I’d been lucky if I so much as cracked a smile before meeting her. “We need to find the road they’re going to meet us on, and see if there’s another way. If we can come from the wrong direction, chances are they won’t see you coming.”
 
   “Me? What about you?”
 
   “We still need to split up. I’ll cover you from the side of the road.”
 
   “What if they just shoot me as soon as they see me?”
 
   I hated to think that was a very real possibility.
 
   “That’s the reason I need to watch things go down from the side. The minute it looks like someone’s going to pull a trigger on you, I’ll shoot the son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   “Okay, looks like I don’t have much choice.”
 
   I turned to her, as much as I could while still driving. “Yes, you do. You don’t have to go and try to get your sister back. You could just take off, go and lose yourself again.”
 
   “And what kind of person would that make me? I hate myself enough already, without adding ‘abandoned sister to mobsters’ to the list.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”
 
   I frowned. “What doesn’t?”
 
   “If they shoot me. If I die. It’s not like anyone is going to miss me.”
 
   “Vee—” I started, but she cut me off.
 
   “If you have the choice between Nickie or me—which of us you’re going to save, I mean—choose her. Okay?”
 
   I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Yes, you can. It’s simple. Just pick her. Take her away somewhere to start a new life—hell, take her to the cops, if you think that’s the best thing. Just make sure she’s safe. She’s got more chance of living a normal, happy life than I have. My life ended three months ago. I’m just going through the motions.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say, but I wasn’t going to promise her anything.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-one
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I located where we were on the map, and then found the road Tony the Hound told us to take.
 
   I wondered if he was getting suspicious yet. Had the car with the tracker gone past the turnoff, or had the young men already come off the main road somewhere along the route and gone in completely the wrong direction? Even worse was the possibility the other car had taken exactly the same route Tony had told us to, in which case there was the chance a car of young men were about to get their heads blown off by a bunch of gangsters. 
 
   I was tense, waiting for the phone to ring to find out what we were playing at, but, for the moment, it remained silent.
 
   X leaned across to take a look at the map. Having him so close sent shivers through my body. I could still feel the dull ache of him between my thighs, the wetness in my underwear. I didn’t know what had come over me—that proximity to death making me cling harder to life, I guessed. I wanted to lean into him, to lay my head on his shoulder and close my eyes. I was tired of fighting with everyone and everything, and I just wanted to let someone else take the strain for a short while. But I couldn’t. I needed to prepare myself for the biggest fight of my life, and I couldn’t let my guard down again.
 
   “There,” he said, stabbing his finger down on the map. “There’s a little back road—possibly not much more than a farm track—which leads further south, adjacent to the route Tony wants us to take.”
 
   “But we don’t know how far down the road they’re going to be.”
 
   “We’re just going to have to take our chances. I don’t think we have any other choice.”
 
   He was right.
 
   “You need to take the next turn,” I said. “Then a couple of miles along, we’ll come across the farm track on the right hand side.”
 
   Why there? Why had they chosen this place, in the middle of nowhere, as a meet-up spot? I guessed we were in the middle of nowhere, so less chance of passersby reporting the gunshots that were bound to come. It also wasn’t too far from the town where I’d been relocated by Witness Protection, so that must have come into play. It was a far cry from New York City, though, and I experienced a sudden and unexpected pang of homesickness.
 
   X took the turn and we found ourselves on an unpaved road. The old vehicle bumped and jolted its way down the track, creaking and moaning its protest. We should have stuck with the truck.
 
   The cell phone buzzed.
 
   “He’s figured out we’re no longer with the tracker.”
 
   “What should I do?” I asked staring at the ringing phone.
 
   “Don’t answer it.”
 
   “Then he might kill my sister.”
 
   “If he does that, he’ll have lost all leverage, both with you and with your father. He’s not a stupid man.”
 
   “Fuck.” I was torn with indecision. If I answered the cell phone, he’d want to know exactly where I was, and if I told him that, we’d lose any element of surprise.
 
   “He doesn’t know we found the tracker,” said X, trying to reassure me. “You could have been carjacked, for all he knows. Anything might have happened.”
 
   He was right, but the thought of him doing something awful to Nickie terrified me.
 
   Even so, I stared at the phone with my heart lodged in my throat, my palms tingling to pick it up and answer it.
 
   X’s hand suddenly covered my thigh, dragging my attention away from the phone and to him. 
 
   “It will be all right,” he said, and I found myself tumbling into the blue of his eyes. “I kill for a living, and taking down Tony the Hound and his men won’t prove to be a problem.”
 
   A small smile touched my lips. “You were supposed to kill me, too, remember? You didn’t do so well on that job.”
 
   “Maybe that was because I couldn’t bring myself to see you dead.”
 
   “Not because I stabbed you in the arm and leg?”
 
   His eyebrows lifted, his lips pursing slightly in a way that made my heart flip. “Maybe that helped, too.”
 
   The phone stopped vibrating, the light of the screen going dark again, and ahead of us the dirt track hit a road in a T-junction. My heartrate continued to thunder, and I took a couple of deep breaths. I needed to distance myself, emotionally, from all of this. It was something I’d been good at in the past, and I had to find that cold, dark place inside myself again. That Verity was the one who needed to face Tony the Hound and his men, not the Vee who had been awakened by the touch of the hit man sitting beside her, or the terrified sister frightened for her sibling’s life.  
 
   “We’ll stop the car here,” I said, straightening in my seat and taking a breath. “We should walk the rest.”
 
   X cast a curious glance over to me. “You’re happy to go alone?”
 
   “I don’t have any choice.”
 
   He nodded his agreement. “Okay. I’ll stay on this side of the road, and run along parallel to you.”
 
   “There are three guns. Which of us gets two of them?”
 
   “I’ll have to take them,” he said. “Chances are, the first thing they’ll do is search you.”
 
   “If I let them get close enough.”
 
   “Just try to play it cool,” he warned.
 
   I nodded. “I will.”
 
   It was almost dark now, right at that moment where day becomes night, but there was still enough light to see.
 
   We climbed from the car and stepped out onto the road, turning right, so we effectively headed back on ourselves. I hoped we were going in the right direction. I kept the phone in my back pocket with it switched to silent, and slung my bag over my shoulder. It held all my belongings in the world, and I wasn’t about to abandon it. The gun I held in my hand. 
 
   “I’ll slip between the trees,” said X as we walked, him checking the magazine cartridges in both guns to make sure he was fully armed. “I won’t lose sight of you if I can help it.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   His touch on my arm made me draw to a halt. “Don’t do anything rash,” he said. “Be careful.”
 
   I nodded, and then, to my surprise, he leaned in and planted a soft but firm kiss to the corner of my mouth. Not giving me a chance to respond, he turned and ran in a slow lope off the road, disappearing between the tree trunks.
 
   I pushed my weapon down the back of my jeans, pulling my t-shirt over the butt to hide it. The rucksack on my shoulder also helped to disguise the bulge. I took a deep breath and started walking, alone.
 
   No, I had to have faith I wasn’t alone. X was right beside me, just out of view, shrouded in tree trunks and the pockets of darkness between them. From somewhere to my left, an owl screeched.
 
   As I continued to walk, I rounded a corner and spotted something in the road up ahead. My heart lurched, my stomach cramping with a twist of fear. A familiar sign was positioned to block the way, warning of police and an accident. I didn’t think for a moment there had been an accident. The sign had been positioned there to stop people from driving down the road and interrupting whatever Tony the Hound and his crew had planned. I highly suspected there would be an identical sign coming from the other direction as well. At least I knew I was heading in the right direction. I tried not to feel nauseated with terror, my chest tight, my breathing shallow. I needed to focus on Nickie and how scared she must be right now. I would see her soon, and X would kill Tony and his men, and we would walk free.
 
   I had to believe that. It was the only thing that would keep my legs moving.
 
   I rounded the bend and my heartrate exploded.  
 
   Two vehicles were parked in the middle of the road—both big, black, and expensive. The headlights of the cars lit the road ahead. Four men stood around the vehicles, each of them in expensive suits. They were facing the opposite way, the way they’d expected us to come. X’s plan had worked.
 
   The interiors of the cars were also lit. In the seat of one of the vehicles, through the rear windshield, I could see the back of a head, shiny black hair, just like my own, too small to be a man. Nickie. 
 
   I suddenly wondered why I was walking down the middle of the road in plain view. Wouldn’t it have been better for us both to ambush Tony the Hound from the side of the road?
 
   The reason dawned on me.
 
   I was a decoy, a distraction.
 
   If the mobsters were focused on me, they wouldn’t notice X coming to put a bullet in the back of their heads. I just hoped he did so before I ended up with a bullet in mine.
 
   Though I was only about thirty feet away, they still hadn’t noticed me approaching. 
 
   Briefly, I wondered if I could sneak over and just grab Nickie out of the car. But then a guy cleared his throat and threw a cigarette butt onto the road, where it bounced and sparked, and he turned and spotted me.
 
   A smile spread across his rotund face. “Well, well, well. What do we have here? Looks like Mickey Five Fingers’ daughter finally made an appearance.”
 
   The other men turned at his words, and my eyes flicked over each of them, quickly ascertaining which was Tony the Hound. He was easy enough to spot. He was the one with the air of smug superiority hanging around him. He was in his mid-forties with overly black hair which was receding at the temples. Fury that this middle-aged man thought he could go around snatching teenage girls suddenly rose inside me, and my fingers itched to snatch the weapon from the back of my jeans and open fire on the son-of-a-bitch. I had to hold back. If I pulled the gun now, they’d shoot me and it would be game over. I had to remember what X had said about how important restraint and control were.
 
   “Give me my sister back,” I demanded, raising my voice to be heard, my gaze focused on Tony.
 
   He took something out of his pocket and checked it. “So you figured out the tracker? According to this, you’re still on the move.”
 
   I shrugged. “Wasn’t so hard. You kept knowing when—” I caught myself. I’d almost said ‘we.” “When I stopped, and I knew I wasn’t being followed. The tracker was the only plausible explanation.”
 
   “Smart. Shame you had to screw everything up and kill my men. I’m going to struggle to let that one go.”
 
   I scowled at him. “I don’t care what you do with me. Release my sister, and I’ll come with you.”
 
   “Not going to happen. Tell me what you did with my men.”
 
   I lifted my eyebrows. “You think I’m going to tell you anything when you have my sister?”
 
   “How about you tell me, and I won’t cut her pretty little tits off.”
 
   “Touch her and I’ll … I’ll …”
 
   He laughed, and the sound made me want to slice him open and disembowel him. “You’ll what? You’re barely more than a kid yourself.”
 
   “And yet you sent two of your men after me, and here I am.”
 
   “And why have you come, just out of curiosity? You could have run.”
 
   “I love my sister. I didn’t want her to go through this alone.”
 
   He gave a snide smile. “Yeah, family first, right? Well, you’ll get to spend a little time together before we tell daddy-dearest that we have you both. Word is that your father actually wants you dead, and though I want to punish you for whatever you did to my men, I want to get to him first. You’re going to testify against him, your own father. Jeesh, what’s this world coming to?”
 
   “He made me kill my mother,” I said, trying to sound tough.
 
   “Yeah, I heard that, too. You sure are some fucked up kid.” He shook his head at me. “The problem is, Verity, that you kind of screwed everything up. I didn’t plan for things to go like this, and now I can’t quite decide what to do with you. Normally, I’d just have you killed for taking down my guys, but I think that would only give your father what he wanted. Surely better to keep you alive and have the threat of your testifying hanging over his head.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I testify against you at the same time?” I snapped.
 
   “Because you know I’d kill your sister.”
 
   “The police are going to know something is wrong if she isn’t with me.”
 
   “Witness protection is completely voluntary. You come out of WITSEC but still promise to testify, and we’ll be the ones who offer you protection.”
 
   I knew what this meant. I would be owned by the mob, as would my sister. But we would both still be alive, though we would live every day in fear, terrified my father would send someone after us—or at least me. How could I live like that, and what would happen after the trial? Would my testimony still be taken if I was seen to be under the protection of my father’s rival?
 
   But if I turned down his offer now, would he just shoot me?
 
   “Let me talk to my sister,” I said, avoiding answering the question, trying to buy some time. 
 
   He paused and then jerked his chin at the guy who’d been smoking. The other man opened the back door and reached in and yanked Nickie out. She staggered, but he held her upright.
 
   “Nickie!” I cried.
 
   “Vee?” She blinked at me as though she couldn’t believe I was there.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, Nickie. I’ll fix this.”
 
   Tony laughed again, and I balled my fists. My gaze flicked to where my sister was held in the grasp of one of the men, his fingers digging into her upper arm. Her head was bent, and I wanted to tell her to be strong, but I didn’t know what they had already done to her, what they’d put her through after everything she’d already suffered.
 
   Come on, X. Where are you?
 
   I hoped he was just waiting for the right moment. I fought off the fear that he’d taken the opportunity and fled, leaving me to it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Vee,” Nickie sobbed. “I didn’t mean for it to turn out like this.”
 
   “I know, Nickie,” I said. “Neither did I.”
 
   “No, I don’t—” 
 
   “Enough talking!” said the man holding her, and he lifted his free hand and slapped her in the face.
 
   That was enough for me. I couldn’t wait for X any longer. I reached to the back of my jeans to pull my gun.
 
   The other men saw what I was doing and pulled their own weapons, but before they had the time to shoot, bullets smacked them like punches from behind. The guy holding Nicole released his grip and fell forward, and one of the other men spun in a pirouette before landing, slumped across the hood of the car. Tony the Hound and his remaining sidekick swung around wildly, unsure of what direction the gunshots had come from.
 
   I ran forward, fully intending to grab Nickie, who crouched to try to shelter from the gunfire, but Tony got there before me, the muzzle of his gun pressed against my sister’s temple.
 
   “One more step and I’ll blow a hole in her head.” He stared at me. “Why do you have to make everything so fucking difficult?” he said, as though I was the one who’d started all of this. “I only wanted to make you an offer, but now you’re going to have to suffer the repercussions.”
 
   “No, wait!”
 
   I watched in helpless terror as he shoved her into one of the cars, the other mobster covering them both. X couldn’t take a shot—they were too close together now. Even he couldn’t guarantee his aim to be that good and he wouldn’t hit Nickie instead, especially in the dim light.
 
   They climbed into the car and started it, and I stood helplessly as they drove away. I wanted to shoot at them, but I couldn’t, knowing they still had my sister and anything bad I might do to them would also affect her. 
 
   I started forward, willing to chase the car and take whatever was coming to me, but X appeared beside me, his hand around my wrist, and yanked me back. “You can’t help her like this.”
 
   “I should have taken his offer. I should have gone with them, and then Nickie wouldn’t be all alone again.” All I wanted to do was protect her, yet I always seemed to fuck up at every step. “We failed!” I cried. “You promised me it would be all right.”
 
   He shook his head. “We lost this part, but you’re still alive, and so is she. Tony the Hound is starting a war, not just with your father, but with you, too. I have people I can ask for help. We can make a damn good guess at where he’s going, where he’s taking her.”
 
   There was only one place I could think of. Back to New York.
 
   “What’s he going to do to her in the meantime?” I dropped to a crouch and punched the ground, not caring if my hands bled or I broke bones. “Fuck!” I took a breath and then looked back up at him. “If she dies, that’s it for me. If I can’t testify against my father, and I no longer have Nickie to watch over, there’s no point in me even being on this planet. If we don’t get her back, you might as well kill me anyway, because I have nothing to live for. If all I have are my memories of what I did, I won’t be able to live with that.” 
 
    “Stop it, stop it.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me back up toward him, holding me tight against his chest.
 
   I trembled, my body rigid with anger and fear. The future—however small amount I might have—suddenly stretched out before me.
 
   I was going back to New York.
 
   The place my father would learn I was still alive.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-two
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   That I had failed her sat like a lead weight in the pit of my gut. 
 
   The car containing her sister had vanished down the road, the headlights disappearing into the burgeoning darkness. Bodies lay like broken dolls, slumped across the hood of the other car. There was no point trying to chase after them. We knew where they were going.
 
   Back to New York.
 
   “I can’t believe it. I was so stupid,” Vee cried against me. “I actually believed we might get Nickie back.”
 
   I held her closer, my hands on her back, my nose against her hair. “We still can. This isn’t over. He wants something from you, which gives you leverage, and he’s not going to harm Nickie while he still thinks he might get what he wants.”
 
   She turned her face up to me, her dark eyes almost black in the moonlight. “You think us shooting at them wasn’t enough to make him think he’s not going to get it?”
 
   “Guys like him are used to being shot at. They’re also not going to give up on their plans so easily. This might feel like a big deal to you, but this is barely a blip to someone like Tony.”
 
   She nodded against me. “I hope you’re right. I hope we’re not going to find Nickie’s body in a ditch farther down the road.”
 
   I squeezed her tight, hoping to provide some comfort. “We won’t. She’s too important for that to happen.”
 
   Even as I said the words, I worried she was going to call me out as a liar and fraud. I’d been wrong about getting Nickie back this time, hadn’t I? I should have acted sooner. I shouldn’t have let Tony the Hound get so close to Nickie. I should have killed Tony instead of taking down the guy who’d been holding her. I should have yelled at Nickie to run.
 
   So many mistakes.
 
   “So now what?” she asked, peeling herself out of my arms.
 
   I nodded to the black car. “We have a ride, at least. They’re taking her back to New York, so that’s where we need to go.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “I think it’s time you paid your father a visit.”
 
   She inhaled a breath and stiffened.
 
   I continued. “You said your father loves your sister, right? That he doesn’t blame her for anything, but holds you responsible?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “So you have a shared goal at this point. He’s going to want to get her back as much as you do.”
 
   “He’s in jail,” she pointed out.
 
   “Yes, but his contacts aren’t, and he might know where Tony the Hound likes to take people he wants to hide.”
 
   “So you’re saying we ask for his help?” The bitterness in her voice was impossible to ignore.
 
   “Is your love for your sister greater than your hatred for your father?”
 
   “I guess it’s going to have to be.”
 
    “Listen to me,” I said. “We need to get out of here before someone spots those bodies. When they do, this area is going to be swarming with cops. But we can’t go trying to reach New York tonight. We need to find a motel and get some rest. We’re both exhausted and when you’re this tired, you’re going to think irrationally, and make mistakes.”
 
   Vee nodded in agreement.
 
   I hauled the body off the hood of the car, and then dragged him to the side of the road, so at least it wouldn’t be noticed right away, then I helped Vee with the second body. I debated removing the police signs but figured they might buy us some time.
 
   Checking inside the car, I was pleased to see the keys still hanging out of the ignition. “Looks like we’re riding in comfort from here.”
 
   Vee gave a tight smile, and I regretted my remark. She’d just lost her sister for the second time. This wasn’t the time for small talk.
 
   She seemed smaller somehow, shrunken, her shoulders rounded in and narrowed, her frame suddenly thinner. The ballsiness I’d loved about her had deflated, and I would have done anything to bring it back again.
 
   Without saying anything, she picked up her bag from where she’d dropped it and rounded the car to slide into the passenger seat.
 
   I got behind the wheel and tried not to focus on the way she was huddled into herself, her arms around her waist, her head down. Instead of doing what my heart demanded—that of wrapping my arms around her and pulling her to my chest—I focused on driving.
 
   Not wanting to head the same way as Tony the Hound, I turned the car around and drove back the other way. We would take the back roads, just in case Tony had people waiting around a corner with high power machine guns to wipe us out. Though I’d told Vee that he needed her, I wouldn’t put it past him to do such a thing. After all, we’d taken out four of his men now, or at least I had, though he held Vee responsible. 
 
   I drove the gangster’s car through the night, heading in the general direction of New York. It would take us hours to get there, but there was no way I could do the whole drive tonight. The past twenty-four hours had been insane, and that was saying something, considering I was used to this way of life. Of course, usually it was an in and out job, and occasionally needing to get rid of a body. I didn’t normally end up involved with the target.
 
   Not normally, anyway, though there were exceptions to the rule.
 
   My stomach cramped, and I tried to push memories away that were threatening to resurface. It was good that I was leaving this area, though I wasn’t sure I’d be going to New York if I could avoid it. Too many people there wanted to see me dead. 
 
   I drove for an hour, fighting my eyelids slipping shut and my head nodding from the monotony of the drive. For a while, I thought Vee was sleeping, but then I realized she was just sitting, unmoving and in silence. 
 
   The bright lights of a motel gave an unnatural glow to the skyline. I sagged in relief. I had a credit card and a driver’s license slipped into an inside pocket specially sewn into my pants. It had my photograph, but of course wasn’t in my name. Same with the credit card. I avoided using them as much as possible, as if anyone got an idea of the name I was using on it, it would create a paper trail for them to follow. Things like the meal we’d had back at the diner were always better paid in cash, but something like a motel stay normally required identification, even if it wasn’t my own. 
 
   I pulled the car into the lot.
 
   “You can wait here,” I told her. “I’ll get us a couple of rooms.”
 
   She nodded, staring at her hands in her lap.
 
   A young, skinny guy behind reception yanked his feet down from the desk as I walked in and reached out to turn the sound down on the television he was watching. He paid little attention to me as I checked us into two rooms, side by side, and handed me the keys for both rooms. 
 
   I took the keys back to the car. Vee saw me coming and climbed out, bringing her bag with her, the guns back inside. I would take one for protection, just in case, and leave her with the other two. I hoped I didn’t have to worry about her being alone. Her current state of mind concerned me, and I didn’t want her to do anything stupid.
 
   She took the key from me, and without saying a word, went to her room.
 
   “Lock the door behind you,” I called, but the door shut in my face.
 
   I exhaled a long sigh and let myself into the room next door. I’d parked the car to one side, hoping it wouldn’t be spotted from the road—not that anyone was likely to drive by.
 
   In the bathroom, I carefully unstrapped the tape and gauze from around the wound in my arm, having to use my teeth in certain places. I winced at the sight of the wound. It was deep, but didn’t look infected. The knife she’d used must have been clean, which was a small mercy. I repeated the process with my thigh. The cut looked deeper, but again I couldn’t see any sign of infection. Both wounds could have done with some stitches, but they were healing now. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t as though a few more scars would make any difference.
 
   Standing naked, I heard a sound. From the other side of the wall came a thunder of water. Vee must have shared the same thought I had, and decided to take a shower. 
 
   I turned on my shower and stepped beneath the water. 
 
   As the water hit my naked shoulders, I couldn’t help but think about Vee next door, only a thin dividing wall between us. Was she still in the shower, washing away the grime from the day, and my dried semen from between her thighs?
 
   The thought made my cock twitch and stiffen. 
 
   I tried to ignore it, but when I helped myself to some of the cheap shower gel the motel provided and began to soap myself, my hand automatically went down, foaming suds up in my pubic hair and then running the foam down the length of my cock and back again. I grew harder under my administrations, the thought of Vee never far from my mind. I put my forearm of my free hand up against the tiled wall to support myself, my forehead rested right above it as my hand worked hard. The muscles in my bicep and forearm bunched, my ass taut, as I worked the soap up and down my hard cock. Tingling condensed from my balls, right down to my asshole. All I could see was Vee in the shower, naked, soap and water coursing down her beautiful body. I imagined her lifting her face to the water, her hands running over her breasts and then down, between her thighs. Was she thinking of me, too? Could she hear me in here? Did she have any idea of what I was doing? Was she even doing the same?
 
   I didn’t think I’d ever wanked to the idea of a real woman before. Normally, I’d watch porn or just think about fucking a nice tight pussy, or shoving my cock between a big pair of tits until I got off. The idea of my fantasy now being an actual person who was right next door was alien to me, and I didn’t know how it made me feel. I couldn’t process, I only wanted to reach the climax, and only thoughts of Vee would allow me to do that. I’d never seen her naked, but my imagination was surprisingly fertile on that topic. 
 
   I remembered how she’d felt when I’d fucked her against the hood of the truck, how tight and hot she’d been clamped around my cock. I brought back to mind her passion, her urgency as she’d kissed me. It was as though she’d been hungry for me, and if she hadn’t had me, she would have starved.
 
   The memory of the regret I’d seen in her eyes threatened to encroach, so I switched the scene in my head and imagined her on her knees before me instead. I pictured her looking up at me with those big dark eyes, and I reached out and took her silky hair in a ponytail, wrapping it around my fist and pulling tight to have total control. In my mind, instead of my fist wrapped around my dick, I was pushing the purple head of my cock between her perfect lips, and driving deeper, forging to the back of her throat. In my imagination, she dealt with my girth and length perfectly, and I pulled out and thrust again. 
 
   Faster and faster, my hand circled my dick, my ass bunched, as I leaned against the tiled walls of the shower. The tension built like a tightly wound spring, drawing my balls up into my body, until I finally exploded.
 
   I came hard, white ribbons of cum jetting onto the tiles. One spurt, then another, and another.
 
   The heady bliss faded as I rested, panting, against the wall. I straightened back up and washed the final residues of semen from the walls. Climbing out of the shower, I wrapped the threadbare towel around my waist. I refused to feel guilty about what I’d done.
 
   Though I would have liked to have slept naked, I pulled my pants back on, and threw my shirt over my shoulders, leaving it undone. I wanted to be prepared in case I needed to move quickly, and anyway, I didn’t let people see me even partially naked. 
 
   I lay back on the single bed, its twin beside me, my arm across my eyes. 
 
   A knock came at the door and I sat up, quickly doing up the buttons of my shirt. I got to my feet to answer the door. There was only one person it could be. 
 
   I swung the door open and Vee stepped into the room.
 
   My heart pounded.
 
   “Do you mind if I stay in here with you?” she asked. Her hair was damp from the shower and twisted up into a knot at the top of her head, loose tendrils hanging down around her cheeks and shoulders. Her skin free from makeup, and utterly flawless, her body barely hidden in the jeans and sleeveless t-shirt. From where I was sitting, I didn’t think she was wearing a bra, and my mind immediately went to wondering if she’d bothered putting her dirty panties back on.
 
   No, I had to behave. I had to remember the regret I’d seen in her eyes after we’d fucked up against the side of the truck in the parking lot. She was hurt and vulnerable, even if she always pretended she wasn’t, and I shouldn’t take advantage of that. The low throb in my cock told me otherwise, blood engorging the area so I had to adjust my position for her not to notice. 
 
   Unaware of my physical struggle. She sighed and said ‘thanks’ and then crossed the room and threw herself down on the single bed beside mine. I walked over and lay back down on the bed I’d just vacated. There was barely a foot of space between us, only a small shelf acting as a bedside table separating the two beds.
 
   She twisted to her side to face me and placed her hand under her cheek as a pillow. “I didn’t want to be on my own.”
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to admit to her that I didn’t either. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-three
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tell me about your first time,” he said as we lay there, waiting for sleep to claim us.
 
   I looked to him, propped myself up on my elbow, and lifted my eyebrows. “Seriously? It was a quick fumble in the dark with some boy from my neighborhood whose name I barely remember. Is that what you want to hear? It’s not exactly some hot tale of kissing my girlfriends, if that’s what you’d been hoping to get off on.”
 
   “I wasn’t talking about your first time having sex, Vee, though I do like the image of you making out with another girl. No, I meant the first time you killed someone.”
 
   My body went rigid and I looked away. “I don’t want to talk about that.”
 
   “Why? Do you feel guilty?”
 
   “Not at all. He had it coming.”
 
   “So why won’t you talk about it?”
 
   “Because the reason it happened wasn’t about me. I did it for someone else. It isn’t my story to tell.”
 
   “Okay, so just tell me how you felt when it was done.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you like talking about death?”
 
   “Not the death itself. But I find it incredibly sexy that you’re someone willing to go to such extremes for someone you love.”
 
   There was always such a steeliness behind his blue eyes, a hardness. I supposed I shouldn’t expect anything else from a killer. Did people see the same thing in me? Was that why I never had any friends, and most people had the good sense to give me a wide berth? I guessed it was. 
 
   “And how did it make me feel?” I took a breath. “Strong, fierce, brave, ruthless. Self-righteous and powerful.”
 
   “So you understand why people get addicted to killing?”
 
   But I shook my head. “That was only at first. Later, when all the adrenaline had worn off, I felt sick. I replayed it over and over again, how the gun had bucked in my hand when it went off, how he’d had this confusion in his eyes before he fell. The blood smeared across the ground. I replayed it so many time over the next few weeks that I thought I was going crazy, caught in some kind of time loop where I couldn’t get my brain to focus on anything else.”
 
   “But yet you did it again.”
 
   I looked up at him sharply, locking his eyes with mine. “That was different. I was forced to do that.”
 
   His eyebrows lifted. “Forced?”
 
   “Yes, forced. Why do you think I went to the police? I couldn’t take it anymore. I knew I couldn’t live with my father after he’d put us through that. He was trying to get me to prove my loyalty to him, but all it did was push me even further away.”
 
   “That’s not what your father is saying.”
 
   “Fuck him. He’s a liar and a murderer.”
 
   “Couldn’t the same be said about you?”
 
   I pushed myself upright on the bed, anger raging through me. “Are you saying you believe my father more than you believe me?”
 
   Frustratingly, he gave a shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve only heard one side of the story. Your father told me he wanted you dead, not only because you are going to testify against him, but because you killed your mother and stole his only other daughter away. He said you betrayed the whole family. He said you hated him enough to want to take away the two things in his life most precious to him. You went to the cops for protection and asked them to hide you and your sister in return for information about him that would get him put away for a very long time.”
 
   I stared at X in amazement, my mouth hanging open. I could barely believe the audacity of the man who called himself my father. To create an image of me that was so sick and pass it off as the truth. That man lied for a living; no wonder he got people to believe him. How many others thought that was the truth about what happened? There were the other men in the room, who knew what really happened, but they would do and say whatever Mickey Five Fingers told them. 
 
   “That isn’t what happened at all,” I managed to say. “Yes, I went to the police and told them I would spill my guts about everything I’d ever known about his business, and the next thing I know, I’ve got U.S. Marshals at my front door, telling us to pack a bag ’cause we’re leaving then and there. But I didn’t kill my mom to get back at him. He found out she’d been having an affair for the past two years, and it was an affair I knew about. The guy my mom had been seeing spilled his guts right before my dad killed him, and told him that I knew about the affair. In my father’s eyes, this betrayal was almost as bad as the fact my mom had been cheating on him. He said I was no longer loyal to him, and I needed to prove my loyalty. He took me and my mom and my sister into this big warehouse. My mom and my sister were crying. He had a couple of his big sidekicks training guns on us and said they’d shoot us all if we tried anything.” My voice broke and I swallowed back emotion as I relieved the horrifying events. “He gave me a choice.” My voice sounded smaller now. “I could shoot my mom, or my sister. If I chose to kill neither of them, then we would all die. He knew me and my sister didn’t get on so great, but I think deep down he knew I would never choose her. He loved her, though he had a sick way of showing it. But my mom knew she’d done wrong. She’d put us all in a terrible position by betraying my dad, and it was never going to end well. I loved her. I didn’t want her to die. But I also knew that she wouldn’t want me to choose Nickie either. She would want to die before either of her children did. They would have shot us all. So I had no choice. I killed my own mom.”
 
   I paused, gathering myself together before I spoke again.
 
   “When it was done, he pulled me into a hug and clapped me on the back, said he knew I’d see sense. I’d been splattered with my own mother’s blood, while my sister was wailing over her dead body, and would hate me forever, and he actually hugged me. He told me he trusted me again, but I hated him. I hated him with a fury I’d never felt before. Looking back, I’m amazed I didn’t turn that gun on him there and then. I wanted to, believe me, I did, but it was only because I knew both Nickie and I would end up dead in a revenge killing that I managed to control myself. The first moment I got, where I could be sure I wasn’t being watched, I went to the cops and told them everything I knew, and that I was willing to testify if they arrested him.”
 
   “It’s always been about protecting her, hasn’t it?” X said softly. “Both times you’ve killed has been because you were protecting her, and yet she never thanks you for it.”
 
   “I don’t do it for the thanks. I know I’ll never get it. All I want is to see her alive.”
 
   He stared at me, his gaze holding mine, as though he was reading every inch of what made me who I was written across my face, then he reached out and grabbed the front of my t-shirt in his fist. With a forceful yank, he pulled me toward him, our bodies colliding on his narrow bed. His lips found mine, his kiss both soft and forceful, his tongue pushing into my mouth, tracking mine down. Then his hand left the top of my t-shirt and reached down to push under it instead, his fingers searching for my breast. His hand weighed the curve of my breast and then his fingers rolled and pinched my nipple. 
 
   We became a sudden flurry of movement, a crazed urgency. I didn’t allow myself to think any further; I’d done enough thinking. My hands pushed up inside his shirt, feeling his hot, smooth skin. Then my fingers ran over a ridge, and another softer circle, his skin peppered with them.
 
   I pulled away, “What the…?”
 
   He dragged me back, a dark desire in his eyes. “Not yet,” he whispered against my mouth. “I’ll tell you, but not yet.”
 
   I hadn’t seen him, but to me it felt like his body was covered in blemishes. Part of me wanted to press him on the topic, but the other, more primal part only wanted to consume him.
 
   I was mindful of the injury in his arm and thigh, both of which I had given him. He was favoring his injured side, understandably, but it didn’t seem to slow him down. His kiss melted me, and his caress on my breast sent electric tingles shooting right down between my thighs. Too much time had passed since I’d had someone kiss and touch me like this—the time before I’d met X had been with a one night stand whose name I didn’t even remember—and even though I knew this was wrong, my body kept telling me it was oh-so-right.
 
   We tumbled to his bed together, a mess of limbs and hands and mouths. X yanked my t-shirt up and over my head and then fell to my breasts. I was on my back, him hovering over me. My nipples were already puckered, and he bent his head to draw one into his mouth. His tongue laved the hardened nub, making me squirm, and then his teeth closed gently around the peak. My hips bucked, my nipple seeming to have direct contact with my pussy, and I wanted more. My fingers laced through his hair, pulling him closer to me, as though I wanted him to take my entire breast into his mouth and devour me. 
 
   But instead his mouth left my nipple and tracked a cool trail down across my stomach and to the waistband of my jeans. He was quick to pop the button and pull down the zipper, then yanked the jeans from my hips. I wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
 
   He didn’t once pause to check if it was what I wanted. He was the sort of man who saw what he wanted and took it. That was fine by me. I was exactly the same.
 
   He used his knees to shove my legs apart, opening me up to him as he settled between them. Like a man starving, he pushed his face between my thighs, his hot breath on my sensitive skin. His fingers parted me, and then his tongue was on my slit, tracing a long line up from my perineum, across my opening and up to my clit, where he swirled a circle and then headed back down.
 
   I couldn’t help the little ‘ah’ of pleasure that escaped my throat, and my hips lifted again, seeking more. He licked me like that again, long and slow, driving me crazy, and then pushed a finger inside me. My body reacted to the penetration instantly, wetness flooding my channel and coating his digit. He pumped into me a couple of times and then added a second finger, and then a third, stretching me open.  His mouth remained on my pussy, his tongue flicking over my clit in little laps. I felt like I was captured by him, holding my body, mind, and this climb toward the peak of pleasure in his sole grasp. 
 
   I was close to coming, reaching for it now. I didn’t want to let go of the high I was on, but the desire to topple from the cliff’s edge gripped me. His teeth grazed against my clit, making me squeal, and then he did something with his fingers, curled them inward as he stroked, which pushed me over the edge. My orgasm hit me hard and fast, every muscle taut as the waves shuddered through me again and again, leaving me gasping. 
 
   He looked up from between my thighs, his blue eyes smiling with smug satisfaction.
 
   I reached for him. “Now it’s your turn.”
 
   I wanted him naked, too, not only because I was curious as to what he was hiding under his shirt, but also because I wanted to feel skin against skin. But he didn’t let me touch him, and instead his hands went to his own waistband. The size and shape of his erection pressed against the inside of the material, making me eager for what was in store.
 
   He freed himself, his erection springing out into his hand, long and thick. His fist closed around it, and I watched slack-lipped as he pumped his hand up and down the shaft, his eyes never leaving me. I reached for him again, but he batted my hand away with his free one.
 
   “No,” he said. He was still wearing his shirt, his pants only slightly hung from his hips. “Turn over.”
 
   “I want—”
 
   But he didn’t let me speak any further. He reached down and grabbed my thighs and yanked me over, so I flipped onto my front. Then his fingers closed roughly over my hips and he pulled me up so I was on all fours.
 
   His knees pushed between mine again, and then the solid weight of his cock thudded on my ass, and I caught my breath. My heart was racing, partly from my recent orgasm, but also in anticipation of what was to come. I could smell sex on the air, that slightly salty musk, a combination of us both, and it made my mouth water.
 
   He took no prisoners, grabbing my hips, his cock nudging my entrance. He felt so big and hard, but I was wet and ready for him. With a surge of his hips, he thrust balls-deep, giving a grunt of satisfaction as he did so.
 
   His movements grew faster, his hips pistoning as he slammed into me. Flesh smacked against flesh. He reached beneath my body and between my thighs to strum my clit at a speed that matched his own. The low ache in my belly began to build, and I experienced that tightening. My inner muscles gripped him, and his hand on my hip dug into my skin. I dropped down onto my elbows, my ass in the air. My breasts crushed against the bed. I glanced back over my shoulder to see his face tense and almost angry looking with concentration. I wished he were naked so I could see the taut muscles of his body as he fucked me.
 
   “Ah, fuck ... Jesus …” he moaned as he slammed me harder, and then pulled out and slammed into me again. He held himself deep, and I felt him jerk inside me.
 
   My orgasm hit, my pussy pulsating around him, as though milking him for more cum, even though he’d already shot his load inside of me. It shuddered through me, sparking all my nerve endings with little shocks that had my eyes rolling. I squeezed my inner muscles together, wanting to eke that last little bit of pleasure from the act, holding him tighter.
 
   But he pulled out of me and we fell together in a tangled heap, me naked, him still fully dressed. I felt exposed, and I wasn’t the kind of woman who automatically wanted to snuggle after sex, even though X tried to pull me into him. I gently unraveled myself from his hold and grabbed my clothes, ignoring the trickle of him down the inside of my thighs, and headed to the bathroom.
 
   I washed up and then dressed. Taking a deep breath, I headed back out into the bedroom to find X sitting up in bed, his gaze focused solely on me.
 
   “Vee …” he said, and I knew what he was trying to ask me before he’d even said it.
 
   “It’s fine,” I replied. “We’re fine. I just need to be ready, you know, in case something happens and we need to move quickly.”
 
   He gave me a smile, but I saw sadness in his eyes. “No time for romance in our world,” he replied.
 
   I climbed onto the single bed beside him, not bothering to pull the bedcovers over my body, and turned away from him to face the wall. “No, I guess not.”
 
   I heard him sigh and roll over as well.
 
   It wasn’t that there wasn’t time for romance; it was more that we didn’t have the luxury of forming those kinds of attachments. Sex was sex, and it didn’t need to come with any kind of emotional ties.
 
   I’d turned away because I knew I couldn’t look at him or my heart would slowly start to fall, and once it started falling, it would be impossible to stop.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-four
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke the next morning to find Vee asleep in the single bed beside mine. I was relieved she was still there and hadn’t run back to her own room in the middle of the night. Like me, she hadn’t felt safe enough to sleep naked, always aware that we might need to spring into action at any second. Of course, I had my own reasons for wanting to stay dressed, but she didn’t know about that.
 
   Moving quietly, I left the room and went to find us something to eat and drink. The motel had an ancient vending machine, but I figured I’d keep walking. There looked to be another building further down the road, which I took to be a small store. I could get better coffee and some breakfast sandwiches from there to take back to Vee. I figured she would be hungry after last night.
 
   The memory brought a smile to my lips, and I quickly snapped the expression from my face. Smiling wasn’t something I did, unless it was in a sarcastic or cold kind of way. And yet this woman made me want to smile. This woman I had been paid to kill. 
 
   I’d only received half of the money. The rest I would have been paid upon completion of the job, which would have been proven by a photograph of her dead body. Part of me thought I should give the money back, but I didn’t want it being in the hands of her father. Maybe I should give it to Vee—though I doubted she would want it either, as she wouldn’t want to take money from me, and she especially wouldn’t want it if she knew where it had come from.
 
   I bought us both coffee and hot sandwiches, and headed back to the room. If Vee was awake, she’d be itching to get moving, and I didn’t want to be the one to hold her back.
 
   I propped the takeout cups of coffee one on top of the other. Securing the lid of the top cup beneath my chin, I pushed open the door.
 
   Vee was standing in the middle of the room and she spun to face me, her dark eyes wild. “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   I lifted the cups as a response, and then the brown paper bag containing the sandwiches. “I thought you would appreciate breakfast.”
 
   The tension left her body and she dropped down to sit on the edge of one of the beds, her head in her hands. I dumped the food and drinks and went to crouch in front of her, my hands on her shoulders.
 
   “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”
 
   Beneath my fingers, her slender shoulders trembled. She said something, but it was too quiet to catch.
 
   “Say that again?” I said, softly.
 
   She lifted her eyes to mine. They were red, but dry. “I thought you had gone. I thought I was going to have to do this on my own.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I hadn’t. I wouldn’t.”
 
   I pulled her into me, wrapping my arms around her frame and placing a kiss on the top of her head, lingering with my nose and mouth in her hair.
 
   She sniffed and withdrew slightly so she was able to look into my face. “Why does facing my father in a secure prison scare me more than facing a whole car of armed gangsters?”
 
   “Because he has more emotional control over you than any of those men. Because of the horrific thing he made you do. Because perhaps a tiny part of you still cares.”
 
   “No.” She shook her head briskly. “I hate him. I hate him more than anyone else in the world.”
 
   “You know what they say about love and hate?”
 
   Vee removed herself from my arms and wiped non-existent tears from her dry eyes. She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin, as though suddenly aware of her outburst of emotion, and was now pulling the shutters back down.
 
   She got to her feet and crossed the room to where I’d left the coffee. “Thanks for this. I need it to feel more human again.” She gave a small laugh. “If I ever do feel human.”
 
   I risked a smile in return. “I know that feeling.”
 
   Taking a sip from the coffee, she asked, “How long is it going to take us to drive to New York?”
 
   “Six hours or so, depending on if we run into any traffic.”
 
   She nodded. “I guess we’d better get a move on, then.”
 
   “Has Tony contacted you yet?”
 
   She checked the cell phone and shook her head. “No.”
 
   “He will. He won’t give up on what he wants that easily.”
 
   “I just hope he doesn’t hurt Nickie in the meantime.”
 
   “He won’t,” I said, though I wasn’t so sure. I hoped he didn’t decide to do something to her sister in order to persuade Vee to take up his offer.
 
   Within ten minutes, we were back in the car and on the road again. I drove, while Vee sat, looking out of the passenger window, deep in thought, her knuckles pressed to her mouth.
 
   The hours and miles passed us by without event. 
 
   Finally, the cell phone buzzed again, and she snatched it up and answered before putting it on speaker so I could hear. Her gaze flicked wildly to me, her skin drained of color. I pulled over so I would be able to concentrate on what was being said. 
 
   “Tony,” she said, before he could get a word in, “tell me my sister is safe.”
 
   “She’s safe,” the man’s voice came over the phone. “No thanks to you and your friend.”
 
   “I made a mistake,” she continued, not looking at me now. “I’ve changed my mind. I’ll take your deal.”
 
   “It’s too late for that. I have your sister and she’ll have to do.”
 
   “No, please—”
 
   “I’m giving you a warning,” he said, cutting her off. “Come anywhere near me and my guys again and you’re dead meat.”
 
   She shook her head, frantic, even though he couldn’t see her. “I’ll do anything you want, I swear. I just want to be with my sister.”
 
   “You had your opportunity. You should have taken it.”
 
   “Please, one more chance. That’s all I ask.”
 
   “No, she’s mine now.”
 
   And the line went dead.
 
   I gave her a moment to allow her time to lash out, if she was going to. When she didn’t—only sat, staring at the now dead phone with dull fear in her eyes—I reached out and took her hand.
 
   “Nothing has changed,” I told her. “We still continue to do what we’d planned.”
 
   She pressed her lips together and nodded. “I guess a part of me still hoped Tony might have agreed to meet again, and I wouldn’t need to go and pay a visit to my father. This all just makes it even more real, that I’m going to have to see him. And I’m terrified for Nicole. I’m not sure she’s going to make it out of Tony’s clutches. I just wish I’d accepted his offer now. I should have gone with him instead of trying to fight.”
 
   “If you’d done that, you’d both be under Tony’s thumb.”
 
   “I’d rather that than Nickie be on her own.” She shook her head again. “What have I done?”
 
   “You’ve done what’s right,” I said, filling my voice with conviction. “You can’t let this son-of-a-bitch win.”
 
   “I feel like he’s already won.”
 
   “No, you’re wrong. He’s only won if you give up.”
 
   We sat together, my thumb brushing over the top of her hand as she stared down at her lap, contemplating what to do. I was relieved she hadn’t pulled away from me. I thought she might shut down on me again after last night, but the tiny glimpse into her emotional state this morning had given me hope that she might actually need me. Being needed wasn’t something I’d ever experienced before. Physically wanted, yes, but never needed. I’d never allowed myself to get close enough to a woman for her to create any kind of emotional dependence. I wasn’t sure if it warmed my cold heart or scared the hell out of me.
 
   “Okay,” she said eventually. “So the next step is going to see my father and asking him for his help.”
 
   I nodded. “I think it’s our only option.”
 
   She looked up at me. “Getting to see him isn’t going to be easy. I might not even be on his visitors list. He knows I plan to testify against him, remember.”
 
   “But he didn’t know you were going to when he was first locked up. You said he hugged you, and told you he trusted you again after you … did what you did. If he put you on his visitors list initially, he might not have bothered to take you off again. Do you have any identification in your old name?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I grabbed our birth certificates and my old driver’s license before we left. I’m not supposed to have them, but …” She gave a shrug as if it was an explanation. “I’m still going to have to fill out a form and get approved before I can visit.”
 
   My lips twisted, and I slowly nodded. “I think I have a contact who can help with that. Don’t worry. There’s always a way to get around things if you need to.”
 
   Reluctantly, I released her hand and started up the car again. We still had several hours before we reached New York, and I tried not to think too hard about what would be waiting for us when we got there.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-five
 
   V
 
    
 
   After a number of hours on the road, we finally reached New York. We drove through the city, my heart lodged like a chunk of ice in the base of my throat.
 
   I kept my head down, not wanting to see anyone, or for anyone to see me. I couldn’t imagine what people would have been gossiping about us. As far as they knew, my sister and I had just vanished one day. Did they think we’d been killed and dumped somewhere, or that we’d simply run away? Or did people wonder if we’d been moved into Witness Protection, and perhaps suspected I was a rat? The idea made my cheeks burn with shame. It was the one thing you were taught growing up in the society I had—rats were the scum of the earth. 
 
   I’d only been away a matter of months, but everything felt different, as though I’d never lived here at all, and I was now trespassing. Even the accent sounded harsh upon my ears. I’d done my best to speak without my Brooklyn accent since we’d been put into WITSEC, knowing people would immediately be able to place where we’d come from. Instead, I tried to smooth the accent so I was able to say we were from New York State, rather than the city.
 
   X’s cell phone rang and he answered it, listening without needing to speak. He hung up again. 
 
   “Okay, we can pick up your visitor’s form. Looks like we got lucky and your name was still on the approved visitors list. Your father must have added it before he found out you were testifying, and just never bothered to take it off again. I guess he figured you weren’t going to want to see him any time soon.”
 
   “I guess he was wrong. So when is my visiting order for?”
 
   “Eleven tomorrow morning.”
 
   My heart sank. “Tomorrow morning? I can’t wait that long. What about Nickie?”
 
   “There’s nothing more we can do, Vee. Unless we hear something different from Tony the Hound, we’ve got nothing to go on. We know he’s somewhere here in New York, but if we go around asking questions of the wrong people, we’re both going to end up dead.”
 
   “But you know people. You have contacts.”
 
   “Not to ask those kinds of questions. I’m a hired killer, Vee. If I start asking where I can find Tony, people are going to think I’ve been paid to take him out. Nothing will get us killed quicker.”
 
   My frustration mounted. It had already been too long since Tony had taken my sister, and I tortured myself with how frightened she must be, and all the terrible things they might have done to her. I would happily have taken risks if it meant getting Nicole back sooner, but I knew X was right. I wouldn’t be any good to her if I ended up dead. 
 
   Plus, we needed to keep our heads down. If someone recognized me, I didn’t doubt that word would get back to either my father or Tony. I wanted the element of surprise when it came to approaching my father, and I didn’t want Tony to find me before I found him. I thought if that happened, I was as good as dead.
 
   With no other options, we got ourselves another motel room. We didn’t even bother trying to get separate rooms this time, the question hanging unasked between us in a silent agreement. I thought both of us knew there was little point. Perhaps I was using him, using the sex as a distraction from worrying about my sister, and also from worrying about the meeting with my father the next day, but I didn’t care.
 
   As soon as we stepped into the room, X pulled me toward him and kissed me as though he’d spent the whole day trying to hold himself back from doing so. I didn’t know. Maybe he had, and I certainly wasn’t complaining. His kiss was forceful and hungry, owning my mouth. I felt myself involuntarily melting against him, my body turning to liquid at his touch. He was all solid muscle and hard lines, and it made me feel soft and feminine in comparison, the total opposite, yet working so well together. His hands slid up under the back of my t-shirt, his big palms spanning the small of my back, before sliding up over my ribs. His touch tickled slightly, making me smile against his mouth, and then his hand navigated between us to cup my breast. His thumb grazed over my nipple, causing it to pucker and peak, and I pressed myself harder against him again, moaning into his mouth. He squeezed the mound of my tit over the top of my bra and then slipped his hand inside the cup to roll and pinch my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. My insides turned to liquid, and that now growingly familiar feeling of tingling pressure flooded down through my lower belly to settle with a pleasurable throb between my thighs. 
 
   I didn’t want the clothing between us. Both times we’d fucked, he’d been fully dressed. I longed to have him naked, to run my palms across every inch of his hard body.
 
   I pulled his shirt out of his pants and slid my hands up under it, the heat of his skin against my palms. Smooth skin, but then ridges and bumps and swirls. I hesitated. Tattoos, perhaps, though I hadn’t seen any on him so far.
 
   Continuing to kiss him, I removed my hands from beneath his shirt and started on the buttons at his throat instead. I only managed to undo three before his hand closed over my wrists.
 
   “No, Vee, don’t.” His voice was a growl.
 
   I blinked in surprise. “What?”
 
   “Don’t undo my shirt.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’ve asked you not to.”
 
   I knew nothing about him. I’d told him some of my deepest, darkest moments, and yet everything about who he was remained a secret to me. I didn’t even know his real name. And now here was another secret, standing right in front of me, hidden beneath a swath of fabric, and I knew it had something to do with the blemishes I’d felt when I’d slipped my hands over his skin the previous night.
 
   “X,” I started, “it’s all right. I want to know.”
 
   I sensed him retreating from me, so I wrapped my arms around the back of his neck and pulled him in for another kiss. His body was tense, but a flick of my tongue across his lower lip, followed by a nibble, and he quickly melted into me again. I reached down to the front of his pants and cupped the hard length I found there.
 
   “Ah, fuck, Vee,” he groaned as I stroked him firmly.
 
   I undid the zipper and slipped my hand inside to find him gloriously hot and hard in my palm.
 
   I pulled him free and dropped to my knees. X had controlled everything the previous times we’d screwed, but I wanted to take charge this time. I was determined to discover the secret he was hiding. A story lay behind it, and I wanted to know.
 
   I ran the tip of my nose down his shaft and back up again, inhaling the salty musk of him. He was so rawly masculine, and I loved that about him. On my knees, I looked up at him as I parted my lips and took him into my mouth. He stared back down at me, his full lips slack with lust, his blue eyes a shade darker with want. I created suction and slid down his shaft as far as I could take him, the head hitting the back of my throat so I fought back a gag.
 
   I bobbed back and forth, feeling him swell in my mouth. His hand on my head made me pause.
 
   “Vee, you got to stop. I’m going to come.”
 
   I wanted him, wanted to taste him as he spilled his seed down my throat, but he pulled on my arm, trying to drag me to my feet again. I still wanted to see what lay beneath his shirt, not only because I wanted to learn his secret, but also because I was desperate to feel his skin against mine, to run my hands over the lines and ridges of his muscles. From everything I’d felt about X, he was fit and toned, and I knew the rest of his body would be as beautiful as he was.
 
   I let his cock pop from my mouth, and for him to pull me to my feet once more. He kissed me again, our tongues entwining, and the thought that he would be able to taste himself on my mouth sent a thrill through me, condensing in my pussy. My hands went to his shirt again, determined not to let him deter me this time.
 
   I managed to slip a couple of the buttons from their holes, but his hands found mine again, dragging them away.
 
   “Vee, stop.”
 
   “Please, I want to see you.”
 
   He shook his head and stepped away from me. I felt bereft at the air between us, and stood, helpless, as he tucked his cock back into his pants. 
 
   He turned back to me, his lips pressed together, his blue eyes searching my face. “No, you don’t. I would horrify you.”
 
   “I thought you knew by now that it takes a lot to horrify me.”
 
   He seemed to think for a minute, his gaze casting away before coming back to me. “If you want to know, first of all you have to tell me what happened when you took your first life. Then I’ll show you what I’m hiding.”
 
   It was a deal I was prepared to make. “Okay, but you show me first.”
 
   “It’s been ten years since anyone has seen this.”
 
   I approached him again, and this time he didn’t step away. “Just show me.”
 
   My hands went to the buttons of his shirt again, and slowly, I undid them. His jaw was ridged with tension, his eyes never leaving my face. When I got to the final button, I undid it then reached back up and pushed the shirt from his shoulders. The material slipped from his body and hit the floor.
 
   I held in a gasp.
 
   “Oh, X.”
 
   I hadn’t wanted to have a reaction, had schooled my features into an impassive expression, yet I hadn’t been able to help myself.
 
   His torso was covered in scars.
 
   They weren’t just faint, white lines. The scars were thick and ridged, and raised from the surface of his skin. They were lines that crisscrossed each other, circles, and swirls. They decorated almost every inch of his skin.
 
   I’d never seen anything like it before.
 
   “My God. What happened to you?”
 
   His gaze left mine again, sliding down to the floor. “I didn’t exactly have a perfect childhood.”
 
   “Your parents did this to you?” I knew I shouldn’t be shocked. I hardly had the perfect parenting experience, but the injuries that created that kind of scarring must have been like torture.
 
   But to my surprise, he shook his head.
 
   “I never knew my parents. I was dumped in a bag on a hospital doorstep when I was a couple of weeks old. I was healthy enough, but I guess my mother just decided she couldn’t cope with me.”
 
   “So what happened to you?”
 
   “I was adopted—something my adoptive parents never failed to remind me of, that I wasn’t their real child. Apparently I was supposed to be grateful that they took me, though I think they adopted a child knowing exactly what they were going to do to him or her. I was just the unfortunate soul who got landed with them.”
 
   I knew he wouldn’t want my sympathy. That wasn’t why he had shown me. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, pull his head against my neck, and kiss away the residual pain while I laced my fingers in his hair, but I knew he wouldn’t want that. He didn’t want to be pitied, any more than I wanted to be pitied about my past. He had shown me because he wanted us to know each other, and because he knew I would understand. I had my own scars from my parent, only mine were less visible.
 
   “How did they make these ones?” I asked, tracing my finger down the crisscross of lines.
 
   “A whip. They’d tie me up and make me count lashes as my punishment. I can’t even remember what I did now—spilled a drink, or perhaps was late getting home, or didn’t get an A on an assignment. They were never big things.”
 
   I touched one of the circles. “And these?”
 
   “Cigarette burns, held against my skin until the butt crushed and it burned a hole.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Yeah, I think they looked forward to when I would screw up. They took pleasure in it. They were constantly waiting for me to do something wrong so they could punish me.”
 
   “What happened to them?”
 
   “When I was fifteen, I killed them both, made it look like a break-in gone wrong. I was away at the time, on a school trip, but I’d sneaked away during the night when the teachers thought I was still asleep in bed, killed them both, and then made it back again with no one knowing. It was the perfect alibi—several teachers all saying I was with them when the murders had been committed. It wasn’t as though any of them would ever admit to the possibility that one of their charges could have left the premises unnoticed.” He laughed, the sound cold. “My parents’ murder was actually the reason I used for wanting to become a police officer in my initial interview—that I’d lost my parents to a criminal and I wanted to be part of the solution to stop anything like that happening to another child. Part of me was laughing inside when I told them that.”
 
   I stared at him. Perhaps the idea of him killing his adoptive parents at fifteen should have freaked me out, but it didn’t. I couldn’t imagine the torture they must have put him through—actually, yes, I could. It was written all over his body. I was pleased he’d gotten his revenge, anger and adrenaline rising up inside me at what he’d suffered. They’d made him what he was and they’d suffered the consequences. No, I didn’t blame him for it at all, and I certainly wasn’t one to judge.
 
   “Sometimes,” I said, “I think we’re so alike it scares me.”
 
   “Two coldhearted killers together. What could possibly go wrong?”
 
   We locked gazes, both of us holding back smiles. 
 
   “Now, you promised you would tell me what happened the first time you took a life.”
 
   I nodded and began, my heartrate increasing as the words left my lips. “Nicole was fourteen when she was raped—a cocky nineteen-year-old asshole who thought women and even girls were only alive to give him what he wanted. Nickie had been flattered by his attention at first, had been excited about an older boy showing her some interest, but then things had started getting serious, and she’d wanted to cool things off. He’d called her a prick tease and spread rumors that she was a slut and was sleeping with half of her school, which was the absolute opposite of the truth. She didn’t want our father finding out ’cause she was worried he’d believe this kid, and then he’d say she had shamed the family. Our pops has a big thing about shaming the family—seems to me that it’s the main thing that causes him to make the decisions he does. Anyway, we didn’t say anything, and then one night this guy followed her home after she’d been at the mall with friends, and he took her down an alley, shoved her up against a wall, and raped her.” My voice tightened as I recounted the events. “It was her first time. That memory will be with her forever. She managed to make it home, and I heard her crying in the bathroom. She’d already gotten into the shower, so she’d washed off all the evidence. You and I both know how these things go. I couldn’t have her dragged through the courts, having every little part of her life dissected. He’d already been spreading the word that she was easy, and her saying he’d raped her would have just been seen as revenge. There was no proof. Plus, we knew how our father would react. He wouldn’t even be able to look at her. He’d put her on such a high pedestal, I couldn’t stand to see what would happen when she fell. But I was furious—blind with anger. I couldn’t believe what this fucking bastard—a grown man—had done to her. She was fourteen, for fuck’s sake. She was a kid, and he took that from her. I would have died before I’d let him get away with it.”
 
   X watched me, only curiosity on his face. “What did you do?”
 
   I gave a cold smile at the memory. “The thing was, he was the kind of guy who thought everyone wanted him. I bet he believed Nicole secretly wanted him, even while she was telling him no and fighting him off. So, I did what I could, and used my femininity to lure him somewhere I knew no one else would be. I think he thought I was a bit too tough for him at first, but I flashed my naked ass at him, no panties under my skirt, and that soon got him moving. It was like luring a fucking dog with its tongue hanging out. I took him down a back alley on the outskirts of town, and as soon as I was sure no one else was around, I shot him in the face. It was brutal, and made one hell of a mess, but I’d been careful to wear gloves, and I burned the clothes I’d been wearing afterward.
 
   “No one ever suspected me. Why would they? Other than a bit of gossip around Nicole’s school, I had no motive. No one else knew about the rape except Nickie and me. She knew what I’d done. I could see it in her eyes when we heard about his death, the way she looked at me, as though asking me the question without wanting to hear the answer out loud. We never spoke about it, and I haven’t regretted killing him for a single second.”
 
   “And other than your mother, he was the only other person you’ve killed?”
 
   I nodded. “My mom was different, though. I’d never wanted that to happen. I’d never wanted for Nicole to be raped and for me to have to kill the guy who did it either, but I’d taken some satisfaction in the act. It was different with my mom, and I don’t think I’ll ever get over it.”
 
   “That’s completely understandable, you know.” 
 
   “Sometimes,” I admitted, “there are days where I will sit for hours and stare at my own hands, seeing in my mind the awful act they committed, over and over again. I imagine getting a knife and pressing it into my wrist, and cutting and cutting, not because I want to slice my wrists, but because I just can’t stand the thought of my hands being attached to me anymore.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that to yourself, would you?”
 
   I shook my head and glanced down, embarrassed and ashamed of what I had admitted. “I’m not insane.” I gave a small laugh. “Well, not on that front, anyway.”
 
   “I can’t stand the thought of you wanting to hurt yourself, Vee.”
 
   “I can’t stand the thought of ever being in a position where I would have forgiven myself enough not to want to.”
 
   His voice softened. “Why don’t you want to forgive yourself?”
 
   “Because I don’t think I’m worth forgiving.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-six
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   Did it make me a total narcissist if the reason I thought I was falling for Vee was because the more I got to know her, the more I felt like she was a female version of me?
 
   Maybe it did, but I didn’t care.
 
   She didn’t judge. She knew me, even though we’d only met a couple of days ago, and that hadn’t exactly been in the best of circumstances. I understood her, and I thought she might understand me, too.
 
   I had never believed in soul mates until I met her.
 
   But now I was starting to wonder.
 
   Her story didn’t frighten me, and my own tale of my childhood hadn’t changed the way she looked at me. My scars didn’t repulse her. Instead, she seemed almost curious about them, running her hands over my skin, tracing the lines with her fingertips. 
 
   I reached up and caught her narrow wrists in my fists to stop her, not because I wanted her to stop touching me, but because I figured it was my turn. She’d convinced me out of my clothing, now I wanted her out of hers.
 
   “Enough talking,” I said, and she nodded in agreement.
 
   My balls still throbbed with a low ache from the blowjob she’d given me, and all I could think about now was spreading her thighs and sinking my dick into the molten heat between them. 
 
   I dragged her t-shirt over her head, and then quickly worked on her jeans. She reached for my pants, so we undressed each other in a sudden flurry of hands and frantic kisses. 
 
   Together, we fell to the bed.
 
   Naked. 
 
   I’d never been naked with another person. All these years, I’d managed to get away with fucking a woman while keeping my shirt on, had never gotten close enough to one to have her request anything more of me. If they’d tried to undress me, I’d simply flipped them over and taken them from behind, or tied their hands to a bedpost to remove the temptation of trying to touch me. Now I didn’t need to do that with Vee, and as we lay together, face to face, I marveled at the sensation of Vee’s soft skin against mine. The feel of her breasts against my chest was like heaven, our stomachs pressing together, the hard length of my erection caught between us. She’d woken something in me—emotions I hadn’t believed I was capable of. And strangely, I didn’t want to run. Quite the opposite. I wanted to hold her closer and explore this new territory of myself, like a lizard peeling off a layer of skin, or a bird cracking open the shell it had grown inside to finally enter the real world.
 
   I kissed her lips, my tongue pushing past hers and exploring every inch of her mouth. I wanted to know her, every single inch of her, and with the hunger she kissed me back with, I thought she felt the same way.
 
   Perhaps I was being selfish, but all I wanted was to feel her tight pussy wrapped around my dick. I was desperate for her, the blowjob she’d given me had taken me to the edge and, even with all the talking, I hadn’t found my way down from that high yet. Her legs wrapped around the backs of my thighs and her hips ground against me, letting me know she wanted me, too. It took only the slightest shift in my position and my cock pressed against the soft wetness of her pussy. She moaned against my mouth and squirmed against me, just as I thrust my hips to meet her. My cock breached her pussy, and my mind swam with the pure perfection of how she felt, and then I gave a groan and thrust deep. Vee gasped and clung tighter to me, and we began to move together, slow and deep at first, but our movements growing more frantic, until I shoved her to her back and settled myself between her thighs. I grabbed her hands and held them over her head, hard against the mattress. The position had brought me onto my knees, and her feet traveled higher, until they hooked over my shoulders. She was so exposed to me in this position, so I could look down and see my cock, thick and rigid, pumping in and out of her hole. Her clit stood, red and engorged right above her slit, as if begging to be touched. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.
 
   I let go of her wrists with one of my hands and reached to touch her there. The result was instantaneous, and she arched her back, her breasts on full display, and gave a cry. Her inner muscles tightened around me and I knew I was close.
 
   “Oh, God, X. Yes … more, more.”
 
   In the haze of my almost coming, I made a mental note to tell her my full name. For the first time, I wanted to hear my name on a woman’s lips.
 
   She bucked at me again, and I felt myself swell inside her, and then the surge as my orgasm took over.
 
   I came inside her, like every synapse in my body was focused on that single sensation of release and euphoria. I was both helpless and in total control, giving every part of who I was to this woman. I’d never experienced it before, the feeling of an emotional connection while I came inside a woman. The vulnerability of giving myself to another person. 
 
   My mind was a haze for a moment after the final spurts of cum erupted inside her, and then everything cleared. We held each other and kissed again, smiling down at one another. I touched my nose to hers, forehead to forehead, as we breathed each other in.
 
   People always said you knew when you’d found the one.
 
   And, right at that moment, I knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-seven
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke the next morning with dread heavy on my heart. The time had come to go and see my father, and the thought made me sick. I had no choice, though. It was my only chance of finding out where Nickie might be being held. I hadn’t heard anything else from Tony since his last call. Did he hope I’d follow him to New York and ask the wrong questions of the wrong people, and would turn up dead somewhere? I struggled to imagine that he would simply forget about me.
 
   We went to meet X’s contact, who gave us the paperwork I needed to be able to visit my father. I dressed conservatively, keeping my tattoos hidden beneath a jacket, my long hair tied back into a bun at the nape of my neck. We bought what we needed using the cash I’d brought with me, not wanting X to use the card he had more than necessary in case someone used it to track him down.
 
   X’s contact didn’t even speak to us. He just handed X an envelope, and X gave him cash in return. We received a nod, and a quick flick of his eyes across us, and then he turned and walked away, disappearing down an alley. 
 
   It felt even more real now. I was actually going to walk into prison and sit opposite my father, as though we were two, almost normal people.
 
   We drove to the prison, but X would need to wait outside. He stepped out of the car with me and kissed me. “Be strong. Remember, he’s only a man.”
 
   I nodded, thankful for the touch of his lips on mine. It was crazy how I now felt closer to this man than anyone else in the world, even my own sister. I’d told him things I’d never admitted to another person, and I thought he’d done the same to me. We were connected, somehow, like two statues carved from the same piece of stone.
 
   Nerves bubbled in my stomach as I walked through, joining the numerous other family members of inmates also arriving to visit. I was worried the paperwork would be spotted as being faked or pushed through. But I was given the same checks as everyone else, making sure I wasn’t smuggling any contrabands into the prison, and the paperwork was looked over, and I was allowed inside.
 
   The prisoners sat at individual tables, and I scoured the room until my gaze landed on the man I was there to see.
 
   His eyes, almost black, like mine, narrowed as he caught sight of me. We locked eyes for a moment and my cheeks flared with heat, before ice blasted through my veins. I looked away first, panic making my heart beat so fast it felt like hummingbird wings in my chest. I hated this man, hated him with every inch of my being, yet being in his presence made me nervous. Still, I felt the need for his approval, the desire for his love, though I tried to hide it beneath my cool exterior. I forced myself to take a breath and get a grip. I refused to let him see how he affected me. 
 
   I crossed the room and slid into the seat opposite him. While others in the visitors’ room were hugging and sharing kisses, there might as well have been a glass wall between us.
 
   “So you’re still alive,” he said, a cruel smile hiding beneath the surface of his lips. “I had wondered when I hadn’t heard anything from X. How did you survive him? Is he dead, or have you fucked him into submission?”
 
   My cheeks heated again.
 
   The smile spread. “Fucked him, then. Stupid man. I thought he was better than someone who thought with his cock. I’m not surprised, though. You always were a little slut. I could see it as soon as you turned thirteen, always flirting with my men like a tart. Good thing they knew it was part of the code not to get involved with another member’s daughter. Shame your mother forgot about that part.”
 
   I stiffened at the mention of my mom, but forced myself to speak.
 
    “I’m not here about me, Pops. Nicole is in trouble. She needs your help.”
 
   I’d taken him by surprise, and he leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across his stomach. “Trouble? What kind of trouble?”
 
   At least if he hadn’t heard about it already, it meant Tony hadn’t yet managed to contact my father in order to use Nickie. I hoped that meant she was still safe.
 
   “Tony the Hound has taken her. He plans to use her against you.”
 
   His face flushed puce, and he leaned forward, his fists balled on the tabletop between us. “Say that to me again.”
 
   “Tony the Hound took her from the place you sent X to kill me. He would have killed me, but X interrupted his guys. We tried to get her back, but it didn’t work, so now Tony has brought her to New York. We need to know where he hangs out, where he might take someone he wants to hide, and how we can get her back.”
 
   His already thin mouth tightened. “I’ll send my people in.”
 
   “No. If you do that, people are going to start shooting and the place will be a bloodbath. You have no way to protect Nickie. But I have a way in. He wants something from me. We can surprise him, if you just tell me where he holes up, and provide me with some ammo and a couple of your guys.”
 
   He burst with laughter. “You think my guys will do anything you ask them? You’re a goddamned rat. You’d be dead before you so much as breathed in their direction.”
 
   I hesitated. He had a point.
 
   “Okay, so just tell me where I can find him, and hopefully Nicole as well. You might hate me, but I know you love her.”
 
   “I never hated you, Verity,” he said, using the name I was given at birth. “You just disappointed me every step of the way.”
 
   Somehow, hearing that was even worse.
 
   “Just tell me where we can find Tony.”
 
   My father’s thin lips twisted, and then he leaned across the table toward me. “Tony the Hound owns several buildings in the warehouse district down on the Hudson river. He uses them to ship out weapons and drugs, and whatever else takes his liking. If he’s holding Nicole somewhere, I bet the son-of-a-bitch has got her there.”
 
   I rose to my feet. That was all I needed to know.
 
   I turned to leave, but then I paused and spun back to him. “This isn’t the end,” I said. “My being here doesn’t mean I forgive you. I’ll still do everything in my power to make sure you go down for a very long time.”
 
   He held my gaze, his eyes as black and cold as the devil’s. “And I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you never get the chance.”
 
   The whole of my insides contracted, but I couldn’t let him see he had affected me. “You might want to put that on hold until I’ve rescued Nicole.”
 
   And with that, I turned and walked out, holding my head high, the low heels of my new boots cracking against the floor with every stride. I wasn’t a little girl seeking her daddy’s attention anymore. I was a grown woman, and a killer.
 
   I signed myself out of the prison and walked to the car where X was waiting for me. I pulled open the door and slid into the passenger seat. “I think I know where Tony is keeping her.”
 
   X started the car. “He told you?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah. He let me know exactly what he thought of me, too, but I’m past caring.”
 
   “Do you think there’s any chance he would have lied to you about where your sister might be?”
 
   “I don’t think so. As much as he hates me, he does care about Nickie.”
 
   “He might try to send his own guys after her, now that he knows what’s going on.”
 
   “I told him not to. I said if he does that, Nicole could easily end up shot. I think he agreed, but who the hell knows with him.”
 
   “So where are we going?”
 
   “Some warehouses which back onto the Hudson River. I need to go in first. I’ll tell Tony I’ll take his deal and hope he doesn’t just shoot me, and then when I get Nickie on her own, I’ll sneak her out of there somehow. You keep an eye on us, and make sure it doesn’t look like it’s going bad. If it is, you can start shooting the son-of-a-bitch, and I’ll grab Nickie and get out of there.”
 
   “What if he shoots you the moment you walk in?”
 
   “I don’t think he will. Like you said, he wants something from me, and he won’t kill me until he’s absolutely certain he won’t get it.”
 
   X chewed his lower lip. “I don’t know, Vee. I don’t like you going in alone.”
 
   “You’ll be right behind me.”
 
   I couldn’t see any other way. I didn’t want to go in there with bullets flying.
 
   But that didn’t stop the nerves from churning around my stomach.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-eight
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I was so proud of Vee for facing her father, but I was also terrified for her safety. I couldn’t stand the thought of something happening to her, and I wanted to convince her to walk away and try to forget she ever had a sister, but I knew that would never happen. I’d only ever cared about myself before, but now I cared about her, too. If I hadn’t thought losing her sister as well would change some fundamental part of who Vee was, I’d have gone against her wishes and hog-tied her, and gotten her the hell away from New York.
 
   But I knew we had to go through with this, and all I could do was try my best to keep her safe. 
 
   We went back to the motel room. We’d wait until it got dark before heading down to the location Vee’s father had told us about. The darkness would offer more cover for me to hide in to keep an eye on Vee.
 
   When day moved to late evening, we packed up our things and made our way down to the warehouse district on the Hudson River. A part of me wondered if Mickey Five Fingers would really let his daughter do this alone, and that we might get down there only to discover he’d already sent his men in, and we’d walk into a bloodbath. He knew Vee was alive now, and would most likely send someone after her. My only solace was that he didn’t have instant access to the outside world, and these things took time to set up. I was sure he’d send someone after Vee, but he might not have the opportunity to do so right away.
 
   She was quieter than usual as we parked the car a couple of blocks from the location. Her gaze darted around, her shoulders self-consciously rounded, her head down. I knew she was worried about being spotted by someone she knew, so I put my arm around her shoulders and allowed her to hide her face against me. 
 
   We walked to the strip where the warehouses were located. The vast expanse of the river rushed by on the other side.
 
   “How are we going to know which one belongs to Tony?” she asked anxiously, scanning the identical buildings.
 
   “We sit and wait. Sooner or later, we’ll see someone either coming or going. I bet you any amount of money that Tony’s guys stick out compared to regular warehouse workers.”
 
   We bought coffee and newspapers from a newsstand and took a seat on a bench to keep watch. We hadn’t been there more than thirty minutes before a large black car—similar to the one we’d been driving, pulled up outside one of the warehouses farther down the block.
 
   These weren’t people who felt the need to lie low. They worked on a basis of fear and corruption, and anyone who caused them any trouble would most likely end up badly hurt or even dead. They dressed well and drove expensive cars because they wanted their rivals to see they were successful and shouldn’t be fucked with.
 
   “That’s our place,” I said softly to Vee.
 
   She watched from over the top of the newspaper she was holding as the men ignored the large doorway in the front of the warehouse to walk around the side.
 
   “There must be another entrance around there,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah. I guess that’ll be our way in.”
 
   She started to stand, but I put my hand out to halt her. “I want to go now,” she protested. “They have Nicole.”
 
   “We wait until nightfall. More cover then. You need to look like you’re going in alone, and that won’t work if someone spots me.”
 
   I nodded to a clump of bushes which ran alongside the wall. On the other side of the wall, the river ran relentlessly.  “We can’t sit here for much longer without raising suspicions, though. How are you at sitting still for a period of time?”
 
   “No idea. I’ve never needed to do it.”
 
   “If we hide over there, we’ll be able to see people coming and going. It’ll give us an idea of how many are inside, and how many we’ll need to deal with. Plus, we’ll be able to see if they move your sister, assuming she’s even in there, of course.”
 
   “Is that likely?” she asked in alarm.
 
   “Most likely not, but it’s best to be prepared.”
 
   We waited until we were sure there were no passersby, and then ran over to the bushes. Crouching low, we secreted ourselves between the foliage and the wall. Through the tightly knit branches, we could see the front of the property.
 
   About twenty minutes later, the two men we’d seen arriving left by the same car. 
 
   Around us, dark crept in and streetlights began to brighten, illuminating the area. 
 
   Still, we sat and waited.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-nine
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   X had the ability to sit, unflinching, for hours, while I grew uncomfortable after only a matter of minutes, shifting my weight from one foot to another, my thighs and calves threatening to cramp.
 
   X’s elbow in my side snapped me from my own self-indulgence, and I lifted my head to see two different men in suits enter the warehouse—I assumed through whatever door was at the side of the building. 
 
   “It’s time,” he said from beside me.
 
   Together, we rose from where we were hidden and ran on light feet toward where the men had entered.
 
   X pressed a gun into my hand, but I pushed it back again. “I need Tony to think I’m totally in on this. I’m sure the first thing he’ll do is have me searched for any weapons. He’ll be suspicious anyway because of what happened on the road, so he’ll send people out looking for you as well. I’ll tell him I dumped you along the way, but I doubt he’ll believe me.”
 
   He took my hand. “Are you sure we wouldn’t be better to get some of your father’s men involved?”
 
   I shook my head. “He said they wouldn’t work for me anyway. I have the reputation of being a rat now, and that’s the worst thing you can be in my father’s world. They’d kill me rather than work with me.”
 
   He reached up and touched my cheek with the back of his hand. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   I caught his hand with my own, placing my palm over the back of his, and then turned my face into his hold and kissed his palm. “Neither do I, but I don’t have any choice. I can’t leave Nickie to Tony, and I can’t let my father handle this either. I’m the only chance she’s got.”
 
   “And what happens to us all afterward?”
 
   Was he asking what kind of future we had together? I had no idea, and I couldn’t make decisions about things like that now. Would we have to try to go back into Witness Protection? I was still determined to send my father down, if I could. He had to pay for what he had done. But as for a future with X, I had no idea how he would fit into it all. It was too much to think about.
 
   “Let’s get Nickie back first, then we can talk.”
 
   He stepped away, dropping his hold on my hand, and I hated that he might feel I’d rebuked him. But I needed to focus on Nickie, and whatever this was between us, these growing emotions that scared the hell out of me, only distracted me from my purpose.
 
   We gave the two men enough time to make sure they’d be well away from the entrance, and then cautiously pushed open the door. There was a chance they’d have the door watched, but these people were more cocky than paranoid. They weren’t concerned about unwanted people being on the premises—they probably didn’t think anyone would have the balls to walk right into their territory. 
 
   I shivered, and not just because of the chill in the air. The place reminded me so much of the warehouse where my father had forced me to kill my mom, and the thought of stepping inside made me nauseated. 
 
   My eyes took a moment to adjust, but then I could make out stacks of large wooden crates, most likely containing whatever kind of contraband Tony the Hound was moving at the moment.
 
   “Plenty of places to stay hidden,” X said in a whisper right behind my ear, and I knew he was talking about himself.
 
   At the back of the warehouse, there was a set of stairs and a platform which led up to offices, and then further offices housed below. I assumed that was where the men had gone, and so would also be where Nickie was being held.
 
   X leaned in and kissed the spot on my neck between my ear and shoulder, sending shivers through me for a whole new reason. I knew why he’d kissed me. He was leaving me now, but I hoped that was his way of saying ‘later’ rather than ‘goodbye.’
 
   Like a ghost, he suddenly vanished, disappearing somewhere between the stacks of crates, I assumed. It was just me now, so I took a deep breath and stepped forward.
 
   “Hey!” came a male voice from the direction of the offices. “Who’s there?”
 
   I put my hands in the air to show I wasn’t armed. I hoped no one would shoot me in the meantime. “I’m here to see Tony.”
 
   “Tony’s busy,” he called back. “He ain’t having no visitors.”
 
   “Tell him Verity is here to see him. Verity Guerra.”
 
   “Mickey Five Fingers’ daughter?”
 
   I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. “That’s right. He’ll want to speak with me.”
 
   The man squinted at me in the gloom, but nodded. “Stay right there, and don’t touch anything.”
 
   I wondered what he thought I was going to touch. It wasn’t like I was a five-year-old in a pottery shop. I held myself still, my ears straining, trying to get a sense of where X might be. I felt like I should be able to pick up on something, some kind of vibes from him, as though we were psychically connected, but there was nothing.
 
   I did, however, hear voices coming from the offices.
 
   Tony appeared from up top, to look down on me, while the door opened and Nickie stepped out, flanked by two of Tony’s men, including the one who had first questioned me. I saw they were all armed, and I felt weak and defenseless for not having a gun of my own.
 
   I caught Nickie’s eye and smiled, but she didn’t return the expression. I shouldn’t be surprised. I guessed this new experience hadn’t warmed her to me at all. 
 
   “I’m here to talk, Tony,” I called, keeping my hands in the air. “I’ve come alone and unarmed. Please don’t shoot, and I’ll make it worth your while.”
 
   “I warned you what would happen if you came near me again,” he said.
 
   “I’m here, at your mercy. Do whatever you want with me, but I couldn’t just give up on my sister. She’s the only family I have.”
 
   “Does that mean you want to take me up on my deal?” he called back.
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I want my sister safe, and my father behind bars. This seems like the only way to make those things happen.”
 
   To my surprise, Nickie appeared to wilt in relief. “Oh, thank God,” she said. “I thought you’d never stop fighting.”
 
   I blinked in surprise. “What?”
 
   “It’s always the same with you, Verity, railing against the world, thinking everyone is your enemy. I thought you’d keep fighting this, and then where would we be?”
 
   Her words left me baffled. “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I was the one to contact Tony and tell him where we were.”
 
   My mouth dropped. “You did what?”
 
   “I wanted to come home. I was sick of living in that goddamned backward town, where no one even knew who I was. I figured doing it this way would mean Pops would still be sent down and kept in his place at the same time, and I could go back to my old life.”
 
   I stared at her in amazement. “And what about me? Tony was going to have me killed!”
 
   “No, he wasn’t. You just assumed the men were there to kill you.”
 
   “I got a message on the phone from Tony that said, ‘is it done?’ What the hell else was that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It was referring to picking us up, not killing us. You were the one who went all maverick on everyone and killed Tony’s men.” 
 
   I could barely believe what I was hearing. “Tony threatened you, Nickie, and he shot at us on the road.”
 
   “What else was he supposed to do? You killed two of his men back at the house, and there are four men dead now.”
 
   “I didn’t kill them,” I muttered, but I knew I was an accomplice, at least. We’d planned to shoot Tony’s men on the road, and that was exactly what we’d done, though we’d only done it to get Nickie back.
 
   Turned out, she hadn’t wanted rescuing anyway.
 
   “Why didn’t you just tell me what was going on? You had enough opportunities!”
 
   “I tried to,” she said. “I tried to tell you I was sorry for not explaining everything, but you kept shooting everyone! You didn’t exactly make things easy.”
 
   I turned to Tony. “If this is all true, why all the sneaking around? Why not just offer us protection from the start?”
 
   He walked down from the platform, taking the stairs to the ground floor and stopping beside Nickie. “It was rumored that your father knew where you were—someone snitched, possibly someone in law enforcement. We wanted to get you away from the house in secret, and there’s no way we could trust the cops.”
 
   He was right. Our father had known where we were. In fact, he’d sent someone to kill me that very same night. 
 
   I knew all of this, but didn’t say it.
 
   This revelation of the truth made my mind blur, my heart skipping. My whole view of the situation had been skewed. If Tony the Hound and his guys were only there to help us, and X had killed his men, and then we’d killed more of them on the road when Tony had only offered his hand of protection, they weren’t the bad guys.
 
   We were.
 
   I took a step back, staggering slightly. I swallowed hard, trying to make the world feel steady beneath my feet again.
 
   It occurred to me that I should be furious with Nickie. After everything I’d done and sacrificed to keep her safe, she’d betrayed me by going behind my back and speaking to Tony. But if she hadn’t, would I even be alive right now, or would X have continued his job unhindered by the unexpected encounter with Tony’s men and completed the job he’d been paid for?
 
   The thought of X having killed me in an alternate universe made me dizzy.
 
   A sudden crash, and a yell came from the front of the warehouse, and a moment later two of Tony’s gang appeared from between the crates, holding X as he struggled between them.
 
   “Hey, boss,” one of the men called out. “We just found this guy lurking around.” He threw the guns to the floor between us. “He was armed, too, so I’m guessing he planned on causing trouble.” 
 
   “Get your fucking hands off me,” X snarled, wrenching himself one way and then the other to get out of the grip of the other men. But the two of them were stronger than he was. Plus, they were both armed, where he was now defenseless.
 
   “It’s okay,” I chimed in, looking wildly at X. What was I supposed to think now? My mind was spinning. “He’s with me. He’s not going to try anything if he knows you’re going to help us, not hurt us.”
 
   X’s expression was dark with anger, and my heart wrenched. I knew who he was from the start. He was a killer, and I couldn’t let this new information change how I felt about him. 
 
   But Tony shook his head. “This is the guy who killed Billy and Sam, and then Matthew and Gino on the road. He’s not going to get away with just walking out of here.”
 
   My heart lurched. Tony was going to kill him.
 
   “No! Stop,” I cried. “I won’t testify if you hurt him.”
 
   “You don’t have any choice,” said Tony. “Your cover with Witness Protection has been blown, and if you don’t do what I want, you won’t have our protection either. That’ll leave you wide open to your father’s men, and you know you’ll be dead within days.”
 
   “Please, Vee,” Nickie begged me. “Just stop fighting everything for once in your life.”
 
   “You think I’m just going to stand by while they execute him? Are you fucking kidding me?”
 
   X locked eyes with me, and my chest contracted, so I felt like I couldn’t breathe. “It’s okay, Vee,” he said. “You need to go on and live your life now. Forget about me.”
 
   I shook my head. “Not going to happen.”
 
   “You don’t have any choice.”
 
   “I’ll do it, boss,” said the guy holding onto X, lifting his weapon to point it at X’s temple.
 
   But Tony shook his head and pulled his own weapon. “After the number of my men this guy has killed, I think I should get the pleasure.”
 
   He pointed his gun in X’s direction, and I opened my mouth and screamed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   X
 
    
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to run, but I had no choice. If I was dead, I’d never be able to get Vee out of Tony’s clutches. But did she even want to be rescued now? I’d overheard what her sister had said. The two men I’d killed back at their home had never been out to hurt them. They’d been sent to get the two girls out of the house, to bring them back to New York. To protect them from their father.
 
   To protect them from me.
 
   If I hadn’t shown up that night, Verity wouldn’t have had to go through everything she had with me. She’d never have believed she’d lost her sister, because they’d have been together the whole time. She wouldn’t have had to go and face her father, because I wouldn’t have killed the two men on the road and she wouldn’t have lost Tony’s trust.
 
   I’d been trying to help her, but I’d been fucking things up for her all along.
 
   Tony pointed his weapon in my direction, and I felt the two men either side of me withdraw slightly, moving away, not wanting to be so close to a flying bullet. Taking the moment, I lunged to one side, the guy on my left losing his grip on my arm, as I smashed my forehead into the temple of the man on my right. A gunshot sounded, a bullet grazing past my shoulder with a sting of pain. The man I’d head-butted slumped to the floor, and I went to snatch up his weapon, but another bullet flew past me. Shouts of alarm and anger followed. I wanted the gun, but I also needed cover or Tony was going to get his wish and I would end up dead.
 
   I darted behind the nearest crate and saw what I hadn’t before—a second small door in the back of the building, which led onto the riverfront. I couldn’t stay here—it wasn’t as though I could hide from them. More shouts came, and a bullet pinged off the crate beside me, sending splinters of wood flying.
 
   Fuck.
 
   My heart wrenched at leaving Vee, but I didn’t have any choice. I burst out from behind the crate and ran for the small door. I heard heavy feet smacking on the floor behind me. I couldn’t even turn and check how many were after me.
 
   I smashed my whole body weight against the door, and, for a moment, I didn’t think it would give, but then it swung open and I fell into the night. It sounded as though everyone in the warehouse was after me, and when I heard Vee cry my name, I almost stopped and took what was coming to me, but I couldn’t. The river stretched out before me, rushing, moonlight creating silverfish flashing across its surface. Would there be somewhere along its banks I could hide until they gave up? Then I would come back again and try to find Vee.
 
   I had no choice.
 
   More gunshots cracked through the night, and I jumped up onto the wall separating the walkway and the river, hoping to jump down onto the bank. But the water was higher than I’d expected, a harvest moon rising the levels, and there was nowhere I could go.
 
   Frantic, I glanced back to see everyone come flying from the door I’d exited from. Vee was with them, and I caught a glimpse of the desperation in her dark eyes. I was about to jump down from the wall, to keep running, when something hit me in the shoulder.
 
   I’d been shot before. I knew what it felt like—the cross between a punch and the snap of a whip. I opened my mouth, unsure of what I was going to say, but the impact had already sent me flying backward. The wall vanished from beneath my feet and I experienced a moment of suspension in the air, before I hit the ice cold water below.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-one
 
   V
 
    
 
    
 
   “X!”
 
   I shrieked the only name I knew him by as a bullet from Tony’s gun struck him in the shoulder.
 
   As I watched in horror, he flew backward and vanished off the wall he’d been standing on. I heard the muffled splash as he hit the water below, and another scream burst from between my lips.
 
   My whole body was rigid with heartbroken fury. I felt like I was distant from myself, disconnected, and I fought to drag myself back in, worried I would do something that would get me killed. 
 
   I wanted to kill Tony myself, to tackle him or one of his men for their gun, and put a bullet in the fucker’s head. I was blind with rage, but I needed to hold it together.
 
   Nickie, Nickie, Nickie.
 
   I had done all of this for her. I couldn’t risk getting myself shot and abandoning her to Tony. Part of me hated her for what she’d done, but the other part of me was just relieved she was okay.
 
   Tony didn’t try to have me restrained. He knew I had nowhere to go, and no one else to ask for help. My sister was here with him willingly, and I couldn’t leave her alone. She was still a minor, even if she was a minor who made shitty choices. 
 
   “Head down the river,” Tony told his men. “Make sure he doesn’t get out anywhere.”
 
   “You shot him, boss,” said one of the suited men. “He’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t want there to be any chance he survived.”
 
   I spoke up. “He was injured, too. I’d already stabbed him twice.” I’d told Tony because I didn’t want him to make too much of an effort trying to find X. I thought if X stood any chance of surviving a gunshot wound and a dunk in a freezing cold river, then I’d prefer for Tony’s men not to find him if he managed to get to shore.
 
   “Good,” said Tony, turning his attention back to me. “Who the hell was he, anyway?”
 
   “I don’t know. He never told me his name.” I realized, with a jolt of pain, that I might never get to know now. Why hadn’t I asked him such an obvious question? Had I not wanted to know? Had that been my way of keeping my distance from him because I’d been so convinced something bad would happen? For some reason, I’d never pictured that he would be the one who’d end up dead. I’d thought I might be the one shot, but not him, never him.
 
   “You didn’t even know his name?”  Tony asked, skeptical.
 
   “He didn’t tell me,” I said again. 
 
   “So why was he helping you if you didn’t even know his name?”
 
   “He was a hit man, sent by my father to have me killed.”
 
   Tony’s eyebrows lifted. “He was a hit man? How come you’re still alive, then?”
 
   I did the only thing I could in the situation; I fell back onto my cold sarcasm. “He clearly wasn’t a very good one.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Two weeks had passed and there had been no sign of X. If he’d survived, I was sure he’d have come back for me, so the only thing I could think was that he was lying somewhere at the bottom of the Hudson River.
 
   Despite grieving for him, I remained dry-eyed. I took all the pain I felt at his loss and buried it into a hard, cold stone at the pit of my gut. I would be able to use that pain at some point in the future. I didn’t plan to let his life go unavenged.
 
   I was barely speaking to Nickie now. I held her to blame for what had happened, but if she hadn’t told Tony the Hound where we were, I’d most likely be dead now, killed at X’s hand. I tried to convince myself that he might have changed his mind anyway, even if things hadn’t gone down the way they had, but I couldn’t bring myself to believe that. He’d stalked my house that night in order to break in and kill me. Only the events that had preceded it prevented that happening.
 
   I’d had no choice but to contact the U.S. Marshals and tell them I was voluntarily leaving the Witness Protection Program and was taking my sister with me. They weren’t happy about it, to say the least, but I had no choice. We were under Tony the Hound’s protection now. 
 
   Unsurprisingly, Nicole still wasn’t happy. I guessed she’d expected to come back to New York and just carry on with her life, but of course that didn’t happen. Our father knew I was still alive, and that Tony had Nickie, so we were living constantly under the watch of armed gangsters. She hadn’t been allowed to go back to school or see her friends. The boredom was driving her crazy, but I had little sympathy for her. In my own cloud of sorrow, I struggled to find any pity for anyone else. She’d brought this upon herself. 
 
   I still hadn’t been given a date when I would be standing up in court and testifying against my father, but I was determined to make it happen. The last few days with X had shown me that I still had something to live for, and it wasn’t only about the few snatches of happiness I’d experienced while in his arms. If it had all been about him, I would have given up, just as I’d wanted to so many times after my mom died. No, instead X had shown me that, despite everything, and even in the most dire of circumstances, we could still find happiness, even for a short while, and I would have rather have had those few days with X than a lifetime in the black nothingness I’d been caught in before. I was a strong person, and I still had a fight ahead of me, one that would see my father being sent down for the rest of his life. I missed X with every single breath I took, with every heartbeat, with every blink of my eyes, but I wasn’t going to let losing X mean everyone else would win.
 
   No, his loss wouldn’t break me.
 
   My time with X had only made me stronger.
 
   And I would continue to fight.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   Like what you’ve read? ‘Warped’ Book two in The Mercenary Series will be out on the 26th of January 2017 and is available to pre-order from AMAZON now! So you never miss out, make sure you sign up to Marissa Farrar’s new release list to stay updated about new releases, exclusives, and special offers!  http://forms.aweber.com/form/61/19822861.htm
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