
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      Cara Wade asserts the right to be identified as the author of this work. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictionally, and any semblance to the actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      First published February 2020

      Copyright © Cara Wade 2020

      Published by: Crooked Crown Publishing

      

      Developmental and copy editing provided by Kendra Gaither at Kendra’s Editing and Book Services

    

  


  
    
      This one’s for me. For being brave enough to write something completely different than I’m used to.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Check out my other releases

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  







            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      The pounding of my heart and the blood coursing through my veins make it difficult to think. I need to run, but there’s nowhere to go. I’m trapped. I look around my bedroom for anything I can use to defend myself from the monsters on the other side of my door, but there’s nothing here that will even make them flinch. Something crashes to the floor, and I know they will get to me soon.

      Why didn’t I leave sooner like I promised I would?

      I look around for my phone to call for help but come up short. It’s in the living room, being destroyed with the rest of my belongings. Tears prick my eyes, and I wipe them as fast as they're falling. It’s only a matter of time before one of the men breaks down my door, and the only thing I can do now is prepare to fight. I’ll kick, bite, and scratch until I can’t anymore.

      The wood splinters as one of them kicks the door in, and it slams against the wall as he fills the frame with his massive size. I see the sadistic glint in the man’s green eyes, and I know this is it.

      I’m so sorry, Grayson.

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






One week prior

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      Sometimes, memories are the worst form of torture. We cringe at our past mistakes in the middle of the day and lie awake at night with them on repeat like a terrible movie. Other times, our memories can make us feel better, reliving fun times with friends and family or the crazy shenanigans we would get into in our youth.

      Tonight, my memories are the former. That’s what I’m doing right now. Lying awake, tossing and turning, replaying Grayson’s proposal to the prom. Every time I try to think of something else, something happier, this dreaded memory creeps back in, and I wince once again.

      Grayson Bowers, star quarterback of the football team and captain of the baseball team, asked me, dorky Finley Grier, to prom. I had to pinch myself to make sure it was real. He was a god amongst our high school, with his light brown hair and deep, expressive blue eyes. When he smiled, his eyes would crinkle in the corners, and his lips would produce the most kissable dimple on his left cheek. Girls swooned over that smile. Me included.

      I, on the other hand, was just a girl with my nose always stuck in a book. Getting good grades was like a high. Every time I got another A on a paper or killed it on a test, my pride would grow a little more. I preferred spending my time at the library rather than at any of the school events.

      He found me sitting in the library, face buried in the book, as per usual, and sat in the chair opposite of me. He cleared his throat, and I looked up, pushing my glasses up my nose as I did so. I had no idea he knew I existed until he spoke my name.

      “Hey, Finley, wondering if you could help me out with something?”

      I placed my book down, the pages splayed open on the table, and glanced up at him through my lashes. “S-sure, Grayson. Anything.” My voice was breathy and my pulse racing. Grayson Bowers is actually talking to me! Someone pinch me. I must be dreaming.

      “Would you go to prom with me?”

      My face fell. “That’s a mean joke, Grayson.” A lump the size of a baseball formed in my throat as I tossed my belongings in my backpack as fast as I could. I didn’t want to be around him when the tears started to fall. He didn’t deserve my tears.

      He reached his hand across the table, his fingers brushing the light hairs on my forearm, effectively stopping me. “It’s not a joke. Will you go to prom with me, Finley?”

      I took a breath to stop the waver in my voice. “Why? You only know me because we were partners in chem class.”

      “You’re one of the brightest girls in our school,” he paused to give me that megawatt smile of his, giving me a peek of that damn dimple, “and I think you’re cute.” I couldn’t help but swoon. Color rose to my cheeks, and I looked to the ground, unable to take his eyes on me anymore. The butterflies erupted in my stomach. My smile spread from ear to ear as I nodded.

      “Great. Pick you up at your place at seven.”

      I rushed home that day, told my mom, and we went out looking for the perfect dress. I wanted to look like a princess—after all, Prince Charming had just asked me to the most magical of nights. Prom.

      I found a light pink dress with a floral design on it, and the bottom was the perfect ball gown. I scheduled a hair, makeup, and nail appointment. I even decided to put in my contacts for the night. I wanted to look every bit the girl he deserved to have on his arm. No more dorky Finley with her messy ponytail and oversized glasses.

      I couldn’t stop smiling. It was like a dream come true. I even kept a countdown and crossed off the days in my calendar.

      It’s unfortunate that some dreams don’t last. He picked me up in a limo that night, my parents took pictures of us, and he even bought me a corsage. It was shaping up to be perfect. I remember thinking that, maybe, if I was lucky, we would kiss. The thought made me nervous, but he was a true gentleman and I couldn’t stop smiling.

      We walked through the doors of the hotel ballroom, and Katie Sinclair, head cheerleader, pulled him away. He didn’t even glance back at me as she dragged him toward the dance floor. I spent the rest of the evening utterly alone in a corner—none of my friends had dates or wanted to go. A few of Katie’s friends snickered and tossed nasty comments my way, reminding me that I wasn’t good enough for him. I eventually had to call my mom to come get me, and I spent the rest of the evening crying over that boy. I know it’s not the most terrible thing to happen to a high school girl, but it stuck with me.

      It’s been fifteen years since I’ve seen that man, and yet the memories of him still bring back the insecure loser girl from high school, instead of the successful psychologist in Chicago I am today.

      I glance at the clock; it’s five forty-five—time to get up and push thoughts of Grayson aside. I have some paperwork I need to follow-up on anyway. I unlock my phone and squint as the bright light blinds me and open the calendar on my phone to see what my day looks like. I turn down the screen brightness and sigh as my eyes adjust.

      Ugh, it’s going to be a long one.

      Rolling out of bed, I walk into the kitchen and turn on the coffee maker. My day does not start without a large mug of the aromatic drink. I turn on the news for some background noise and open my laptop to begin updating notes in patients’ charts.

      A news story catches my attention, and I turn the volume up on the television to hear what the news anchor is saying. A picture of one of my clients shows up in the upper right corner of the screen, with live footage outside his estate being streamed.

      Nick Genova, CEO of Armitech Solutions, which specializes in defense manufacturing, was found murdered in his home last night. Sources say he had a security system in place, but the sensors were not tripped. No suspects have been named as of yet. We will keep you updated as more information becomes available. In other news…

      I turn the volume back down. My hands tremble as I open a search for Nick Genova in my records. He hired me shortly after I opened my own practice, when it was in a less than secure part of town. He’s the entire reason I was able to open my practice in the center of Chicago and take on more lucrative clients.

      Nick was a good man. I set my own hours of practice, but I was on call for him twenty-four hours a day. I thought it was weird when he first brought it up, but he paid handsomely for the service, and it was hard to pass up when I had a degree to pay for.

      That was five years ago. I managed to pay off my debt in record time because of that man—along with purchasing a nice condo. I skim through notes of our last few sessions to see if there’s anything out of the ordinary. Nothing seems out of place—he was happy, planning a vacation with his wife, and was in talks with a few new clients.

      So, why does this whole thing seem… off? I don’t have time to think about it right now. I push the thoughts away and get ready for the long day ahead of me.

      I arrive at my office a little past seven in the morning, and it looks like a crime scene. Cops are littering the place, yellow caution tape blocks the entrance, and a few people are snapping photos of the area. I stop, frozen in place, trying to take it all in. What the hell happened here?

      “Please, keep moving, miss,” a tall man in the Chicago blues says as he tries to block my view of my office space.

      I tear my eyes away from the destruction in front of me. “T-that’s my office,” I manage to choke out as I motion to the mess behind him.

      “The tenant’s here,” he says into the walkie attached to his shirt lapel. He lifts the tape for me to duck under. “Follow me, please. The detective wants to see you.”

      I duck under the tape and get an up close and personal view of the destruction in my office. Filing cabinets are turned over, office supplies are flung all along the floor, and all the drawers of my desk and my receptionist’s desk have been emptied and lay broken on the floor.

      My jaw drops, and my eyes widen at the horrific state of the office. “W-Who would do this?”

      “That’s what we are trying to figure out.” His deep voice makes my blood run cold and my heart pound in my ears. I inhale past the lump forming in my throat.

      It can’t be.

      I close my eyes, willing my mind tricks to disappear. I haven’t seen him in over fifteen years, but his voice haunted my dreams just this very morning. I slowly turn to face him and stare into the same beautiful blue eyes that had me tossing and turning. “Hello, Finley.”

      

  




Grayson

      The woman with her back to me is breathtaking. She’s wearing a fitted royal blue dress, a beige blazer, and high pumps—which make her calf muscles look lean and toned. Her long blonde hair is flowing in loose curls over her shoulders.

      Damn, she’s a knockout.

      As she talks to the rookie cop, her voice carries across the span, and I’m tremendously happy to be working this case so I can get closer to her. “That’s what we are trying to figure out,” I respond to her question directed at the cop. Her body goes rigid. She slowly turns to me so I can drink her in. “Hello, Finley.”

      Her expression changes from surprise to anger when she recognizes me. I haven’t been able to forget her either.

      “It’s Doctor Grier, Mr. Bowers.” She crosses her arms over her chest and raises her perfectly arched eyebrow at me in challenge.

      Two can play this game.

      “Detective, actually.” I smirk and continue. “I’d like to ask you a few questions. Would you mind following me?” I motion toward a corner of the office space to not be overheard by the others. She gives a curt nod and follows, careful to step over the debris. “Any idea who would have done this?”

      “Why would anyone want to break into a psychologist's office? I have nothing in here besides office supplies and a comfortable couch.” She lets her annoyance shine through as she speaks.

      I smirk. She’s funny. “Is there anyone of importance you were treating as a patient?”

      “That’s confidential, Detective,” she says, adding disdain to my title. “I’m not allowed to provide information about who I treat without a warrant. You must know that, being in your profession and all.”

      “Yes, Doctor, I’m well aware of the HIPAA guidelines and what information you can provide without a warrant. I hoped you would tell me if you treat any high-profile patients. Without names, of course.” I motion to the exquisite office space around me. “You’ve got to be doing something right; otherwise, how could you afford such a nice office in downtown Chicago?”

      She narrows her beautiful gray eyes at me. “Yes, well, I’ve worked very hard to get where I am. I don’t know who could have done this.”

      “Any idea what they would want?”

      She sighs and pinches the bridge of her nose, dropping her head. “Well, since they won’t get opioids from me, my guess would be information?”

      I raise my eyebrow at her. “Your guess?”

      She huffs and rolls her eyes. “Listen, Grayson, this is a lot for me to take in, and now I have my secretary, Allie, to call, and patients to reschedule. Do you know how long until I can have my office space back in working order?”

      “It’s going to probably be at least a week. I’ll be by with paperwork and a warrant for information within that time frame.”

      I pull out my business card and hand it to her. She looks down at the information, looks back up at me, and when I nudge it closer toward her, she finally accepts it.

      “Give me a call if you can remember anything else, but in the meantime, I’m going to need your contact information so I can get in touch with you.” I snatch one of her business cards off the floor and hand it to her. “Give me your cell so I can reach you directly.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, but when I point to the card again, she huffs and scribbles her number on the card before handing it back to me.

      “Anything else?” She looks like she could burn a hole through me. She’s pissed, I see the fire in her eyes, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a turn on. Images of her pinned under me flash through my mind, and I shake my head to rid the thoughts.

      “I’ll be in touch.” I turn and walk away from her before I can see the look on her face.

      Katie and I were on a break when I asked Finley to prom. When we arrived, Katie wanted to talk and dragged me to the dance floor. I was a horny high school kid. It’s not like I could ignore that. I let Finley know I would be back in a few minutes, but Katie made sure I stayed busy for most of the night.

      When I finally made my way back to her, she had hitched a ride home with some friends. Katie and I broke up after that night, and I was too ashamed to reach out to Finley to give her a true apology. No one needed to know Katie had me wrapped around her pinky. Looking at the woman she’s become now, I wish I hadn’t been such an idiot then.

      I finish my notes around the crime scene, and my partner, Detective Amelia Shaw, is by my side. She closes her notepad and taps the pen on the cover. “Did she give us anything to work with?”

      I shake my head. “No, she wasn’t willing to give any information without a warrant. She has no idea who would’ve broken in. According to her, the only thing they could have possibly wanted was medical records, and all of those are kept on her computer. It appears she takes it home with her every night.”

      I pocket the notepad in my worn jeans and look in Finley’s direction again. She’s talking with a petite, older woman, who keeps blotting her eyes with a tissue.

      “Come on, not much else we can do. Let’s head back to the office and try to sort through this. I think this is connected to the old Genova case I’m working on, too.”

      Amelia sighs, and I know what she’s going to say before she even starts.

      “Buddy, you gotta let that old case go. It went dark months ago. You haven’t gotten anything new, and the man’s clean as a whistle.” She shakes her head, the wrinkles on her face pulled taut from the tight bun on top of her head.

      “Well, he’s dead now. Good guys don’t get murdered for no reason. He’s got some big secret, and I’m going to figure it out. I’m close. I’m just waiting for someone to fuck up.”

      Finley doesn’t know I’ve been watching her for the past year. When I started digging into Nick Genova’s business dealings, I saw large payments being made to her. Originally, I thought she was in on everything, but after a few stakeouts outside her office, I ruled her out. He has—had—a standing appointment with her. Every Tuesday at lunchtime, he would meet with her and stay for an hour. Amelia has no clue I have been watching her. If she did, my badge would be gone.

      Just because he’s gone doesn’t mean the problem is.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      Will this day ever end?

      Allie and I have spent the majority of the day calling all my patients. I had a few that were willing to have our appointment over the phone to get stuff off their chest. The rest of my patients for the week said they understood and wished me luck in getting everything put back together.

      The cops won’t allow me to touch anything in the office, not even to organize the place, so I’m working from home. I’ve been in touch with the landlord to get the door fixed, and I still have to call the alarm company to find out why it didn’t go off. I was the last one to leave the office last night, and I know I set it. I’m paying these people enough money; the damn thing should work when I need it to.

      Finally, around eight at night, I close the top to my computer and run a nice hot bath. I need to get my mind off things. I undress and dip a toe into the water, testing the temperature. Perfect. I sink into the hot, soothing water. I take a few deep breaths and close my eyes. The tension leaves my muscles, the longer I soak.

      I finally feel my shoulders aren’t up to my ears, then Grayson’s face takes shape behind my eyelids and I pop them open. He’s the last person I need to be thinking about. I can’t believe he’s working the case. It’s just my luck, really. My body tenses the more I think about him and his perfect hair and smile to match.

      I figured he would have moved out of state and be working as a high school football coach or something. I remember hearing the news he enlisted in the Marines right out of high school. He always did enjoy a team environment. A small smile tugs at my lips as I think about him. He’s grown more handsome with age. He’s a lot bigger now—broad shoulders, large biceps, and I assume a perfect set of washboard abs. I lick my lips and clench my thighs together, the longer I think about him and what it would feel like to be wrapped in his perfect arms.

      It really isn’t fair. I slap the top of the water in annoyance and try to relax once more.

      My phone rings, and the number is blocked. I send it to voicemail. If they want to talk to me so bad, they can leave a message and I’ll call them later. A new call comes in—blocked number again. I wonder how many times they’re going to call before deciding to leave a voicemail?

      The answer? Five. But that’s only because I grow annoyed enough to answer.

      “Who is this?”

      “Watch your back. Nick may be gone, but I’m not.” The voice is deep, synthesized, and slightly distorted.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and a chill ripples through my body despite the tub of hot water I’m sitting in. “What? Who is this?” The line goes dead and I place my hand over my racing heart, trying to slow the damn thing.

      What does that mean, watch my back? I stand on shaky legs and dry off. I find some comfortable clothes to change into and pour a glass of wine. The call has me on edge, and I need something comforting to try and relax. My phone rings with a new text message, and I freeze mid-sip, watching it like it’s going to attack. I take a deep breath and glance at the lit screen. Grayson’s name pops up, and I exhale, relief washing over me.

      
        
        Grayson: I’d like to see you tomorrow to discuss the break-in. Can you come down to the precinct at 9?

        

      

      I reply, letting him know I’ll be there, then crawl into bed, pulling my computer onto my lap. I search through all my sessions dating back to last year with Mr. Genova. I vaguely remember a few sessions that seemed odd, but I chalked it up to the stress of his job. Being the CEO of a multi-billion-dollar corporation can’t be all smiles and games. I stop scrolling when I notice a pattern forming.

      On several occasions, he talked about a new investor who was giving him problems. I never delved into this as it was business related. He mentioned it in a few weeks’ worth of sessions that product wasn’t moving the way it should, and there was one person to blame. He kept talking about the high demand, despite supplies being more difficult to obtain.

      Why would he bring that up in a session?

      I scroll through more notes. Nothing else pops. He talks about stresses with his wife and family, and I’ve included my notes about different techniques to ease some of the stress of his job and some advice on how to balance work and home life. I want to go further back through my notes, see whatever I can dig up, but my eyes are heavy and starting to droop. I close the computer, turn off the bedside light, and curl up under the covers.

      

  




Grayson

      Nine o’clock and I’m getting anxious as I wait for her to show up. Amelia thought it would be best to get a written statement from her, and I thought it would be best if I can appeal to her better nature. She walks through the door, and I’m sure most of the male team stop their conversations to openly gawk at her. She stops at the reception desk, and the girl behind the desk points in my direction.

      She’s in those damn high heels again, but this time she has on a pair of light gray dress pants and a deep purple blouse, her jacket draped over her arm. Her hair is swept back from her face and pulled into a side chignon, a few tendrils loose around her face. Her gray eyes are on display under thick black lashes. She walks toward me, and my breath catches.

      Damn, she looks good. I start to picture what it would be like to have her underneath me again, and I feel myself strain against my zipper.

      “Good morning, Detective.” Her voice is like silk and does nothing to stop the dirty thoughts running rampant through my mind.

      “Good morning, Doctor Grier. You look lovely this morning.” I smile as a bit of color rises to her cheeks.

      “Is that really appropriate?”

      As I’m about to answer, Amelia clears her throat, and the two of us look in her direction. “Thank you for coming in this morning, Doctor Grier—”

      “You can call me Finley,” she interjects and glances my way, a slight smile playing on her lips.

      Ouch.

      Amelia nods and continues. “If you’ll follow me, we have a few questions for you.”

      She leads the two of us into one of the interview rooms. Finley takes the single seat on the side of the table. Amelia offers her a drink, and when she requests some water, Amelia steps out, leaving us alone in the room. I don’t miss the warning look she gives me, though, and I know better than to cross her.

      “So, I heard you enlisted in the Marines out of high school. I figured you would have moved away from here. What made you join the police force?” She tries for easy conversation, and I can’t help but smirk at her topic choice. Does she really want to talk about my time in the military?

      “I did, and I was a Marine for six years. I was one of the best interrogators in my unit. It made sense when I returned, to go back into something I’m good at.”

      “Why’d you return to Chicago?”

      I shrug. “Family’s here. Might as well stay close.”

      I follow her gaze as she glances down at my left hand. I splay my fingers on the table, and her cheeks redden. She looks back up into my eyes and tilts a corner of her mouth up in a half-smile. I’ve seen this expression cross her features a few times, but this is the first time I’ve seen it without a hint of dislike.

      Amelia returns with the water, and we begin our questioning. Finley isn’t able to answer much. The only thing she’s able to tell us is the alarm company didn’t notify her of the break-in, and she’s positive she set it.

      After another round of questions—most of which she won’t answer without a warrant—I escort her out of the room. I’m itching to touch her, feel her heat seep into my fingers, but now isn’t the time.

      “Thanks for coming in. We should have that warrant soon, and we’ll be in touch.”

      She sighs and shakes her head. “This isn’t just about the murder investigation, is it?” She shifts her weight to her other foot, jutting out her hip.

      God, she’s smart. Although I remember her from high school, not much slipped past this girl. I shrug, not committing to an answer.

      She narrows her eyes. “Well, I’ll tell you this much. I got a strange call last night from a blocked number, and they said something about Nick being dead, but they were still there, and to watch my back.” She shrugs like it’s an everyday occurrence. “Not sure if that’s helpful or not, but thought you could use it.”

      Not sure it’s helpful or not! Is she crazy? Someone is threatening her, and she’s so nonchalant about it. I want to rip this unknown asshole to shreds for talking to her like that.

      She turns on her heel, and I grab her arm, stopping her. “Hold on a sec. You can’t tell me that and leave. Now I have a million more questions.” I rub my large hand over my jaw, scratching my stubble. “Can I buy you a coffee? We can chat for a few minutes.” When she looks at my hand on her arm, I drop it. I need more information than what’s she’s given me.

      She looks at the time on her cell phone and agrees. “I’ve got twenty minutes before I have to meet with a patient. I have time for coffee. Do you want to grab Amelia?”

      “No, it’s fine. She has work to do here anyway.” I splay my hand to her lower back and guide her out of the bustling office. A lot of heads turn in our direction, and I inwardly smile.

      “I’m capable of walking on my own, Grayson.”

      “Right, sorry.” I drop my hand but wish I had the chance to put it back. We step out onto the bustling city and walk across the street to a small cafe. I have so many questions for her, and only a few of them involve the case.

      I’m going to get to know this Finley if it’s the last thing I do.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      Our conversation steers away from the investigation and the strange call, but only because I promised he’d be the first to know if I receive another or uncover anything useful. We sit at a small table in the back of the shop and talk like long lost friends.

      When he leans forward, I get a tiny whiff of his cologne, and it makes my mouth water. Damn, he smells good.

      “So, a psychologist. Why?” He takes a sip of his coffee, his leg bouncing under the table as he waits for my answer. A classic sign of nerves. I wonder what he’s so nervous about.

      I take a sip of mine, savoring the taste on my tongue, buying some time to answer. “I don’t think you’ll like the answer.”

      He leans back, crossing his arms over his large chest. “You’ve obviously had great success. I’m curious about you.”

      I titter then murmur, “You wanted to know.” He lifts his eyebrows in question, and I continue. “You’re the reason I got into psychology. What you did to me at prom was the shittiest thing, and it stuck with me. You invited me, then left me stranded. Saying yes to you went against my better judgment. Do you know none of my friends were there?” He gives a small shake of his head and looks to the table. “I finally had to call my mom to come and get me. It was humiliating.” I pause and examine him, looking for any signs of his understanding. His jaw locks, and his leg stops bouncing.

      “I wanted to learn what would possess a person to do something like that and be okay with it. I want to help others when they feel they have nowhere else to go, even if I’m a last resort for people.” I snort and roll my eyes. “No one wants to talk to a shrink, but I am able to help a lot of people.”

      “Listen, Finley, I really did want to go with you—”

      I shake my head and wave my hands in front of my face, stopping him. “Grayson, it’s fine. I’m fine, and what’s done is done. You don’t owe me an explanation for it. It sucked, and it hurt, but I got over it.” I glance at the time on my phone, pick my coffee up, and stand. “I have to get going. Thanks for the coffee. If I remember anything else, I’ll give you a call.”

      I walk out of the shop and away from him. I need to get away from his scent and his beautiful face and body. If I didn’t get out of there, I feared I was going to become that smitten school girl again, fawning over his god-like demeanor. He’s the last thing I need in my life right now—just another distraction.

      I make it to the small bookstore on the corner by my office, where I agreed to meet with a new patient. He didn’t feel he could wait for the office to re-open to speak with me, and he wanted to have a face to face conversation. I walk through the front door and see a gentleman in his mid-to-late thirties pacing back and forth in the store, head down, muttering to himself.

      “Miles?” I ask as I stand in front of him, waiting.

      “Doctor Grier.” The tension lines in his face soften. “Thank you for meeting me today. I really need to talk with someone, and I much prefer to have a face to face meeting. I hope that’s okay?”

      “That’s fine, I’m glad we were able to make this work. Are you sure you’re comfortable meeting in such a public venue?” He nods. “Okay, why don’t you have a seat, and we can discuss what’s bothering you?”

      I smile and motion for him to sit in the plush seat across from me. I pull a notepad out and ready myself. I usually like to write when I’m sitting with the patient and then type my notes in the chart later. I’ve learned the clack of the keyboard can sometimes disrupt people’s thought processes.

      He looks around, leans close, and says in a hushed voice, “I know something about Nick Genova I’m not supposed to know, and I can’t go to the police with this information.”

      I look up at him and blink in surprise. “Is this something you should be telling me? I mean, if it has to do with his murder, I’d be obligated to tell the detective working on his case. Why are you coming to me with this information?”

      “Because you worked for Nick, and he shared more things with you than you realize. I need to make sure this information gets out there, but I have to keep my name in the clear. I have a family to protect, and nothing will stop these guys from getting their hands on them if they know I’ve said something.” He wipes a bead of sweat from his brow, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows hard.

      I lean forward and lower my voice to not be overheard. “Miles, what kind of trouble are you in? I can get you the lead detective’s information so you can discuss this directly with him.”

      His eyes scan the faces in the shop, his body tense as his leg begins to bounce. “You’re already working with detectives? That’s not good.” He shifts in his seat and looks around at the other people in the bookstore. “I changed my mind. Can we do this somewhere more private?”

      I lean forward and lower my voice, trying to help ease his discomfort. “Yes, they’ve asked me a few questions—standard questions. Nothing out of the ordinary. I’m afraid my office is closed for the next week. We can meet after that, or we can talk on the phone if it would be easier.”

      “Can you meet me somewhere else tomorrow night? Say, eight?”

      “I’m not comfortable doing that. I can get you in touch with the detectives. I’m sure they’d be able to help you if you have any information that can lead to the capture of the people who killed him.”

      “No, it has to be you. Please. Meet me at Sofia’s Tavern in Lincoln Park tomorrow. It’s a safe place. I know the guy who owns it. I know where the next pick up is going to be.”

      I scrunch my face and sit back. “What do you mean, pick up?”

      He looks around again, his pupils dilated and his hands shaking ever so slightly. “I can’t tell you that. You need to see it for yourself. Please, Doctor. I really need your help with this one.”

      I’m about to tell him no, but the fear in his eyes does me in. I agree to this preposterous thing before I know what I’m doing. “Fine, I’ll be there.”

      

  




Grayson

      I follow Finley from a distance. There’s more she’s not telling me. When she stood, guilt flashed through her features for a brief moment. I need answers. This is why I’m fucking good at my job. I can read people, and I know when they aren’t telling me something. She wasn’t surprised when I told her we were looking into Nick Genova, and I’m sure she’s started looking through her notes about their sessions.

      I just need that damn warrant so I can access her files!

      The thought crosses my mind of stealing her computer and getting it hacked, but that’s way more trouble than it’s worth. The last thing I need is to jeopardize my job because I did something moronic. She’s been in the shop for almost an hour, which means her session is probably over. I decide to text her and check if she’d be willing to meet up for lunch.

      
        
        Me: Hey, I’m going to grab a bite to eat. If you’re in the area, would you like to join me? My treat.

        

      

      As I wait for her reply, I think about the Finley Grier I knew in high school. She was a geeky girl, always had her nose in a book, but she wasn’t unattractive. She was excited when it came to school. It’s like she held the key to the secrets of the universe. Even though we were in school together since our elementary years, we never really interacted—different social circles and all.

      I got to know her when we were stuck together as chemistry lab partners during our senior year. If it wasn’t for her, I would have failed that class—no question. She did the majority of the labs while I goofed off, and she even put together a study guide to help me. I used it one time, and it was only because I caught her in the library at school and she made me go over it with her. I never told her how much I appreciated her helping me through that class.

      She definitely grew into a looker. Her legs are lean, which tells me she either takes spin classes, runs, or does a lot of yoga. Her blonde hair has been amplified by the highlights she’s added, and she’s not wearing her glasses, which allows me to see her beautiful gray eyes. The glasses may be gone, but she still tries to hide them under a thick layer of dark lashes.

      I’ve spent too many nights thinking about her in the privacy of my own house. It started off in high school and never really went away. Especially when I started following her again. Fuck, I need to get laid.

      Her fashion sense has improved tremendously, as well. Gone are the days of her wearing oversized hoodies and jeans. I’ve been watching this woman for way too long now, and she gets more intriguing every day. My phone chimes with a new message from her.

      
        
        Finley: That’s not a good idea.

        Me: Oh, come on, I promise I’ll be nice.

        

      

      I really wish that warrant was ready. I could tell her that’s why I need to see her.

      
        
        Finley: No, thanks. I just finished with a patient, and I need to head home to write up my notes. Thanks though.

        

      

      Damn! Thought for sure she would go for it. We were flirting a bit when we got coffee—or so I thought. I duck behind a corner as she exits the store and quickly walks to her car. She puts her things in the passenger seat and types away on her phone as she looks at passersby. I have no idea what she is looking at, but when she turns more in my direction, I see the fear on her face.

      Shit.

      I jog over to her car and knock on her window. She jumps in her seat and screams, then places her hand over her heart and closes her eyes, tilting her head back against the headrest.

      She rolls the window down. “Are you trying to give me a damn heart attack?”

      “No, but I was walking by and saw you sitting in your car. Looked like you were having a problem. You okay?”

      She looks past me and smiles, but it’s forced. “Yup, just need to hurry home. I’ve got a lot to do.” She tries to roll up her window, but I stop her.

      “You sure you’re okay? You look panicked. If there’s something or someone that’s bothering you, I can help.”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve really gotta go, though.” She puts the car in drive, and I’m left standing there, dumbstruck. I walk into the bookstore to hopefully catch a glimpse of the man she was with, but there are too many people, and I’m not sure who it could be. Not that I was expecting to know, but I’d hoped.

      My phone rings, and I glance down at the caller ID. It’s Finley. “What’s wrong?”

      “I promised I would tell you if something came up. Well, something came up. I didn’t want to talk to you in public. Meet me at my house in an hour. You’re going to want to hear this.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there. It’s going to be fine, Finley.”

      “I hope so.” She ends the call abruptly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I gather my things from the office, and as I’m about to step through the door to leave, Amelia stops me.

      “Warrant should be here tomorrow at some point. Think she’ll give us information without a fuss?”

      “I don’t think she’ll be happy about it, but she’ll give it up. I’ve got a few things I have to get done. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She smirks. “Try not to have sex with her.”

      I look over my shoulder at her and smirk. “What are you talking about?”

      “I know you’re going over to see Finley. Don’t mess this up. The last thing I want is to have to interrogate my partner.” She lowers her voice so the busy bodies in the office don’t hear. “I also know that you were following Mr. Genova around. I know you’ve got beef with him and blame him for Sarah’s disappearance, but don’t let your hate for the man blind you.”

      “I haven’t done anything that would land me in trouble, have I?”

      “Just be smart about what you’re doing. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I nod and walk out of the building, taking her warning to heart.

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I rush home and review my notes from the session with Miles today. The whole encounter was strange and made the hairs on my neck stand on end. What was Mr. Genova involved with? There’s one thing Miles said that sticks out, ‘You’re working with detectives? That’s not good’.

      Why?

      I vaguely remember reading something in my notes with Mr. Genova about his business. I scan back through everything, and my eyes lock on what I was looking for. It’s from a session just three months ago.

      Patient has been nervous to talk and seems restless. He refuses to sit down, and he keeps talking about damage done to merchandise and how stressful everything is. He’s changing up his crew and switching his buyers. Also, he is looking into breaking into some bigger markets to capitalize his gain.

      “Damaged merchandise? Why does it matter so much,” I ask out loud. I remember thinking the same thing at the time, too. Why did he feel the need to talk about work with me? What is it that I’m missing?

      I wish I had more information, and that’s another reason I invited Grayson over. Maybe we can make a deal—I share, he shares. This case is more than just a homicide to him, and I need to know why.

      My doorbell rings, and I pad over the soft carpet to the front door. Grayson is standing on the other side, looking just as handsome as earlier, and my heart kicks up a notch. It’s really not fair. I bet he just rolls out of bed looking that amazing. Me, on the other hand, I have to take an hour each morning to look presentable.

      Ugh. Men!

      I wipe my clammy hands on my pants and open the door for him. “Hi, Grayson, thanks for coming by. Please, come in.” I close the door behind him and motion for him to have a seat on the couch.

      He stands in front of me instead. “What’s going on, Finley?” he asks, jumping straight to the point. “You said you found out some information that you thought would be useful.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I have to play this right if I want anything. I peer up at him, and since he’s almost a foot taller, I have to crane my neck to do so. “I thought maybe we could trade information. What I figure is you’re working this case as more than a homicide; otherwise, why else would you want to see the records I have on Nick?”

      “To see if there’s anything to lead to the killer,” he replies without missing a beat.

      I sigh, and my shoulders sag. “Listen, I think he was involved in some shady stuff, but I’m not sure what. Are you able to tell me what you think?”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you know, and then I’ll tell you what I know?”

      I smirk. He knows I’m not going to fall for that. “No. I don’t trust you’ll tell me anything.”

      “And you’re not working the case, so I guess we are at an impasse.”

      I sigh and walk into the living room to sit. He doesn’t move from the hallway, but I feel his eyes on me the entire time. “All right, I know where one of his business deals is going to happen, but if your pride is more important than information,” I shrug, “that’s fine.”

      He scrubs his hand down the front of his face and groans before finally walking into the living room and sitting on the seat across from me. “Fine, I think he was involved in some shady stuff.”

      I roll my eyes. “No shit, like what?”

      He narrows his eyes, watching me, trying to decipher my secret. “You seem to be figuring out stuff on your own. What do you think?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and ponder his words. I hope I’m wrong. “Drugs or human trafficking.”

      He smiles wide enough to make that damn dimple pop. “I always knew you were a bright girl, Finley. Now, about that location?”

      “Well, I wasn’t told exactly when it will be.”

      A low growl escapes him. “What do you mean, you weren’t told, exactly?”

      “Someone I’m working with wants me to meet him somewhere safe to discuss it tomorrow night. He was jittery; I almost didn’t agree to meet with him but finally did. He looked relieved.” I’m still trying to wrap my head around that one.

      “You know, for being smart… you’re not. You aren’t going there alone.” I watch his muscles flex under his snug t-shirt, and I’m suddenly very thirsty. His tension and anger roll off him in waves. “When and where is it?”

      “I can’t give you that information. I just want you to know that I’ve got it covered, and as soon as I can give you some more information, I will.”

      He smacks his leg and jumps up from his seat. “Damn it, Finley. You aren’t going to be prowling the streets at night, meeting with some crazy person.” His nostrils flare, and his eyes are wild, making them appear much darker blue than normal.

      I narrow my eyes, uncurl myself from my seat, and stand directly in front of him. My nose is level with his hard chest. I tilt my head back so I can meet his eyes and poke him hard with my finger. “You listen to me, Grayson. I will not tolerate you yelling at me. You’re the one that needs my help, not the other way around. I’m not the one trying to solve a case. That’s you!” I finish my booming speech by jabbing my finger hard into his chest again and push a harsh breath past my lips.

      The veins in his arms have popped, and he looks like he wants to hurt someone. He swats my hand away. “Fine, will you at least let me drive you there, so I know you’ll be safe?” He rolls his neck, and his eyes return to a somewhat normal color.

      “Only if you wait in the car and allow me to do my thing. I don’t need him to get spooked because you’re menacing. Let me get this information my way, and then I’ll get it to you.”

      “You’re wearing a wire.”

      He’s playing with me—testing me. I know that’s not legal, and he can’t ask me to do that. I chuckle and meet his stare. “No.”

      

  




Grayson

      I don’t remember Finley being this temperamental in high school, and it’s pissing me off. I’m used to people following orders, not pushing back on them.

      “There’s no discussion. You’re wearing a wire, and that’s final.” Okay, so it’s not final. It’s not exactly legal if the person she’s meeting with doesn’t know, but I doubt she knows that.

      She takes a step closer to me, arms crossed over her chest. “Are you going to strip me down to put it on then? Because I refuse to. This is a session with a patient, not some random stranger. I’ll be treating this session just like any other, and I’m not wearing a wire.”

      I smile. The idea of stripping her down is enticing. I know I’d be able to drag a moan from her lush lips with just a brush of my finger. I’m itching to drag my fingers down her delicate flesh, feel every soft curve of her body against mine. This game we’re playing—this push and pull is all foreplay. I’m not sure she even realizes she’s doing it.

      She rolls her eyes. “Stop thinking about it, Grayson.” Maybe she does.

      I chuckle. “I need to know you’re going to be safe.”

      She drops her hands to her sides, scrunching her face in confusion. “Why? You haven’t seen me in years, and we were never friends. Why’s it important to you to keep me safe? I’ve been doing fine on my own without you.”

      Because I’ve been following you for the better part of a year, and I don’t want you to end up missing, like Sarah. She’s playing with fire, getting involved in things she shouldn’t be. I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to her because she’s stubborn.

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you. If I’m right—and I usually am—the people you’re dealing with are sick bastards. They’ll stop at nothing to keep it business as usual, and they don’t mess around. Plus, you’ve got a real pretty face and a beautiful body. That’s always good for business.”

      Her eyes widen a fraction, but she doesn’t offer a response. My words hang thick in the air between the two of us.

      “You can come and sit in the car. I’m not wearing a wire, though.”

      “Fine, but if you aren’t out in thirty minutes, I am coming in to get you.” We shake on it, and I smile. “So, where are we going tomorrow night? I’m driving us there.”

      “Why? Don’t like being driven around by a girl?” Sarcasm drips from her words.

      Seriously, was she always this bold? I’m liking this side of her, but she needs to learn when to listen and not fight. If this meeting goes south, I’m sure someone would beat this side out of her. I don’t want to think of a world where Finley is broken.

      “If I need to get us out of there fast, I want to be in control of my car. You’re meeting some random person someplace, in Chicago, at night. Those odds really don’t make me feel better about the situation.”

      She throws her hands up in defeat. “Fine, you can drive. I’m meeting him in Lincoln Park at a bar. He said he knows the owner, and it would be safe to talk there.”

      “Are you out of your fucking mind, Finley? Lincoln Park by yourself, at night? You might as well have a neon sign around your neck, saying ‘take me’.”

      “I’ve never been there, but I looked the place up. It looks okay. It’s not in a completely shady part of town. I’ll be fine. I always keep Mace with me anyway.”

      I throw my hands up. I want to shake this damn girl until she gets it through her skull. “You’re insane. You know that?” My voice raises a few decibels. I push air out of my nose and run my hands through my hair. I feel like a caged bull waiting for the gate to rise as I pace around her living room.

      She walks to the front door and opens it, pointing into the hallway. “Get out, Grayson. You’re not going to talk to me like that in my home. I’m not insane, and I’ll be fine.”

      I stand in front of her and peer down into her gray eyes. I see the fire behind them—the challenge to say or do more. I don’t. I know when to call it. And if I do or say anything else now, she’ll go without me.

      “I’ll be here to pick you up at seven tomorrow. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      I walk out and hear her mutter something, but I can’t make it out. The door closes behind me with a soft click, and I urge my legs to keep moving away from her. She smelled so good I wanted to dig my hand through her hair and bury my face in her neck. I can still smell her on my skin and clothes; it gives me a special kind of high. I text Amelia on my way out, letting her know what Finley told me.

      I spot her car across from mine. I want to put a tracker on it, just in case. It’s small enough she won’t notice. I reach forward to place it on her car and feel another one already in place.

      Fuck! My fingers fly over the keys on my phone as I type a message as fast as I can. This just became more dangerous, and she has no clue.

      
        
        Me: Finley has a tail. Just found a tracker on her car. No idea how long it’s been there.

        Amelia: Shit. Guess we have another person we need to keep an eye on. Don’t let her go to that meeting alone.

        Me: Wasn’t planning on it.

        

      

      I place my tracker behind her right tire and debate whether or not I want to tell her what I’ve uncovered. I don’t think she’ll listen to me right now. The less she knows, the safer she is. I get into my car and head home. I hope she doesn’t do anything stupid—like go without me. Finley is too independent. She wants to do everything by herself, and it’s going to get her in trouble one of these days.

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I know I can be pig-headed, but there is no way Grayson’s coming with me. I’m more than capable of getting this information on my own, and Miles is my patient. This is just a session. It’s six-thirty, and I need to get out of here before Grayson arrives. I look around the parking lot, double checking he isn’t around. I run to my car, get in, and lock the doors right away. Whew! My heart is pounding in my ears, and my palms are sweaty.

      I opted for jeans and a blouse with a flat pair of shoes. I wanted to be comfortable, but still professional looking. I have no idea where I’m going to kill some time before this meeting, so I just drive around, taking in the sites. Grayson has been calling and texting me non-stop since about six-fifty, and I ignore all his messages. I’m sure each one is him yelling at me for disobeying. I wonder what my punishment would be if we were dating.

      It’s now seven forty-five, and I’m parked outside Sofia’s Tavern. I keep watch of patrons entering and leaving the bar, watching for Miles. He still hasn’t arrived. I decide to bite the bullet and wait for him inside. He told me he knows the owner, so I’ll give my name to someone working there. I’m sure they’ll direct me to where I have to go.

      I get out and look left and right to cross the street. A strong hand wraps around my arm, just above my elbow. I turn, prepared to scream and claw at my attacker, and notice it’s Grayson who has a death grip on me. His eyes are dark and menacing. His chest rises and falls rapidly like he’s just run here, and his entire body is tense. He looks scary like this, and I know he could hurt me if he wanted to, but he keeps his touch gentle.

      “What the hell, Grayson?” I yank my arm out of his grip and rub the tender skin, which is turning red from the force he held me with.

      “I’ve been calling and texting you for the past hour. We were supposed to come here together. Ever think of common courtesy to let me know you’re not dead?” he spits out. The storm rages inside him, and I take a small step back, needing the distance.

      “Excuse you. I told you I would get you the information you need. How the hell did you find me anyway? I never told you where we were meeting.”

      “Finley, I’m serious. What you’re getting involved in is extremely dangerous. I don’t want you to get caught up in the middle of all of this,” he says, dodging my question.

      “Grayson, I’m getting a location and leaving. Also, don’t ignore my question. Did you put a tracker on my car?”

      His hardened stare morphs into guilt. If I’d blinked, I would have missed it because he composes himself and stares blankly at me. “You’re not going in there alone.”

      “Grayson, if you come in, I might not get this information. He might chicken out, and then his family will suffer. Is that what you want? This could lead to information about Nick’s death. I’m not going to let this opportunity slip because you can’t trust me to walk in there alone.”

      He growls in frustration and pushes his fingers through his brown hair, messing up his locks. He doesn’t advance when I walk toward the doors without him. Thank God for small miracles. I wrap my hand around the warm metal door handle and pull it open. The bar looks like any other one. Big bar with lots of liquor, two men behind it, and a scattering of tables around the space. A few light-up signs for Bud Light and Guinness are littering the walls, and there’s a smoky haze that seems to linger.

      I walk up to the bar, and the man behind it leans down toward me so he can be heard over the music. “What can I get you?”

      “I’m looking for the owner. I’m supposed to be meeting someone here, and he said he knows him.”

      “Who are you meeting?”

      “Miles Pierce.”

      He nods once and points toward the back of the bar, pointing to an employee only sign on a door. “Follow the hallway down, second door on the left.”

      I nod and smile at him. Following his instructions, I stop in front of a closed door. I knock and wait for an answer. I can’t hear anything besides the beat of the music, so I look up and down the hall then at my feet. I shift my weight and fidget with the strap of my purse as I wait. I’m about to turn around when it cracks open, and Miles pops his head through.

      “Dr. Grier, you came,” he greets me, the relief evident in his voice.

      “I told you I would. You have something you wanted to share with me? Can I come in?” I take a step closer to the door, and he stops me, opting to come out and close the door behind him instead.

      “We need to make this quick.” He hands me a folded sheet of paper and looks down to the ground.

      I open it and study the address on it. I’m not familiar with it. “Where is this?”

      “The trains. That’s all I can give you. I’m so sorry. You need to leave now. Keep my name out of this. My family’s lives are at stake here.” He looks down at the paper one last time, then walks back through the door, locking it behind him.

      For the first time since Nick Genova’s death, I’m scared that he wasn’t the good man I thought he was. I stick the folded piece of paper in my back pocket and make my way back down the hall and into the open street. Grayson is leaning against my car and stands tall when he sees me. I jog across the street and hand him the piece of paper, not saying a word to him. He unfolds it and looks at it.

      “Finley, we have to talk. Can we take my car? We’ll come back for yours.”

      “N-No.” I clear my throat, trying to steady my nerves. “Follow me home if you want, but I’m not leaving my car here.” I try to hide my trembling hand, but my keys rattle, giving me away. I get in and close the door behind me, not giving him the chance to talk to me. I take a few deep breaths and start my car, eager to get out of here.

      He walks toward his, and I let out a breath. My phone rings and I jump. I pull it out of my purse and see it’s another blocked number. I know I don’t want to answer this call, but I can’t help it either.

      “Hello?”

      “You’re walking a fine line, little girl. Stop sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong, or else.”

      “Who are you? How did you get this number?” I yell into the phone. It’s no use, the phone disconnects. Whoever it was got his point across. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified now.

      

  




Grayson

      We make it back to her place. I get out of the car and walk over toward hers. She’s still sitting there, hands on the wheel, car running, and she’s staring straight ahead. I know this look. She’s petrified. I open the passenger side door and slide in, closing it behind me.

      “What happened?”

      She turns and looks at me, eyes wide with horror. She swallows hard. “I got another call.”

      I turn her car off and pull the keys out of the ignition, then unbuckle her. “Get out of the car, Finley. Get in my truck, now.”

      I’m happy when she complies without question. When she gets in, she locks the door behind her and stares straight ahead again. I start my truck as she turns to look at me.

      “Where are we going?”

      “My place. You’ll be safe there.”

      She shakes her head and reaches for the door. “No, I’ll be fine here. I’m not staying with you.”

      I pull the car out of the spot, heading north, and she falls back in her seat, letting go of the door handle.

      “That’s not a request. It’s an order. Tell me about the call.” I’m doing my best to pay attention to the road, but I have a strong urge to pull her into my arms—let her know she’s safe. She’s shaking like a leaf, so the call must have been bad. I place my hand on her thigh, and she drops her petite hand on top of mine. Her fingers are cold, and it helps rein in the anger I feel.

      “It was short. Just that I’m sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong and that I’m walking a fine line.”

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      She looks over at me but doesn’t say anything. She’s waiting for me to say more. I want to tell her about the tracker, but I’m trying to figure out the best way to do so without scaring her more. Food. I’m going to order some food and give her a drink or two, then when she’s calm, I’ll break it to her.

      “How about some pizza and beer for dinner?”

      She sighs and shakes her head slowly. “How long am I your prisoner?”

      I let out a hearty laugh. “I promise I’ll bring you back later if you want. You were shaking like a leaf when we got to your place. I want to make sure you’re fine.”

      She forms an O shape with her mouth and mutters, “Thanks.”

      “So, pizza and beer?”

      That earns an honest smile from her. “Yeah, that sounds great. Thanks, Grayson.”

      “I’m really not as bad as you remember. I promise.”

      The rest of the ride is silent, and I help her out of the truck when we get to my house on the north side of town. It’s a small green bungalow, with black shutters and a few small bushes in front of the front porch. It’s nothing special, but it’s the perfect size for me. She smiles as she looks at it, and for some reason, that makes me happy.

      I order a pizza and pull a few beers out of the fridge. She sips hers slowly while I guzzle the first one down fast. I open another bottle and take a small sip before putting it on the coffee table. God, I wish she would drink the beer. This would be a lot easier if she was a little drunk.

      “You already know I added a tracker to your car—”

      “Which I’ll be removing tonight when I get home. Thank you for that.”

      I roll my eyes and sigh. “When I went to place it, another one was already there. I’m not the only one tracking you.”

      The color drains from her face, her eyes widen, and her body trembles again. She wraps her arms around herself and swallows hard. She stays silent as she processes the information. “How long?” she whispers.

      She looks so helpless. I want to pull her into my arms and make everything better. I want her to feel safe and protected. “I have no idea, and I don’t know who it belongs to. We can remove it, but that might trigger something to happen if this person knows you are on to them.”

      “So, you just want me to leave it alone?” Her voice raises an octave, the panic setting in. “I need to figure out who would want to do this to Nick. He has never been anything but nice and generous. I have so many more years of notes I can go through, so much more I can uncover if I just have the time.”

      I hold her face gently between my rough hands, so she has to focus on me. Her wild eyes dart back and forth between mine as I try to keep my gaze light and reassuring. “Finley, it’s going to be okay. I’ll protect you, but you need to stop getting involved in anything that involves Nick Genova. Don’t talk to people, don’t review notes, don’t question things. Can you do that for me?”

      I nod my head slowly, and she follows the action the best she can with me still holding her face. She places her hands over mine, and the warmth radiating from her fingers settles in my groin. She leans forward, places a tender kiss on my lips, and pulls back as I blink at her in surprise.

      “What was that for?” Not that I minded in the least. If I had my way, it would be much longer.

      “For making me feel better. Would it be all right if I stay here tonight? Not sure I like the idea that these people know where I live.”

      I’d like nothing more than to have her share my bed with me for the night, but I’ll set her up in the guest room. “Sure.”

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      Grayson drops me off at my condo around nine in the morning so he can get to work. I’m happy to get away from him and cool down. I didn’t sleep well at all, knowing he was in the other room all night. It was also difficult as I slept in one of his t-shirts and smelled him all night. I woke a few times and thought about sneaking into his room but then thought better of it. I crossed a line last night with the kiss, and I don’t want to seem desperate, even though I’m teetering on the edge of being so.

      Grayson was my kryptonite in high school. Even after all these years, not much has changed now. I still want what I can’t have.

      True to his word, Grayson removes the tracker from my car, but the other one is gone, too. I’m relieved; maybe they got sick of following me. Grayson, on the other hand, is tense. His jaw is locked, and his eyes are narrowed as he searches around my car. I place my hand on his arm to reassure him, but it doesn’t seem to do anything but make him tense more.

      “I’ll check in on you later today. If anything strange happens, or if you need me, call.”

      I nod. “I will. Thanks again for letting me crash at your place last night. The thought of someone knowing where I live freaked me out. I didn’t want to be alone.”

      “Anytime you need to stay, you’re welcome to, Finley.” He looks at the ground, then back up at me, that panty dropping smile etched in place. I want to run my finger over that damn dimple and feel his morning scuff on my face as we kiss. Warmth presses between my thighs, and a tightness forms in my belly as I picture it.

      I nibble the flesh on my lower lip and push it back out, offering a curt nod, trying to push the fantasy aside. If I don’t get away from this man, I’m going to do something I might regret. I turn on my heel to walk up into my house, alone. As I glance over my shoulder, he’s standing there, watching me walk away. I do the only thing I can think of at that moment, and I add an extra sway to my hips. I’m not sure if I’m imagining things, but I swear, from a distance, I can hear him mutter, “damn.” I smile to myself as I unlock the door of my building.

      The morning goes by as I complete mundane tasks with insurance and bills for the office. When I get a call from the police station letting me know I can reopen, I’m thrilled. Finally, some good news after a rough few days. I call Allie, and she agrees to meet me in an hour so we can clean up and get everything in order again. I should hire a cleaning crew, but I want to be able to look through my stuff to see if anything really is missing. I’m so lucky they didn’t smash through windows. The clean-up will be more picking up than anything.

      I arrive and pull the caution tape down from the front door. I crumple it up and toss it in the wastebasket just outside the building. Looking around at the mess, I’m overwhelmed. I’m not sure where to start. Stuff litters the floor in front of me. Since my office has always been my favorite room, I start there. I take a deep breath and walk in. From the doorway, I see the desk isn’t broken, but the drawers are pulled out, and everything is on the floor. I’m thankful I don’t have to get a new one.

      I step closer and notice a folded sheet of paper sitting on top of my desk. My name scrawled across it in thick, black sharpie. My fingers shake, and my heart pounds in my ears as I reach for the paper. I take a steadying breath before I look at the scratched words.

      
        
        Bitches who can’t keep their mouths shut get it shut for them. You would make a fine addition to the business. Keep talking, see what happens.

      

      

      I drop the paper and turn toward the noise coming from the entrance.

      “Finley? Are you here?” Allie calls down the hall.

      I shove the note in my purse and school my features the best I can. I don’t want to alarm Allie. I take a step out of my office and notice her petite frame standing in the entryway. She offers a small smile when she sees me, and I return the gesture.

      “H-Hey, Allie.” I take a deep breath and put my hands behind me so she can’t see them shaking. “Thanks so much for coming by to help. We can get the furniture turned upright first, and then we can each tackle a room to get it done. With any luck, we will be out of here in a few hours.”

      We both get to work, cleaning the office and getting everything organized again. Allie’s desk is worse for wear, and I order a new one, with the company promising to deliver it first thing tomorrow morning. Once everything is in place, I feel like I can breathe, knowing things will be back to normal soon.

      My phone rings with a text from Grayson while Allie and I step out for a bite to eat.

      
        
        Grayson: How are you doing today?

        Me: Fine. Allie and I cleaned up the office. I can start seeing patients again tomorrow.

        Grayson: I’d like to see you again. Can I come by tonight?

        

      

      I smile as my insides do somersaults. He wants to see me again. Pinch me, I must be dreaming. Then, I remember the note from the office, and my stomach drops. I feel a weight on my chest as I think about what it said.

      
        
        Me: Actually, can you stop by before tonight? There’s something I want to show you. I got another note today.

        

      

      My phone rings, startling me, but I answer right away.

      “Now isn’t a good time to discuss this. Can you just stop by to see it?”

      “Pack a bag. You’re sleeping at my house, at least until all this blows over. You’ll be safe there. I can come to get you later, or I can text you my address and you can drive over.”

      “Text me your address. I’ll drive. I need to be at the office early tomorrow. I have furniture being delivered.”

      “All right, I’ll stop by your place this afternoon, and you can give me the note. I’ll see if the guys can try to match any fingerprints or DNA on it. I’ll also give you a key to my place. You can go and wait for me. I’m hoping tonight won’t take long.”

      “Okay. See you later.” I hang up the phone. A sense of tranquility blankets me. Never in a million years did I think Grayson Bowers would evoke that sort of emotion.

      

  




Grayson

      “Amelia, we’ve got a problem.”

      She looks up from her computer. “What’s wrong now?”

      “Finley got another letter. Whoever’s doing this either wants to scare her, or they’re serious. Either way, I want to get an officer to watch her place, day and night.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and narrows her eyes. “Hold up, Bowers. For all we know, this could be an elaborate scam she’s set up. You haven’t heard these calls, the tracker you said was on her car is now gone, and it’s fishy her office was broken into without the alarm being tripped.”

      I grit my teeth and speak through them. “She’s not lying, Shaw.”

      “How do you know? The boss isn’t going to allow resources to be used like this, especially with the case open. Her office happens to be broken into the night Nick Genova dies, and she happens to have been on his payroll. She also happens to get a crazy new patient that gives her information about a shipment. It all seems to be working out too easily.”

      Shaw doesn’t know Finley. Hell, I don’t know her that well, but I do know she wouldn’t lie about something like this. She was always sincere in school and too shook up the other night for it to be fake. I doubt she’s that good of an actress.

      “She was scared, and her body language portrayed the same. You know I’m good at reading people. I don’t think she was pulling a fast one on me.”

      Amelia’s stance relaxes, and she takes a deep breath. “Fine, but I don’t think you’ll be able to get the protection for her. Maybe if tonight goes as planned, you’ll have a better shot. You’re coming, right?”

      I smirk and nod. “I wouldn’t miss it. I hope to toss a couple of these fuckers behind bars. I need to meet with Finley and get that note from her to get it back to forensics. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      I leave before she can get another word in and race to Finley’s. She’s not there yet, so I wait patiently in my truck. I watch the cars zoom by on the street as I drum my fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the music. I’m becoming impatient and pick my phone up to text her as she pulls into the spot next to me. I turn the engine off, get out, and walk to her door, opening it for her.

      She looks up at me, surprise splashed across her features, and her cheeks flush. She stands and digs through her purse, taking the folded note out of it, and holds it out for me.

      “Allie doesn’t know this was left in the office. I’m the only one who’s seen it and touched it. So, I’m hoping they can get something off of it.” She tries to push it into my hand, and I take a small step away.

      “Hang on, let me get a bag out. I can’t touch it.” I reach into my back pocket and unfold an evidence bag, handing it to her to slide the paper inside. “What does it say? I can look at it back at the office when I have gloves.”

      She fidgets with her purse strap and tucks her hair behind her ear. “It says, bitches who can’t keep their mouths shut get it shut for them and that I’d make a nice addition to the business.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. This is more than an idle threat, this is serious. She has a target on her back. “Shit! Finley, I want you to get over to my place right away.”

      I can’t control myself and the urge to protect her. I feel the stress and anxiousness rolling off her and enveloping both of us. She’s stiff, muscles frozen, breaths coming out in small pants. No, she’s not going to do this. I won’t let her break down. I place my rough hands on her soft, delicate cheeks and lean down to kiss her. It’s urgent, it’s passionate, and it’s over too quick. I want more, and my body screams at me to take it.

      She pulls back and looks up at me. Her hands have settled over mine, and the electricity circling around us is intense. Her gray eyes sparkle, and she licks her lips—the plump lips I just stole a kiss from. Fuck, I want more. Her scent fills my nostrils, and I drop my forehead to hers, placing my hands on her shoulders.

      “I’ve wanted to do that since last night.” She smiles, and the blush in her cheeks darkens. “Can I take you on a real date? Tomorrow? We can start fresh. I’d enjoy getting the chance to know you.”

      Her smile widens, and I sense she’s holding back her excitement. “I’d like that very much, Grayson.”

      “Good. Now, get over to my place and stay put. I have a bunch of beer in the fridge, and there’s food in the house. Help yourself.”

      “I’ll head over in a little while. I have a couple of things I need to finish first. I’ll make sure to text you when I get there, though. What’s the code for your garage?”

      “One-six-five-two, enter. Get there as soon as possible. I don’t want you hanging around here. Let me get this back to the office, and I’ll meet up with you later. I’m heading over to the drop location from the station. I’ll keep you posted.”

      I swipe my thumb along her plump lips, and she parts them, pushing a gentle kiss to the pad of my thumb. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, and I start imagining where else her lips could be. I want to kiss her again. I want to feel her soft lips on my skin. I drop my hands instead and take a small step away from her. “Bye, Finley.”

      “Bye, Grayson.”

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I’m almost packed and ready to leave. The last thing I need to grab is my laptop. Butterflies have been creeping up all day as I’ve thought about staying with Grayson. I shouldn’t be this nervous to sleep over at his house. It’s not like I’ll be sharing his bed with him. Unless he wants to. I spend half an hour looking for appropriate pajamas for the night. I don’t want to come across as trying too hard and finally settle on a silky pair of capri bottoms and a tank top that matches.

      Someone pounds on my door, and I cover my mouth, keeping the scream at bay as the unexpected noise startles me. My nerves are shot after the latest letter, and I received another phone call that I have yet to tell Grayson about. I knew he was going to the tracks tonight, and I didn’t want to worry him. I look out the peephole and see two large men with masks outside my door.

      I stumble backwards and cover my mouth, trying to stay as quiet as possible. I should have left here sooner. I grab my laptop and, as quiet as possible, try to open the window. The damn thing has been known to stick from time to time, and I don’t want it to squeak. If I can get out of my condo, I can get down to my car and out of here—or at least run for help.

      I sling the computer bag over my shoulder and move to open the window when my door flies open, the wood splintering around the lock. The two large, masked men walk through. My heart is pounding in my chest, and I can’t get the damn window open because my palms are sweating. I push up hard, and it pops. I scramble to get my body out of the window, but one of the men grabs my leg and holds tight, yanking me.

      I kick back, trying to free myself from his vise-like grasp. “Let go of me!” I scream, kicking mercilessly. He drags me halfway through the window, and I reach out, holding tight to the fire escape bar outside. I refuse to go down without a fight. I feel another set of hands reach through and grab my arms with enough force I lose my grip.

      They drag me back through the window, and I land on my back on top of a rock-hard body. The other man drags me to my feet and wraps his meaty arms around me like a boa constrictor. I struggle to breathe as his grip tightens even more, and my head is pounding as the blood pumps viciously through my veins. No! This is not how it’s going to end!

      I kick back with my heel, meeting his shin, but his grip doesn’t waver. He stumbles with both of us, knocking over my coffee table. He loosens his grip in his stumble, and it’s enough to pull free from his grasp. I run down the hall toward my bedroom, knocking items off shelves and pushing over chairs as I go. My only thought is survival. I need to get away from them.

      I slam the door shut, locking it, and look around. There’s nowhere for me to go. My breathing is so shallow; I’m afraid I’m going to pass out. Grayson! I need to call the police. Would they get here in time? Have any of my neighbors called because they heard the struggle or my scream? I look for my phone, but it’s not with me.

      Shit! It’s on the overturned coffee table in the living room. I’m a sitting duck. I look out the window. It’s not that far of a drop, but far enough I’d get badly injured, then I wouldn’t even be able to fight them.

      The door swings open with such force it slams into the wall behind it, and both men rush toward me.  One knocks me down on the bed and pins me under his weight. I struggle and buck against him, trying to get a small amount of space between our bodies.

      “Get off me!” I scream, continuing to fight. I know it’s futile. He’s stronger and bigger than me. My arms are pinned to my sides as he pulls me to a standing position. The second man approaches me, a smug smile on his face, his eyes shining with glee.

      “I really liked you the best. Happy you can join our family. Now,” he shoves a gag in my mouth and sticks a piece of duct tape over it, holding it in place, “be a good girl, and stop fighting.”

      I shake my head and scream through the gag, fighting back with every ounce of effort I have. Someone in this damn building has to have heard something. It’s only a matter of time until someone comes and saves me.

      I kick my leg up and connect with his knee. Yes! He backhands me so hard my head spins, and black spots form in front of my eyes.

      “Fucking bitch! Do it again, and I promise I’ll sell you to the most horrible person I can find. There’ll be a bidding war for you as it is. It won’t be hard. The blondes always go for more. What’s the saying? Blondes have more fun?” He chuckles. It’s dark and sinister as I try to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      His humorless words freeze me in my tracks. I feel a pinch and look down as he injects something into my arm. I relax almost immediately. It’s a strange out of body experience. I can see and feel everything that’s happening to me, but I don’t have the muscle strength to stop it. My head rolls to the side, and the man in front of me holds my face between his hands as I stare into his dark, soulless green eyes.

      “I’m going to have a lot of fun with you. Better buckle up, baby, you’re in for a long ride.”

      I’m scooped up and carried out of my apartment as my head rests against a firm chest. I blink, fighting the urge to be pulled under. I hear cars and people in the distance, but I can’t distinguish anything. It’s all blurring together. Someone, please help me.

      Finally, I’m too tired to fight. I close my eyes, willing this nightmare to go away.

      

  




Grayson

      “Where the hell are they?” I look at the information Finley gave me regarding the drop. We’re at the right address at the right time. Thinking of Finley, why hasn’t she texted me yet? I look at my phone—full service. She should have messaged me by now. She must have forgotten when she got to my house.

      
        
        Me: Forget to let me know when you arrive?

        

      

      “Hey, looks like there’s some movement over there.” Amelia points in the direction of the tracks.

      “Fucking finally! They’re only an hour late.” I drag my hands down my face and take a deep breath. Normally, I love doing shit like this, but tonight my mind is elsewhere. I want to get out of here and check in on Finley.

      Amelia and I get out of the car. We’re hidden where we parked. We shut the doors as quietly as we can and move toward the gathering. We just need to catch them in the act of trading, and we can get out of here.

      A nondescript van pulls up. Two men get out and approach the other three men standing by an empty train car. We’re too far away to hear what they are saying, but it seems to be an argument of sorts. Someone must not be happy about an agreed upon price, or must be trying to gyp the others.

      “Is everyone in place?” I ask, talking quietly into the walkie talkie.

      “Roger, ready to go when we get the signal.”

      “Now, just open the damn back of the van,” I mutter to myself. “I want to get these girls back home, where they belong.”

      The van doors open, and one of the guys hops in the back. He comes back out and starts screaming at the driver. I inch closer to get ears on what they are saying but still can’t make anything out. They slam the doors to the van, and all the men get into their respective vehicles, each going their separate ways.

      “It’s a set-up. They knew we were here.” I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think the information I got was accurate. “Fuck!” I slam my hand on the brick wall next to me and spin to look at my team.

      I see the other undercover officers step out into the street—scowls and anger painting their expressions. Either we got bad information from the get go, or someone knew Finley was going to give that information to me. Either way, I have to get to her. Now.

      I push my fingers through my hair as my muscles tighten in my shoulders. “Shaw, I gotta get to Finley. She hasn’t responded to my text, and if this was a set-up, they might be after her.”

      “Let me drop you off at the station, and you can get your truck. I’m sure she’s fine. She probably fell asleep and hasn’t seen your message.”

      I hope to God she’s right.

      I race to my house, and Finley’s car isn’t there. I call her phone, and it rings before the voicemail picks up. The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. Something isn’t right. My heart races, and I go on autopilot to get to her place.

      “Finley, it’s me. Call me as soon as you get this. You promised you would come over to my house, and you’re not here. I’m coming to get you.”

      I hang up and peel out of my driveway, racing down the darkened roads. The lights from the cars coming the other way blind me momentarily, but not enough to make me slow down. I make it to her place in fifteen minutes, and her car is parked in the driveway. I call again, and still no answer. I run up to the building door and buzz everyone, hoping one person will let me in. I get a few people that call out to me from the intercom, which I ignore. Someone decides I’m enough of a nuisance and lets me in.

      I race up the stairs to the second floor and come to a dead stop when I see her door is wide open. My blood runs cold, and the pounding in my ears gets louder the longer I stare at the destruction in front of me.

      No. This isn’t happening.

      I pull my gun from the holster and hold it in front of me as I peer inside. Whoever broke in struggled to do so. The door jamb is splintered, tables and chairs are turned over, and personal effects are littering the floor. The window is open wide, and I see fingernail marks on the windowsill. It’s like my worst nightmare coming true.

      I walk further into the condo and notice a sheet of paper sitting on the kitchen counter. I take a step closer to read it.

      
        
        She’s going to be great for business. I warned her if she kept talking, she’d be sorry, but she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. Stay out of my way...

      

      

      “Fuck!” I’m shaking with anger as my blood boils. Tonight was a ploy to get to her. They knew I’d go to the drop location and couldn’t be around to protect her. I dig my phone out of my pocket. “Amelia, she’s been taken. Tonight was about getting her. It was never a drop. Get a team over to Finley’s, now!”

      “Shit. Is her computer still there?”

      I walk through the house, trying to disturb as little as possible, scanning everything. “I don’t see it. They must have taken that, too.” I want to punch something; the rage inside me is all consuming.

      “I’m on my way. We’ll get her back.”

      We’d better. I’m not ready to lose her yet.

    

  







            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I blink my eyes a few times as the room comes into focus. My head hurts, and my body is sluggish as I try to right myself. I look around, except I can’t see a damn thing. It’s pitch black—no windows, no light, no anything! Where the hell am I? I feel like I have the worst hangover of my life, and my mouth feels like it’s stuffed full of cotton. I’d kill for some water right now.

      “Hello?” I croak.

      No answer.

      I’m not surprised. I rub my eyes, hoping they’ll adjust to the lack of light so I can see where the hell I am. I hold my breath listening for any noises but come up short. Slowly moving to stand, I walk around the length of my room, my hand trailing along the cold sheetrock walls and in front of me to not bump into anything. The room is about ten-feet by ten-feet, with a mattress on the floor and a small toilet in another corner. I feel a crack in the wall, which I assume is a door, but there’s no light coming from around the frame.

      Sitting on the thin mattress, I pull my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth. The urge to cry overwhelms me, and I drop my forehead as my body shakes with my tears. Grayson’s voice pops into my head. Stay strong, you can do this. If I want any sort of chance of surviving this, I know I have to stay strong. I take a few deep breaths and slowly release each until my body is back under control.

      The drug he injected me with seems to be out of my system, but without light, I have no idea how long I’ve been out for or what time it is. The last thing I remember is being dragged out of my home by the two men. I don’t remember a car or, God forbid, a plane ride. I can’t remember much in between passing out and now.

      What did they inject me with?

      “Is anyone there?” Silence. I suck in a shaky breath, and my eyes water again. No! I won’t give these assholes the satisfaction of me breaking. I wipe the stray tears and grit my teeth. Grayson’s going to find me. He’s going to come and save me, or I will find a way out myself. I pull the musty blanket over my shoulders; it’s the only form of comfort I have in this dark cell of mine.

      I’m not sure how much time has passed. All I know is I fall asleep again at some point, waking when I hear a key turn in the lock, and the door swings open, a flashlight shining in my eyes. The build of the man in front of me looks like Grayson. I jump up, my head pounding from the sudden movement, and I take a step forward.

      The same dark chortle from my apartment infiltrates my ears. I want to shrink back against the wall, but now isn’t the time. In spite of my fear, I drop the blanket from my shoulders and stare at the dark form. He doesn’t move the flashlight from my eyes, and I know when he leaves me again, I won’t be able to see for a while.

      “We’ve never had one as smart as you, Doc. You’re going to make someone very happy. We just need to break you in first. Come here.” He points to the ground in front of him.

      “Where am I?”

      “Pets don’t talk. Come. Here,” he spits.

      I shake my head and bite my tongue. I wait for him to do something—a slap, a hair pull, anything, but it doesn’t come.

      “That’s one day.”

      “What’s one day?”

      “We have a punishment system. You don’t do as you’re told, and you get things taken away from you. We start with isolation and food, and as you become more adjusted and get more rewards, we take those away as punishment. So, you have just earned yourself one full day in isolation without food. Want to try again?”

      What is this, the sixteen hundreds? Who takes food away as punishment? It’s barbaric! Although, right now, isolation doesn’t seem too bad. It would at least give me a chance to think of a plan of action.

      He tries again. “Come here.”

      “Make me,” I sneer, my voice coming out stronger than I feel.

      He laughs, and my skin crawls. “Wrong choice of words, sweetheart. I can make you do anything I want. Maybe not in this cell, but we have many others that would work just fine for what needs to happen.”

      He takes a step closer, and I take one back. We dance as I avoid him—one step forward, one step back—until I have nowhere left to go. My back hits the wall behind me. His hand makes contact with my shoulder, and he presses, hard, until my knees buckle, and I sink down in front of him. My muscles stay frozen. I want to hit him, kick him, run away, but I can’t. What is wrong with me?

      He sees my internal struggle. “After-effects of the drugs. Get used to it. We need you compliant, so, until you learn to do it on your own, drugs it is.”

      He jabs the needle into my upper arm, and I sit back on my heels, my head rolling forward. He bends down in front of me and lifts my face, so I’m looking directly into his bright green eyes.

      “Welcome to Ever After.”

      

  




Grayson

      Amelia arrives fifteen minutes after I do, and the cavalry comes in a few minutes after that. I’ve been careful not to touch anything; I don’t want to risk tampering with any possible evidence. Everyone gets to work taking pictures, looking for clues, and Amelia pulls me aside to ask me some questions.

      “When is the last time you talked with her?”

      “I saw her this afternoon when she gave me the letter that I brought in earlier today. She was having lunch with Allie, her assistant. I told her to get over to my house immediately.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Why your place?”

      I roll my eyes. “Geez, Shaw, why do you think? I couldn’t send an officer to watch over her, so I figured I would. She’d have been safe at my house.”

      She holds her hands up in surrender. “All right, fine. You didn’t hear anything else from her, though? No texts, no calls, nothing?”

      “Nope.” I pop the P. “I tried texting her when we were at the stake-out, but I couldn’t get in touch with her. We have to get her back. I can’t lose her like I lost Sarah, especially not like this.”

      “I know.” She places her hand on my arm, her touch comforting. “We’re going to comb through this place. See if we can find anything. Who did she get the information for the drop from? Did she tell you?”

      “No, she wouldn’t give me his name,” I scoff. Her and her fucking HIPAA rules. “I’ll call Allie and see if I can get the information from her.” I look at my watch. It’s already ten-thirty at night, so she’s probably in bed. I don’t want to alarm her tonight, but the longer Finley is gone, the less chance I have of getting her back.

      Looking around, I see her phone is lying on the floor under some debris.

      I slip on a glove and pick it up. The screen is cracked, but it still works. Several unread texts and a voicemail pop up on the screen. I don’t have to open them to know they’re all from me. Of course, it’s password protected—things can never be easy.

      Holding the phone out, I give it a small shake so Amelia can see. “Think Dylan would be willing to come down to the station tonight and crack her code?”

      Dylan is our genius IT guy. He knows his way around any device and can crack them just as easily. I once lost a bet to the fucker because I thought my email password was uncrackable. Within five minutes, he was reading all my personal shit. If anyone can get into her phone, it’s him.

      “I think you have a better chance of getting him into the station tonight if you entice him with alcohol.”

      “How about if I threaten to beat his ass?”

      “HR will have your ass if you try that. Unless you know her passcode, you’re going to have to wait until tomorrow to get into it. I know it’s not what you want to hear.” She takes a deep breath. “It’s been a long day. Go home. Try to get some sleep, and we can go to her office in the morning. You can intercept Allie and let her know what’s going on then. See if she can give you the name of the person you’re looking for.”

      I know I won’t be much use here until they finish combing through anything, but there’s not a chance in hell I’m going to be able to sleep either. I drive to the station, pour myself a cup of subpar coffee from the pot, and sit at my desk to comb through the small amount of information scattered on top. There has to be something here that will give me a lead as to where she is.

      I make a list of everything I know.

      Six girls have gone missing in the past six months, mostly in Lincoln Park. Most of the girls don’t have a lot of family, and some were reported missing by a “boyfriend.” I’m ninety percent sure the ones filing the report are their pimps, and they’re pissed the girl isn’t bringing in more cash. This number has grown exponentially. It used to be about one every three months. I’m not positive they’ve all ended up in the same place, but if so, these bastards have expanded their operation.

      I move on to Nick’s accounts. He has several businesses, including some that are not exactly cookie cutter clean—high end strip clubs located outside of the city limits. I bet the board of stockholders turns a blind eye because they enjoy the benefits of the company owning these establishments. I’ve researched these joints enough, and all of them are legitimate businesses. They pay their taxes and their employees, just like anyone else. They just happen to be brothels.

      It’s a fine line they walk. I call it a brothel, while they call it a classy strip club. How ever you slice and dice it, someone’s getting paid to take their clothes off. The only one that doesn’t exist anywhere is Ever After. I’ve seen the name listed once in the two years of financial history I’ve searched through, but never again. The address is the same as Temptress, and I’ve always assumed it was a name change.

      What if I’ve been looking at this wrong the entire time?

    

  







            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I’m lying in Grayson’s large, plush bed, and his hands are gliding down the sides of my body, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      “I’ve wanted to touch you for so long. Please, don’t make me wait anymore,” he purrs. He nibbles my ear and peppers kisses down my neck, moving toward my taut nipples. He flicks his tongue over one and continues lower, stroking a fire deep within.

      “Grayson,” I moan, pressing my chest into his waiting hands. “Please,” I beg. “I want to feel you. All of you.”

      He kisses down my stomach and stops when he reaches my soaked panties. He looks up at me, asking for permission with his large, lust filled, blue eyes. I buck my hips up, giving him what he desires, and he pushes my panties to the side to plunge two fingers into me.

      I pull my eyebrows together. This isn’t right. I’ve wanted this for so long, and it should feel good. His touch usually sends heat to my core. His hands should be strong yet gentle.

      The bright light of his room fades to darkness, and my naked body shakes from the chill in the air. The fingers are real, but they don’t belong to Grayson. I pull at my arms and try to kick my legs, but they won’t move. I try to scream, but there’s a gag in my mouth. Only muffled noises make it past as I beg for him to stop.

      My struggles earn me a dark chuckle as he continues his assault. “You’re going to come around my fingers.”

      “No,” I yell, the word distorted around the gag. Tears stream down my cheeks, pooling on the dirty pillow beneath my head.

      “The more you fight it, the longer it’ll take, and the more punishment you’ll receive.”

      He shifts his weight, and his clothes rustle, then a loud hum starts. He places the buzzing toy directly on my clit, and my hips buck up toward him.

      “That’s right. Take it. I’ll force this orgasm from you one way or another.”

      The only way he is going to stop is if I give him what he wants. I push down my tears, close my eyes, and imagine it’s Grayson. I picture his nice, comfortable bed, his beautiful blue eyes, and hair just long enough for me to dig my fingers through it and give a small tug.

      He turns the speed on the vibrator up another notch, and I’m bucking my hips like crazy. I feel a tightening in my lower abdomen, and I pull at the restraints, my involuntary moan of ecstasy muffled by the gag.

      “That’s right, take it. Stop fighting. Give your body what it wants.”

      He turns it up one more notch, and I’m coming hard around his fingers, my body convulsing around him. I breathe hard and try with desperation to close my legs or push the vibrator off of me.

      Sticking his fingers in his mouth, he moans around them, sucking them clean. “Oh, you’re going to make someone very happy. For fighting me, you’re going to give me another one. I want the sound of this vibrator alone to make you come.”

      He turns up the speed on the vibrator again, and within a minute, I’m bucking my hips up, panting, needing to find relief. My body is covered in a fine sheen of sweat, and I feel a droplet slide down my neck and onto the mattress below me. If I could talk, I know I’d be a mumbling mess. The sensations are too much, and my body reacts on its own. My second orgasm rips through me, stronger than the first.

      I lay completely limp on the mattress, ashamed at my body’s willingness to give in, hoping he’s done and will leave me alone. My stomach growls with hunger as he puts the toy away.

      “I’m going to take the gag out of your mouth to give you water. You’re not going to say or do anything. Nod if you agree.”

      I nod my head in agreement, fighting a pang of fear as it settles deep within me. He crawls over my body, his legs straddling my chest. Thank God, it’s dark in here, sans the flashlight in the corner. I don’t want to see more of him than I have to. He reaches his hands behind my head, wrapping his fingers around my blonde locks to move them out of the way, and unbuckles the gag before pulling it away from my face. I close my mouth and wince at the bite of pain on the corners of my lips.

      He’s so close that I’d expect him to smell as dirty and musty as this horrid cell, but he smells clean. I get a whiff of his after shave as he helps me lift my head.

      “Drink.”

      I raise my head as he tips the water bottle toward my parched lips, and I guzzle as much as I can in the position I’m in. A fair amount of it falls down the side of my mouth and pools behind my ears.

      “No food until tomorrow. You lost that privilege. Do you understand?”

      I slowly nod my head, avoiding his gaze. He slaps me across the face, and I stare at the wall next to me, refusing to look at him again.

      “Verbal answers each time you’re asked a question. Do you understand?” His voice is deep and a little husky. From the size and shape of him, I’d guess he’s in his early thirties, but who knows.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      He pinches my cheeks between his fingers and turns my head back to his. “You’ll learn to love it here. Food, shelter, orgasms. What more do you need?” He laughs and leans down, pressing his lips to mine. His breath tastes like cigarettes and alcohol, and my stomach churns from the smell combined with a lack of food. With my arms and legs restrained, I do the only thing I can think of. I grab his lip between my teeth and bite—hard.

      

  




Grayson

      I’m standing outside Finley’s office at seven-thirty in the morning with two coffees in my hand. I watch for any sign of the elderly woman.

      She furrows her brows when she walks around the corner and stops in front of me, keys in her hand. “Detective, what can I do for you?” She notices the cup of coffee in my hand and points to it. “Is that for Dr. Grier?”

      “No. It’s for you.” I hand her the cup, and she takes a small sip, keeping her eyes locked with mine. “Can we go inside? We need to talk.” Her face drops, and I notice a slight tremble in her hands.

      “Where is she?”

      “Let’s go inside. I don’t want to talk about this out here.”

      She turns, unlocks the office, and switches the alarm off. She puts her bag down and turns toward me. “Something happened, didn’t it?”

      I’m not going to beat around the bush. I tell her about the threatening notes and phone calls Finley has been getting and the state I found her apartment in last night. She dabs her eyes a few times with a tissue and blows her nose as I finish catching her up on everything that has happened. I’m hoping she will be willing to give me the information as to who Finley met with a few days ago.

      “Dr. Grier wouldn’t like me giving you that information without a warrant, Detective.”

      “Allie, If I don’t get that information, we might not see her again.”

      Her chin quivers, and her body trembles with my words, but she stares at me in shock. Finally, she opens her laptop with shaky hands and logs into the appointment scheduler after two failed password attempts. She wipes the tears from her cheeks as she locates his information. “His name was Miles Pierce.” She scribbles his name, phone number, and address on a sheet of paper and hands it to me.

      “Thanks, Allie. Please, keep this to yourself. Her family has been notified, and we are on the lookout for any signs of her.”

      I walk toward the front door, determined to catch this son of a bitch and make him give me information.

      “Detective Bowers?” I turn and look at her, waiting for her to continue. “Bring her back safe.”

      “I plan on it.”

      I step outside and pull my phone out, dialing the number Allie wrote down for me. The phone rings and then goes to voicemail abruptly. I’m not surprised he ignored it.

      “Mr. Pierce, this is Detective Grayson Bowers. I need to talk to you in regard to a missing persons case I am working on. It would be wise to return my call or show up at the station for questioning. I’m not one to mess with, and I’ll find you—one way or another.”

      I hang up and head back to the station. If I’m lucky, this bastard used his real name, and there will be some kind of record on him. Stepping through the doors, Amelia flanks me.

      “Did you get a name?”

      “Yeah. I’ve got a number and an address, too. I hope he was stupid enough to use his real name. He has to be involved in her kidnapping somehow.”

      “I have Dylan working on trying to trace those blocked numbers that called Finley, see if he can uncover anything else. I’m not sure if he’ll find anything, but it’s worth a shot.” She turns and starts walking back toward her desk.

      “Hey, Shaw,” I call after her. She turns to face me. “Ever heard of a place called Ever After?”

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I’ve been chained to the wall for what feels like days when he comes back. I’m elated to see him for the simple fact that I’ll be able to lower my arms and hopefully be able to cover my mostly naked form. Panties and a bra really don’t constitute as attire.

      I get my first real good look at him. Dark hair is trimmed nicely, deep green eyes, and a strong jaw. His nose is a smidge crooked, and I guess he’s broken it a time or two. He’s got broad shoulders and large biceps and obviously spends a fair amount of time on his physique. In any other circumstance, I’d find this man very attractive and would love if he threw attention my way.

      “I’m going to end up sick with these conditions. You know that, right?” My voice is hoarse from lack of use. I stopped screaming for help shortly after he left, knowing no one was coming to get me.

      “Pets don’t talk. Do it again, and I’ll fill your mouth with something else.” I narrow my eyes and lick my lips, daring him to do it. I have no problem biting him. “I’ve got a great gag that won’t allow what you’re thinking, sweetheart. I’ll use that pretty mouth of yours and shoot everything down your throat, then my buddy will come in here and do the same.” He kneels down next to me and swipes his finger along my lips. “Be a good girl and do as I say, and I’ll make your experience enjoyable, got it?”

      I jerk away from his touch and speak through clenched teeth. “No! I won’t stop fighting! How can you do this to someone? I’m a person. I have a life. My friends and family will search high and low for me. You can’t do this.” I pull against my restraints in a futile attempt to hit him.

      “Sweetheart, you aren’t the first, and you won’t be the last. However, my buyers expect a certain type of woman, and that’s what we’re here to provide. You’re going to bring in so much money. You’re young, pretty, and are smart. You just need to be broken. When you leave here, you’ll be begging your new owner for pain and pleasure. If he wants to fuck your ass, you’ll bend over and take it. If he wants his friends to fuck your holes, you’ll open your legs and give them access.”

      “You’re sick. You need help,” I choke on a sob.

      “You’re nothing more than a wild horse, sweetheart. You all break in the end—just wait. This is my favorite part of your training. I get to watch the light—the hope of rescue—drain from your beautiful eyes. I get the feeling you’re going to take longer than my last girl, but I’ll get you there.”

      “Stop calling me sweetheart,” I grit. I know he’s right about breaking me. The mind and body shut down after a while, helplessness setting in. I have to keep trying to fight if I want to get out of here alive and not sold through the black market.

      “I can call you slut... or bitch, if you prefer. Either way, you’re my pet for the next several weeks until the auction. If you’re good, I may even let you see sunlight for a few minutes.”

      Focus, Finley. Get information. “Why you? What do you mean, an auction?”

      “Such a curious thing,” he mocks, running the back of his fingers down the side of my face. I fight the urge to pull from his touch, knowing it will only upset him. “You’re pretty and can carry on a conversation, so I’ll let your incessant questions slide. I’m actually enjoying our tête-à-tête. This,” he motions around the room, “was my brilliant idea. I always get the prettier ones. Marco gets to train the other girls, and trust me, you don’t want him getting his hands on you.”

      My body trembles, and I pull in a deep breath. “What about the auction?”

      “It’s my favorite night of the season. What does it sound like to you, sweetheart?”

      He’s going to use that name now, just because he knows how much it annoys me. “It sounds like you’re selling me to the highest bidder.”

      He smiles, but it lacks kindness. “That’s right. They will get to see every part of you. We string you up all pretty, in high heels and pearls, allow the potential owners to touch you and see you. We have many repeat clients. It’s extremely lucrative.”

      “If the girls stay in the States, how are they not recognized as missing persons?”

      “Who said they stay in the States?” A sly grin spreads across his face. “Oh, sweetheart, you’re trying to plan your escape, aren’t you?” He runs his fingers down over my body, and I jerk under his touch. “Since the old man is dead, nothing was stopping us from getting to you. He’s the one that saved your ass all those years ago. If he hadn’t put you on payroll, you would have been in the family a long time ago.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Nick Genova. He took you under his wing to stop you from ending up here. It was a matter of time, and he knew it. When I want something bad enough, I fight for it. I’ll stop at nothing to get it.”

      “You killed Mr. Genova?”

      He laughs. A deep, hearty laugh. “Dear old dad? No, I didn’t kill him. His death worked in my favor though.”

      I stop struggling and look at his features in the low light. I gasp when it hits me. He looks so much like Nick. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.

      “Y-You’re Chris, the son he disowned.” It’s a statement, not a question, and he nods his head a fraction of an inch.

      “See, I always knew you were the smart one. Dad let me have my fun, but he tried to shut me down when you came into the picture. I followed you for months, and you didn’t even know. I even came in for a session once, not that you would recognize me. I had on a wig and glasses.”

      “He knew you were dealing with human trafficking?” I tug at my restraints again.

      He shrugs. “He found out what I was actually doing early on, and he thought he’d shut it down.” He picks up a plate with a sandwich on it. I salivate looking at it. “Anyway, enough about me. I’m here with some food. I don’t trust you won’t try to hit me, so you’re staying chained. Open.”

      He holds the sandwich over my lips, and I take a bite of it. My mouth waters instantly as the flavors flood my taste buds. It’s just a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, but right now, it tastes like the best meal I’ve ever had. I chew, swallow, and wait for him to bring the sandwich back to me for another bite.

      “Be a good girl and suck my finger. Pretend it’s my cock. If you dare to bite me, I’ll take this away and leave you where you are for another day.”

      He brings his finger to my lips and traces them, willing me to open for him. I keep my lips pressed together in a tight line as he presses against the seam. If I don’t do this, I lose food. If I do, I lose pride and a little more of myself. He presses a little harder against my lips.

      Pride be damned. I open my mouth and suck his finger.

      

  




Grayson

      I haven’t heard from Miles, so I’m sitting outside the address Allie gave me. I wait in my truck—impatiently—for any sort of movement. Someone peeks out the window, and I turn my head, giving him my full attention. I’ve already tried knocking, and no one answered. The bastard is trying to wait me out.

      “I’ve got all day, buddy,” I say out loud to myself.

      The front door opens, and I leap out of the truck, jogging to his doorstep. He turns and bumps into me. I’ve got a good three inches on the man, and he tilts his head up to meet my eyes.

      “Miles?”

      “I can’t do this here.” He turns his head side to side, looking up and down the street. The smell of fear permeates the air around us.

      “Fine, meet me at Sofia’s Place in an hour.” It’s the same place he and Finley met the other day.

      I watch his face drop, but he doesn’t say anything. He gives a curt nod, and I move out of his way.

      “If you’re not there, I’ll find you. And I won’t be so willing to move next time,” I call over my shoulder at him. He doesn’t respond, but I know he heard me.

      I drive back to the station and find Dylan working hard on Finley’s phone.

      “Any luck trying to get information from those blocked numbers?”

      He looks up at me, his eyebrows sitting high on his face. “That’s the thing about blocked numbers; they’re blocked for a reason. I never promised to work miracles, just that I would see if I could get anything.”

      I run my hands down my face in frustration. “I know. The longer it takes to find her, the less chance I have. This isn’t the first girl that’s gone missing, and unless I can work on shutting these guys down, she won’t be the last.”

      He’s typing away on his computer, neither of us saying anything until he looks up at me again. “Is there anything else you can do besides stare at me?”

      “Honestly? Without more information, I’ve got nothing. That’s why I was hoping you could help me.” Amelia hasn’t heard of Ever After, and after doing some research, I can’t find anything either. But I can’t get the damn name out of my head. An idea pops into my head, and I toy with it for a minute before I ask, “Dylan, do you know how to navigate the dark web?”

      A sly smile crosses his lips as he keeps his eyes trained on his computer screen. “Maybe. What are you looking for?”

      “It’s a yes or no question. If you can’t do it, then I can’t tell you what I need.”

      He looks over at me and stops typing. “Yeah, I know how to navigate it a bit. I wouldn’t want to do it here, though. Even if it’s for a case, there is always a chance the IP address can be hacked. If so, no one needs to know a police station is infiltrating the dark web. I’m sure hit-men would show up soon after.”

      “Fine, where? I need help looking up some information, and I need it soon.”

      “We’ll go to my house, lunchtime. I have enough blockers in place; no one would be able to find me.”
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        * * *

      

      I pull up in front of Dylan’s house, and the two of us get out of the truck. He leads me down a small hallway to his office. He cracks his knuckles, clicks a bunch of buttons, opens a few programs, and then opens a purple web browser I’ve never seen in my life. Where do people find this stuff?

      “Okay, what are we searching for?”

      “Ever After. The address I’ve seen for it is the same as Temptress. I’ve always thought it was a name change, but now I’m not so sure.

      Dylan types in a few different searches until he comes up with something that might be what I’m looking for. It’s a simple website—no pictures, no links. Just a few words: Own a sexual pet, with a phone number. The address is the same, and the area code is Chicago. I think I might be sick. If I’m right, Finley is going to be sold to someone to be their personal fuck toy. Unless I can get her back.

      I add the number to my phone and start putting a plan in place. I can’t call with my real name and real identity; that will never fly. I need to become someone new, and I know who’s going to make it happen.

    

  







            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I wish I had a clock or any way to determine how long I have been here. I’m trying to count by meals, but since I keep losing those privileges, my counting isn’t right. I’ve lost meals, I’ve been left chained to the wall, and I’ve been forced to orgasm for hours. I passed out somewhere around number eight, but he still didn’t stop. I’m living my own worst nightmare.

      If I had to guess, I would assume I’ve been here for about three days. Not nearly enough time to break me, but enough time that my psyche is already going to be messed up after I leave. Chris hasn’t had to sedate me more; the lack of food and barely enough water are keeping me docile. Is anyone even looking for me? Does Grayson know? He has to know I’m missing. I didn’t show up at his house, and I’m sure he went snooping around mine and found it a disaster.

      I’m lying on my side, cradling my raw wrists as I try to sleep. At least when I’m asleep, I have a few minutes of freedom from whatever hell this is. Hurry up, Grayson. I hear the key in the lock, and my body tenses. I press my back against the wall and try to become as small as possible. Chris walks through with a smile plastered on his face.

      “Come on, sweetheart. I’m going to get you clean and into something pretty. There’s been a lot of interest about you, and I want to get some pictures out to prospective buyers.  Can’t have you looking like a filthy slut, can we?” He has the ball gag dangling from one hand and a set of cuffs dangling from the other.

      My eyes are glued to the items. “If I promise not to scream or try to run, can we not use those?”

      He gives me a surprised smile. “Maybe I’m breaking you faster than I thought.” He pauses and thinks about what to say next. “Crawl to me.” He points to the ground in front of him.

      Play along. If he thinks I’m breaking, he’ll go easier on me.

      I push the musty blanket off me and crawl like an animal to him. Staying on my hands and knees, I look out past his legs into the open area. I’m trying to categorize what I see. I’m in a hallway with several doors that look the same as mine. The hallway floor is hardwood, and the walls are a dark red color. It reminds me of an ornate hotel.

      “Unzip my pants and suck my cock like you’re starved.” I snap my eyes up to his. His arms are crossed over his chest, waiting.

      I shake my head. “Please don’t make me, Chris. I can help you if you’d let me.”

      “Tick tock, sweetheart. Either do it or get the gag and the chains.”

      I haven’t had any part of his body except his fingers inside of me, and I have no desire to experience it now. I recoil and he laughs.

      “That’s what I thought. You aren’t broken yet, but I’ll get you there. A few more days and you’ll be begging for my cock. He wraps his hands around my hair and pulls my head back. “Let me get this on without a fight, and I’ll even make the water warm.”

      The thought of a warm shower, when I haven’t felt warm in days, is too enticing to risk testing his threat. I sit still as he puts the gag in my mouth and the cuffs around my wrists, securing them in front of me. He grabs the chain in the center and pulls me to my feet, the metal rubbing against my raw skin. I’m naked, and I turn my head so I don’t have to watch his eyes roam over me. He slides his hand over my stomach, and I recoil, trying to pull back.

      “Imagine how pretty you’d look, belly swollen, carrying my child. Who knows, if I don’t like any of the prices, I may just keep you for myself. I’ve been told I’m a good lover. By the end of these two weeks, I’ll know your body better than anyone—even you. I’ll get you to orgasm in under five minutes, and you’ll be begging for more.”

      He pulls me forward. Two weeks. That’s how long Grayson has to get me out of here. I try to focus on where we are going—how many steps, how many doors we pass—but I can’t concentrate. I’m fatigued, cold, and hungry. I stop walking, and he turns to look at me.

      “You know no one’s coming, right? We’re too well hidden. There are no traces of Ever After. The name isn’t anywhere.”

      I try to talk, but the gag doesn’t allow it. I stomp my foot and narrow my eyes at him in an attempt to be menacing.

      He matches my stare and barks, “Keep stalling, and the shower will be cold.”

      I hang my head and start walking with him again. Grayson’s going to find me, I just know it.

      

  




Grayson

      “Hey, Gray, it’s been a while. What’s going on?” the cheery voice on the other end asks.

      “Hi, Winston, good to hear your voice, man. I have a huge favor to ask. You would be pulling a hell of a lot of strings to pull it off. Think you’re up for the challenge?”

      Winston and I go back to our days in the Marines. He does a lot of undercover type of work and is full of contacts. If you need to disappear, he’s the man for the job. He’s paid very well for the work he does and has even helped on a few cases in the past.

      “Doubt it will be a challenge, but try me.” I hear him smiling on the other end, and I can picture the light in his eyes as he speaks.

      “I need a new identity. One that even the best of the best won’t be able to trace it back to me.”

      “What did you do?”

      I can’t help but smile. Asshole, assuming I did something. “The girl I told you about, the one from high school that I’ve been watching. Remember?”

      “Yeah, what about her?”

      I rake my fingers through my hair and tug on the strands. “She’s been kidnapped. Someone’s managed to keep it under wraps. The reporters haven’t started snooping yet, but I think it’s human traffickers. She’s on the chopping block if I can’t get her out of there.”

      “Why not go undercover? Why go rogue?”

      “Chief told me to stay out of it. It’s not my case, and he made it very clear that I won’t have a job if I do anything stupid. I think this has to do with Sarah, and when I mentioned that, he made a point to restrict my access to the case. I’m not going to give up without trying everything I can.”

      “Fuck.” He sighs. “How long do I have?”

      “How fast can you work? I have a number to get in touch with the person selling her, but I want to make sure this is in place before I call.”

      “You know this operation is going to get expensive, right? Without the force splitting the bill, it’s going to add up.”

      “Yeah, I have a fair amount in savings I’m going to cash in.”

      He’s silent for a beat, and I can hear him breathing. “Is she worth it?”

      I smirk as I think of Finley. “Yeah, she is.”

      “I can have a name and social for you within the hour. You’re going to have to change your appearance and get a new ID. I’ll text you the number for a guy that can get you one that will pass any test. Get that done as soon as you change. I’ll have everything couriered to you no later than eight tonight with your new identity.”

      “Thanks, man, I really appreciate this.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Grayson?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful. These people won’t stop until they get what they want.”

      “They won’t be around for long. I’ll make sure of that.”
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        * * *

      

      No time like the present to change my hair color, eye color, and some facial hair. I hopefully have a few days to grow a goatee, but for an ID picture, my stubble will be fine. My natural brown locks are now sandy blond, and my blue eyes are a deep brown. I put a pair of glasses on and look like a completely different person.

      The courier arrives shortly after, and I rip open the sealed envelope.

      Fucking Winston.

      The name he gave me is Chase Biggs. I sound like such an asshole, which, the more I think of it, might be a good thing. My new job is as a freelance investor, and I live in New York. Looks like I need a burner phone with a New York number.

      I call up Winston’s contact for a new ID, and he wastes no time giving me a time and place to meet him. Winston must have called him ahead of time and let him know how important this is. I keep giving him mental high fives as I drive to the other end of town and park my truck in the lot across the street. The building I arrive at is old, and some of the bricks are crumbling. Not the best part of town to be in, but then again, I am asking for something illegal.

      Walking up to the door, I press the buzzer for his apartment, number three-zero-one, and he buzzes the door open, no questions. I take the stairs to his floor and knock five times as instructed. He opens the door, and I have to hold back a laugh. The kid that opens the door can’t be any taller than five-foot-five and not much older than eighteen.

      “Ian?” I ask, looking at him from head to toe. He’s in a pair of loose jeans and a white t-shirt.

      “You must be Chase. Come in, I don’t have a lot of time.”

      I step past him into his small apartment and look at the equipment littering the living room. He must do this a lot. It’s not my place to ask questions. Winston would have my neck if I start questioning this kid, so I keep my mouth shut.

      “Winston tells me you’re from New York?”

      “Yep. That’s right,” I respond.

      He changes a few settings on his computer and has me stand in front of a blue background. He lines everything up and snaps the picture. I stand still, not wanting to move or disrupt him. He works silently on the computer, and I’m fascinated with how fast he’s able to put it all together. My New York ID and Passport are ready within minutes.

      He hands the documents over to me. “Tell Winston this should cover his debt.”

      I nod once, and he releases his hold on the items. I leave the apartment and situate myself in my truck. I pull out the burner phone I picked up on my way to get the stuff from Ian and dial the ten-digit number that has been seared in my brain since I uncovered it. My heart races as I wait with baited breath for someone to answer.

      “Ever After.” Her voice is light, airy, and a touch familiar.

      “I’m hoping you have what I’m looking for.”

      “That depends. What’s your flavor?”

      I hesitate in my response to her. Miles better have told me the fucking truth, or I’ll find him and kill him myself. It turns out, he was the set-up for Finley. He told me he was in some deep shit and was afraid for his family. By setting her up, he was promised it would save their lives.

      “One that’s willing to do anything.”

      The phone is silent, and my heart beats loud as I wait for her response. “Come to Temptress, tomorrow night, six o’clock. There’ll be a viewing of the merchandise for sale. Cover charge is five-hundred, cash. Tell the bartender you’re looking for a little indulgence.” She hangs up without another word.

      I take a deep breath, sending up a small prayer of thanks that the information was solid. I pull off the fake facial hair, knowing by morning I’ll have a nice bit of scruff that should change my usual clean-shaven appearance.

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I don’t know why I thought I would be able to shower alone and without the cuffs and gag; silly thinking on my part. Chris pushes me into the shower and attaches the cuffs to the hook in the ceiling. I’m stretched out, standing on my tiptoes to avoid the chaffing of the cuffs on my wrists. He’s kind enough to not start the jet stream of water on me until it’s warm though, so there’s a silver lining, I suppose.

      I hang my head, the warm water spraying over me, soothing my aching muscles and relaxing some of the tension in my body. The relief doesn’t last long, though. He steps in behind me and presses himself against my backside, making me feel all of him. I stiffen under his touch, and he leans forward so his mouth is next to my ear.

      “Relax. Just enjoy this. I promise I won’t hurt you. Unless you ask for it.”

      I want to cry, but I won’t. He doesn’t deserve it. I hold my body still, willing him to leave me alone.

      “Sweetheart,” he grabs my nipple and rolls it between his thumb and forefinger, “I want you to relax.” He places his other hand on my stomach and pulls me back to him. “I’m going to take the gag out. Don’t be stupid. Understand?”

      I nod my head, anything to get this thing out of my mouth. He unhooks the gag, and it falls to the floor. I whimper as I close my mouth.

      “My wrists are raw because of these cuffs. Can they come off, too?” My voice is hoarse as I speak past the lump in my throat.

      He draws a finger along the red marks on my wrists and tsks. “Guess I need to switch to leather. Can’t have you too banged up. You’ll be worth less.”

      Of course—not because I’m a human—but because I’m worth less if I’m banged up. I close my eyes and crawl into the recesses of my mind, blocking this nightmare out. I focus on the stream of water hitting the tile at my feet and on the wall. His hands roam up and down my body as he washes away the few days’ worth of sweat, cum, and dirt. I start to feel human again—more like myself.

      Chris slides away, and I’m grateful to not feel him pressed against me. He kneels down in front of me, holding a razor. I jerk my arms and try to back away. He glares at me, holding my leg in a firm yet gentle hold, and begins shaving my legs. It’s strangely intimate as he glides the razor up and over my curves. I relax into his touch as he finishes, moving on to my other leg.

      “You must run, you have sexy legs.” He caresses them, running his hands from ankle to thigh and back down, then places a gentle kiss to my calf. I don’t answer him. I don’t want to have a normal conversation—it’ll make him seem human. He kidnapped me. It’s not like we are friends.

      He washes everything, hair to toes, and takes special care of my core, rubbing it and bringing me close to climax. There’s no point in trying to beg for him to stop—he won’t.

      He pushes at my thighs, wanting me to open for him, but I won’t budge. “Open your fucking legs. I want to taste you,” he growls.

      I don’t want his mouth anywhere on me. “Not in here, please. My legs are weak, and my wrists hurt.”

      He pries them apart anyway, shoves his head between my legs, and licks a strip from my clit to my asshole. I try squirming away from him, but he holds me over his face. He bites my inner thigh, and I cry out. The coil of pressure from his edging earlier, the sensations of his tongue from moments ago, mixed with the bite, sends me into a mini orgasm. My hips buck against the air, and a needy moan passes my lips.

      He stands, satisfied. “That’s more like it. We’ll come back to this. We’ve got business to attend to, and I want you all dolled up. He turns off the water and grabs a towel, drying himself before starting on me.

      “Can I please get my arms down? They’re falling asleep.” He unhooks them from the ceiling and unlocks the cuffs. I sigh in relief. “Thank you.”

      He pulls me with him into a room I haven’t seen before. I take it all in. There’s a large, four poster bed in the middle of the room, covered in a black comforter and crimson sheets. It looks so comfortable; I want to curl up into it. Along the walls are shelves, and when I catch sight of a whip, I lower my eyes, refusing to inspect further. There’s a large mirror across from the bed. He opens a set of drawers, and I cock my head to the side as he slips into a pair of gray sweatpants and a t-shirt. He looks so comfortable. I wish I had that luxury.

      “On the bed.”

      “No.”

      His face contorts. His eyes darken, and he presses his lips together in a firm line. In two steps, he’s in front of me and yanks me by my hair, pulling me with brute force toward the bed. He throws me on my back and straddles me. I kick and buck, trying to get him off me, but the attempt is futile. He’s much stronger than me, and I haven’t had much to eat in the past few days. He pins my hands above me, strapping them into leather restraints. Then he tightens them so I can’t move my upper half.

      “Let me go!” I scream as I kick at him. He slides down, sitting on one leg as he pushes the other one out to the corner, securing it into another restraint. My heart is beating out of control, and the corners of my vision blur as panic sets in.

      The shower I could handle. The water was warm and I could forget, but this is just as horrible as the cage-like room I was in. Three out of my four limbs are secured down, but I don’t stop fighting—screaming at him. Listen to me! He drags my other leg to the corner and secures it in place.

      I’m spread eagle, naked, and bared to him.

      “Fucking bitch. I’ll just have to sedate you to get the clothes on.” He opens a drawer in the stand next to the bed and pulls out a syringe.

      Time stops.

      Every movement seemingly done in slow motion.

      I feel the pinch of the needle in my upper arm, and everything goes blurry.

      

  




Grayson

      “Bowers, don’t tell me you’re going through a midlife crisis. You aren’t old enough for that. What’s with the blond hair, huh?” Amelia questions as I walk through the station doors the next morning. A few heads turn in my direction, but nobody adds additional comments.

      I force a laugh through my nose, and it comes out like a snort. “No. Just thought I could use a change. I’ve heard blonds have more fun; thought I’d give it a go.”

      She laughs then turns serious again. “What are you getting yourself into?”

      I shrug. “Nothing. I wanted a change.”

      She lowers her voice and locks eyes with me. “Grayson, I can’t get you out of this one. We don’t have enough evidence to go after anyone. I can’t be back-up for you. Chief already told me he spoke with you about not meddling in this case.”

      Amelia is a good detective—one of the best, but she does everything by the books. Chief’s word is gospel, and she’d be hard pressed to go against his wishes. I know deep down she understands these cases are related. I wish she would push the rules aside just this one time.

      I step closer into her space, looking around for prying eyes and ears. Keeping my voice low, I say, “Amelia, I’ve got my bases covered. It’s going to be fine. The less you know, the better. Stick with my story of trying something new to see if I can have more fun, all right?”

      She nods and takes a sip of her coffee. “We have a few people to interview today, some possible witnesses from her building. First one is in room three with some coffee, waiting for us.”

      “Great, let’s get this over with then.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The interviews were dull. No one actually saw anything useful, just heard her screaming. Most were too scared to check out what was happening; others seemed to ignore it, thinking it was a marital dispute. This is the worst part of the job, dealing with people who think they have a useful point of view, who don’t actually have solid evidence.

      It’s three in the afternoon when we finish the interviews, and I call it a day. I need to get home and ready for whatever the hell I’m walking into tonight. I need to make sure I can school my emotions in front of these lowlifes. I also need to convince them I’m Chase Biggs, a freelance investment banker from New York.

      I get home and change into a nice pair of black dress slacks, a white button down top, and a black jacket. I forgo the tie and unbutton the top two buttons, creating a more casual look. I’ve been told by a few girls in the past I can rock this look. I don’t want it to seem like I’m trying too hard.

      Winston set me up with the whole works. I’ve never questioned how he has been able to get things set up so quick, but I’m glad I have him on my side. He’s even gone as far as putting up fake articles about me with my picture across the internet, depicting my good fortunes and my success. If I didn’t know any better, I’d believe it, too. I text Winston.

      Me: You’re a mastermind, Winston. Thank you for this.

      Winston: Don’t thank me until they believe you, then you can repay me. I have very expensive taste in liquor.

      I chuckle at his response. Yeah, if that’s not the truest thing I’ve read. I change out my credit cards and IDs so everything matches my new identity before I walk out the door. I get into the rental car I got today—a sleek, sexy, convertible. Perfect for my new douche identity. I turn the key, and she purrs to life. Chase may be a douche, but he knows how to arrive in style.

      I pull up outside Temptress and hand the keys over to the valet. “You scratch her, and I’ll have your neck,” I say, trying out my thick New York lilt.

      The kid nods and slides into the leather seat, pulling it away from the curb with ease.

      Breathe. Remember to breathe.

      I press my hands into my front pockets, square my shoulders, and walk through the front door as if I own the place. The bass from the music coming from the front speakers is so loud the ground beneath my feet shakes. The girls on stage spin around the pole and dance as men toss dollar bills their way. The place is crowded, and most of the patrons are dressed in dress pants and suit jackets—businessmen.

      I secure a smug smile in place and walk up to the bartender.

      “Hey, man, what can I get you?” he asks.

      “I’m looking for a little indulgence,” I say, giving the bar top a jab with my pointer finger.

      The man gives me a once over and locks eyes with me. “Go through the red door. First door on your right, there’s a set of stairs. Go down to the bottom. Third door down. No cameras. No phones. You can leave them with the guard downstairs.”

      I turn away and walk in the direction he sends me. I push through the first door on the right. The further down I travel, the quieter the music becomes. Now, instead of the floor vibrating under my step, it’s an annoying buzz in the background. I take the last step and look down the dim hallway. A few lights line the ceiling, but other than that, it looks like there are only a few offices. There’s a large guard standing outside the third door, and I walk toward him.

      He holds out his hand, palm up, as I approach. “Phone and ID.” I hand the items to him, and he places them in a small bag, sealing it shut. “Cash.” I pull money out and hand him the folded bills. “Viewing will start in a few minutes. You have one hour to check out the merchandise and decide.”

      I sneer. “For five-hundred bucks, I better be getting a fucking show.”

      The man says nothing and pushes the door open. I walk in and see ten other men standing around. Most of them seem to be mid-to-late-forties or older. I am definitely the youngest one in the crowd.

      Fuck.

      A waitress saunters up to me and takes my drink order. I can’t have any impairments, so I order sparkling water with lime. I toss a ten-dollar bill on her tray, and her face lights up. I join the other men who are milling around, talking quietly amongst themselves.

      “Chase Biggs,” I announce, shaking one of the men’s hands.

      “Juan Garcia,” he announces, his Spanish accent thick.

      “Ever been here, Juan?”

      He squints his eyes at me but takes a sip of his drink and answers. “I’ve gotten one pet from here. She was very well behaved, but I got sick of her and sold her. I’m here for a new one.”

      Pet? These are girls, not fucking pets!

      Heat rushes through my body. I clench my jaw shut as the veins in my neck bulge. I want to ring his fucking neck. Breathe. I can’t let them see that side of me. I release my jaw and crack my neck, placing what I hope is a flashy smile back in place.

      “How about you? I’ve never seen you here before.”

      I clear my throat, trying to cover my ass. “No, I’m not from around here. Out from New York on business. I’ve been looking into a pet for a while now. Heard Ever After trains the best girls.”

      “We do,” a male voice interjects behind me.

      We all turn and face him. He has brown hair that is trimmed short, green eyes, and a fit form. He’s an inch or two shorter than me and looks so familiar. I narrow my eyes, trying to place him. Where have I seen him before?

      “Gentlemen,” he opens his arms in invitation, “you won’t be disappointed. We have an initial viewing tonight, then the auction’s in two weeks. We currently have three girls here, so some of you will go home empty handed.” A few chuckles from the group of men and everyone settles down again. “Let’s get started.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I’ve been forced to a kneeling position, legs spread wide with my hands are tied behind my back, from my wrists up to my elbows. My chest is pushed out as much as it can be. I’m in a corset that I swear is two sizes too small, an uncomfortable thong, and high heels. My blonde locks fall over my shoulders as I try to breathe through the gag in my mouth.

      The worst part isn’t even that I’m tied up and dressed like a sex bunny. No, it’s that I’ve been fitted with a vibrating butt plug and an insertable vibrator that’s clipped to my clit. The sick bastard keeps turning it on and off. I tried counting the minutes in between, but he seems to be doing it randomly. Everything aches, and the need to come is so strong. I just want this night to end.

      I can’t hear any noise around me, so I know I’m alone, and I’m thankful for the reprieve. The vibrations start again, and I suck a deep breath in through my nose. I squeeze my eyes shut behind the blindfold and squirm on my knees. I would love to stand and try to yank these torture devices off me, but without the use of my arms, I’m a sitting duck.

      I fight back the moans that want to escape around the gag. He said something about a showing tonight, which means he’s going to parade men through here. He’ll have to force any type of perceived pleasure out of me, which I know he has no problem doing. He’s done it enough already. I hate the fact my mind knows this is wrong, but my body craves the pleasure. It’s so messed up.

      The pulse on the vibrators has changed now, so it feels like a wave. It speeds up for a moment, then slows down, just to start all over again. My hips jerk forward, and I can’t stop them. Everything is so sensitive, and the tears press out of the corners of my eyes. I don’t know how much longer I can hold out. I hear the door open next to me, and a single set of shoes clacking on the floor.

      “Gentlemen, this is our newest toy, Crimson. She needs a firm hand to help in breaking her. Although I still have two more weeks with her, so she’ll be much more docile.” Chris is speaking, and I try to drown out his sales pitch.

      He runs the back of his hand down my cheek and grabs at my breast. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      I can’t hear anyone responding, and then it dawns on me. The mirror in the room is a two-way mirror. They can see in, but I can’t see them.

      What’s the point of the blindfold then? These men don’t care if I’ve been kidnapped. They already know that. It’s not likely they’ll turn me into the police.

      Chris wraps his fist in my hair and turns my face toward his. I can’t see him, but I can feel his breath on my cheek as he licks a stray tear away. The vibrations speed up, and I scream and cry around the gag. I’m on the precipice of a climax. I buck my hips, desperate for the relief that’s so close. I try to fall forward, to hide from the view of strangers, but Chris pulls me up by my hair. The extra sting from him holding me is what finally does it—I let go with a scream.

      He turns the vibrators off, and I catch my breath. He runs his hand down the back of my head, petting my hair. “Good girl,” he whispers to me.

      The scary part is, I feel a sense of pride as he speaks those two words to me.

      “I’m going to help you stand. I want to show you off.”

      I nod, desperate to get off my knees. My legs are on fire, and as soon as I stand, the pins and needles radiate all down my legs and through my toes. Chris stands behind me, and I lean into his strong body for support. We take a few steps forward, and I know I must be standing in front of the mirror for all to see.

      He spins me around slowly, so I’m facing him, then places his hands on my shoulders and pushes me down, hard. My knees buckle, and I sink to the ground.

      

  




Grayson

      The nameless man walks us over to one of the rooms, and we gather around a two-way mirror as another man enters the room.

      There’s a girl, no older than eighteen, kneeling on the bed, head held high, dark hair pulled up into a high ponytail. She’s in just a bra and barely-there panties. She looks straight ahead, but her eyes are covered by a blindfold. Nothing is holding her in place—no ropes, no gags to keep her quiet, but she stays still.

      “This is Chastity. She’s been with us for just under a month, and she’s fully broken in. She’s a good girl and takes direction extremely well. She loves sucking cock and likes it rough. She’s still a virgin, so the lucky winner has the joys of being the first to take her. However, we have had to train her to take a cock, so her hymen is broken already due to toys.”

      There are a few moans of displeasure, and I notice a few men rearrange their dicks in their pants. It’s disgusting to see how these men are reacting to these helpless girls. Most of their eyes are glazed over with lust as they lick their lips like she’s a juicy steak.

      “What about her ass? Still a virgin there?” one of the men asks, a cruel smile plastered to his face.

      “She’s had a plug, but nothing else.”

      The man nods his head in approval, and our host knocks on the glass window. The man in the room takes a step forward. “Suck this cock,” he demands, handing a glass dildo to her. The girl turns her body to face him. She takes it from him, working the toy over with her hands and mouth. I glance around me and see the men are staring in awe as she makes love to it. The man pulls it from her grasp, and she places her hands on her thighs and lowers her head to the mattress. He rests his hand on the top of her head, and she leans into his touch. This is some serious Stockholm Syndrome shit going on.

      Our host brings our attention back to him. “She’s a giver, that’s for sure.” He walks forward, and we all follow, small murmurs being heard through the crowd.

      Juan leans over toward me. “I like ‘em young, and a fucking virgin. She’d be so tight.”

      I take a small sip of my water and hum a non-committal answer. I need to remember to look this man up and find a way to get his ass locked up.

      “Our next girl here is Champagne. She has refined tastes and will explode when you pop her. We got lucky with her. She’s very sensitive and can get off with little help.”

      I look through the window. This girl is a bit older, probably in her early twenties, with blonde hair, and is strapped down to a table in a kneeling position. Her arms are spread out in front of her, and she has on a babydoll dress that barely covers her. The other man is in the room with her, and he is taking a riding crop to her ass. She’s a moaning, panting mess within minutes, and she shakes violently as she comes.

      A few men are delighted with her response, and they talk amongst themselves. I hear a few words—amazing, sexy, stunning.

      “She’s able to come over and over again, so you can have hours of fun with her.”

      I start to fidget. I need to see Finley. She has to be here—it’s the only lead I have.

      “You said you have three?” I can’t help as the question bubbles up.

      Our host narrows his eyes at me. “Yes, I’m personally training the last one. Please, wait in front of that window.” He points to the window a few steps away and turns toward the entrance of the room. I look through, and my heart soars.

      It’s her. Finley. I’ve found her!

      The man stands next to her and looks out toward us.

      “Gentlemen, this is our newest toy, Crimson. She needs a firm hand to help finish breaking her. Although I still have two more weeks with her, so she will be much more obedient if you win her. She is extremely smart and accomplished for such a young age. If you can keep her docile, you could share some intelligent conversations.”

      He runs the back of his hand down her cheek and grabs her breast. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

      I step carefully toward the window and stand as close as I can get. She’s wiggling on her knees, and small noises escape. Unlike the last two girls, she’s gagged; spit drips from around the ball and lands on the floor between her knees. He grabs her by the hair and turns her face up to him before he licks her cheek. She shakes violently and moans around the gag. I watch, immobile, as she comes.

      Fuck me. She looks beautiful as she falls apart—her cheeks are red, and her chest is heaving. I’d give anything to be able to do that for her. To be able to see and feel her fall apart.

      He pats her head and whispers something to her. She nods, and he helps her stand. They walk closer toward the window, and I get to see her beauty close-up. She’s all dolled up in the tight corset, barely-there thong, and fuckable heels. I can’t stop the wave of arousal that rushes south, straight to my cock. I want her dressed up like that for me, in my bed, letting me please her.

      God, this is so fucked up. I shouldn’t be turned on by this. I’m no better than the other assholes here. No, I am better. I’m trying to get her out of here. Not buy her.

      He turns her around and pushes her back down to her knees. I can see the small plug in her ass, and I groan, thinking of fucking Finley in there. Would she be able to handle it? Of course, she would. I would help her through it, be gentle with her. My head swims with possibilities, and my eyes glaze over as I pretend it’s me in there.

      Get it together, jackass!

      “She’s got a beautiful mouth. It’s made to suck cock. She hasn’t learned to not bite yet, so a spider gag is in order until she learns.”

      He pulls his phone out and clicks something. When her body starts convulsing, I realize he’s turned the vibrators on again. He wipes her spit from the gag as she moans and convulses on the floor. He leans down and whispers something in her ear before exiting the room. I fist my hands by my sides and clench my jaw so tight my teeth ache. The urge to scream, “Police!” and shut the operation down is strong. Except I know I don’t have back up, and I’d be dead in a matter of seconds.

      No, I have to wait. But at least I know she’s safe. For now.

    

  







            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      He steps out of the room and joins us again.

      “She seems well behaved already. Why not have the auction tonight?” I ask, keeping my accent in check.

      “You’re new here, aren’t you?” our host asks.

      “Yeah, Chase Biggs from New York, and you are?” He still hasn’t provided his name. Smart.

      He smirks, and then his face is stoic once more. “Not amused. We have rules here, and you either play by them or you don’t return. Crimson isn’t broken yet. I’ll get her there though, with a few more weeks.” His gaze leaves mine, and he looks amongst the men. “Now, as you know, you’re not allowed in the room with the girls, but you can admire from where you are now. We will allow you each twenty more minutes, and then the viewing will be over.”

      The men split, walking toward each girl’s room, and three of them meander over to where Finley is located, myself included. She’s still on the floor, her backside to us.

      “I want a better look at her face. Can you turn her around?” I ask, directing my question to the man.

      He walks into her room, helps her stand, and turns her to face the window. He’s talking to her quietly, though I can’t hear what he’s saying. I see a trail of her cum slide down her leg and drop to the floor below her. I want to lick it off her. My aching cock is begging for release.

      I reach my hand out toward her, my fingers brushing the glass. Hang in there, Finley. I’m going to get you out of here.

      “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” he asks, standing directly behind me.

      I turn to face him. “She’s perfect, everything I’m looking for.”

      “As I said, she’s intelligent, too. When I’m done with her, she won’t be any trouble.”

      “Where did you find her?”

      He laughs. “Trying to con me into giving away my secrets so you can get your own in the future?”

      I play along. “Even if you told me, I wouldn’t know where it is. I’m only here on business for the next few weeks. I’m hoping to have something to bring home with me to remember Chicago.”

      “Well, she’s quickly becoming my favorite. Who knows, maybe I’ll decide to keep her after all.” He looks at her and smirks. “Excuse me.”

      He turns and walks toward the other patrons. I watch him as intently as I can without drawing attention to myself. I need to find out who this guy is. There’s something about him that’s so fucking familiar. His mannerisms and his voice remind me of someone, but I can’t place it.

      When I get her out of here, I’m going to make sure he gets locked up for the rest of his miserable life—as long as I don’t shoot him first.

      

  




Finley

      I wish I knew what was going on outside my room. I need to get up off the hard floor; my knees are screaming at me in pain. Chris comes in again a few minutes later, and I hope it’s to untie me.

      “You’re doing so well, sweetheart. Your audience wants to get a better look at your face. I’m going to help you stand, and I want you to stay where I put you.”

      He reaches down, placing his hands on my waist, and helps me stand. “Spread your legs.”

      I widen my stance and feel my cum slide down my inner thigh. I hold my head up high, pretending I’m looking out the window at the ocean. If I concentrate enough, I can hear the waves rolling along the beach. I’m calm. Even after everything that’s happening to me, the calmness settles over me like I know I’m going to be safe.

      I take a deep breath through my nose and hang on to the feeling. Grayson, please get me out of here. I’m afraid of what I’m going to turn in to.

      I’m left standing there for at least another ten minutes, and I do my best not to move around. Chris comes in and locks the door behind him.

      “You put on a wonderful show tonight, sweetheart. When you come, you look exquisite. I’m going to untie you now.” Oh, thank God! “I’ll even keep you untied for being such a good girl; however, I’m staying with you tonight.”

      He begins to undo the knots that line my arms, and when they are free, I allow them to flop forward. My chest and arms are so sore from being tied for so long; I don’t think I can get out of the corset without help.

      “I’m taking the gag out, too. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      He removes the gag from around my head, and I’m so happy I might burst. I’m free for the night and have a real bed to sleep in, not the musty mattress. He helps me out of the corset and the thong. I turn to look at him over my shoulder, silently asking about the plug and the vibrator, and he shakes his head.

      “Hands and knees on the bed. I want your ass facing me.” I don’t move fast enough, and he smacks my ass, the sting and heat from his touch making me gasp. “Don’t make me gag you again. I want to hear your moans.”

      I do as he asks, and he pushes between my shoulders so my chest is pressed down on the bed and my ass is high in the air. “Give me one more.” He turns the vibrators on, and I press back into his touch and moan.

      “Oh, fuck!” The vibrations zipping through my lower half are driving me crazy, and I circle my hips, searching for my friction. Anything to set off the explosion quicker. He grasps my hips tightly with his hands, and before I register what’s going on, he plunges in deep.

      I’ve never felt so full, and despite the fact that I don’t want him in me, my body refuses to push him out. It works harder to keep him in place. My eyes roll back, and I moan in ecstasy. This is so wrong. I shouldn’t be enjoying this.

      “Come on my cock, Crimson.”

      He thrusts hard and fast, the plug making the fit even tighter. I push back against him, working his cock in and out of me. I do as he asks, and I explode around him as my upper body falls more into the bed. He holds my hips up and works my limp body to his satisfaction before he turns everything off.

      He then pulls the toys out of me. He gathers me in his arms and tucks me into bed with him right behind me. “Such a good girl, Crimson,” he whispers in my ear.

      “That’s not my name,” I say, fighting to stay awake.

      “It is now. Better get used to it.” He kisses the back of my head as exhaustion pulls me under.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      We’re ushered out of the room and get our phones and personal belongings back. I’m sure they made copies of our IDs and tracked our phones while we were in there, and I don’t want there to be any chance of me fucking this up. I play dumb and take my phone and ID out of the bag, pocketing them straight away. I stifle a yawn and make the excuse that I need to get some sleep due to an early meeting in the morning.

      I need to get to the hotel I’m staying at and try to figure out who this guy is. My mind has other ideas, and images of Finley tied up keep replaying. Don’t even get me started on the way she came—it was like watching the best porno ever. I only wish I could have seen her eyes when it happened. I want to watch those beautiful gray eyes roll back as her smile takes over. I palm myself on the ride back, needing to find some relief soon from the show I just witnessed. I should not be so fucking turned on. This is a serious problem, and I need to get her out of there.

      The positive of the night is she looked okay. She didn’t appear to be beaten up too bad, and they seem to be feeding her. At least I don’t have to worry about her dying of starvation over the next two weeks.

      Two weeks.

      How am I supposed to keep this facade going for two more weeks? I’m positive I’ll have a tail until the auction happens. They want to make sure I don’t have any ties to the police or to anyone else that will shut them down.

      These men aren’t stupid.

      I get to my floor and walk to my room. A large man stands outside my door, a scowl plastered to his face. As I get closer, I see he’s the guard who was outside the door tonight for the showing.

      I clear my throat to catch his attention. “Can I help you?”

      “Chase Biggs?”

      “Yeah, what do you want?” I answer, my New York accent coming out strong.

      “I’m here to make sure you made it back in a timely manner. You left the club so quick. Were the other girls available for the evening not up to your standards?”

      I sneer and play up the asshole persona. “Not really. I like them restrained and eager to please, not eager to fill their pockets. I don’t fuck strippers. Have a good night.”

      I push open the door and close it behind me, not giving the man a chance to talk further. Well, I’m right about the tail. I power down my burner phone, burying it under some clothes, and step into the bedroom to call Winston on my real phone.

      He answers on the first ring. “Hey, how did tonight go? Everything work out?”

      I hold my phone against my ear and unbutton my shirt, peeling it away from the hard planes on my body. I continue to strip down to my boxers as we carry on a conversation, kicking my pants to a random corner.

      “I found her.”

      “Great, well, tell your partner and get her out of there.”

      I hesitate before answering. “I can’t yet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I rub my face, trying to get the mental images of her out of my head. “If I wait until the auction, I can bust everyone there. The ring leaders, the sick freaks who will purchase—everyone. This is much bigger than just Finley.” God, I’m such an asshole. I should be happy about being able to get her out of there, but if I can stop this from happening to anyone else, I want to.

      He sighs. “Are you going to call your partner?”

      “No, I can’t. The less she knows, the better. This is now an underground operation. I need a team. Are you up for it?”

      “Anything I can do to help stop these sick fuckers.” I can hear his smile through the phone.

      “I knew you’d be up for helping, Winston. Thanks, man. I’ll call you with details.”

      We hang up, and my mind wanders back to Finley. She looked so sexy and fuckable in that corset, thong, and heels. I lay back on my bed and close my eyes, picturing her and all the dirty things I want her to do to me. I’m going to hell for getting off on seeing her like that, but right now, it’s like heaven.

      

  




Finley

      The room is dark, and I’m sweltering under the blankets. I feel like I’m lying next to a furnace, and then I feel his arms and legs wrapped around me. His breath is wet on my neck as he breathes heavily, deep in sleep. My heartrate and breathing kick up, and I try my best to not wake him. I need to get out of his hold, or I’m going to fall into a full-on panic attack.

      I wrap a few fingers around his wrist to lift his arm up off my breast, but he squeezes tighter, and a quiet whimper of pain passes my lips. I try to roll on my stomach, but he won’t let me, his legs and hands holding me in place. Please, don’t wake up. I do the only other thing I can to get some relief and toss the blanket off me.

      I sigh as the trapped heat escapes, and I cool down instantly. I close my eyes, picturing the ocean, and breathe deep, steady breaths, hoping he didn’t wake up.

      He stirs next to me, and my heartrate picks up again.

      “Too hot, sweetheart?” he asks, his voice groggy with sleep.

      I don’t answer him, and he snuggles in closer, peppering my neck with kisses. It’s easier to give in than to fight him, so that’s what I do. He nudges my neck with his nose, and I tilt my head to the side, pretending it’s Grayson. He growls his approval in my ear and slides his hands down my body, his fingers finding my core as he circles my sensitive clit.

      I buck my hips up and moan. It’s Grayson. He nips my neck, and I buck my hips again at the same time. He crawls down my body, pushing the rest of the blankets out of the way. He pushes my legs open and pulls my lips apart, his tongue darting out to taste me. He gives a long, flat lick from my ass to my clit, and I moan louder.

      “So responsive to me.”

      He sucks me between his lips and thrusts two fingers up into me. I grip the sheet between my hands, grounding myself. His tongue, his fingers—it’s all too much, and I’m close.

      “Please,” I beg. “Don’t stop.”

      He works me harder, and I explode on his tongue as my eyes roll to the back of my head. He laps up everything I have and crawls back up my body. He kisses me, opening my mouth with this tongue, letting me taste myself. My body has taken on its own life, and I raise my hips toward him, pressing the head of his cock to my clit. He reaches between our bodies and lines himself up, pushing in.

      I freeze. He doesn’t even seem to notice, too wrapped up in his own pleasure. The moment his cock brushes my g-spot has me seeing stars, and for a minute, I can forget where I am. I allow it all to happen.

      “Oh, fuck, sweetheart. You’re made to take this cock.” He pounds into me, and I wrap my legs around him. He wraps his hand around my throat and applies the smallest amount of pressure, and another unexpected orgasm rips through me, my entire body shaking.

      I moan his name as he shoots everything he has into me. He keeps pounding, working through his orgasm, and when he stops, he looks at me.

      “Grayson, huh?”

      I pop my eyes open and stare at him in shock. No, no, no! I didn’t moan his name; I moaned Grayson.

      Fuck! I try to crawl out from under him, but he presses on my throat harder, making my breaths come out in small pants. I reach my hand up, trying to pry his fingers free. My vision goes black around the edges as I fight to stay conscious.

      “Here, I thought you were enjoying me.” He shrugs and sits back on his heels. “Any way I can break you, I suppose. Clean up your mess like a good girl.” He holds his flaccid penis between his thumb and forefinger and motions down to it. I hesitate, and he grips my hair and shoves my face in his crotch. “Lick it, like the good slut you are.”

      Each time I try to pull back, he pushes me forward, and I have no choice but to start licking it. They are small kitten licks at first, trying to touch as little of it as possible, but that does nothing but get him hard again. I try to use my hands to clean him, but he pins them behind my back. I cry out in pain as he pulls my arms tighter.

      “Shove my whole fucking cock in your mouth and suck it like a good girl. If you bite it, I’ll tie you down and let Marco fuck your ass raw.”

      He thrusts his hips up into my mouth in a steady rhythm, and I try to pull back, gagging as he hits the back of my throat repeatedly. He holds me in place, and I can feel him twitching inside me. He then pulls me off him by my hair and comes all over my face and boobs, marking me. I pull at my arms in his grasp, trying to free myself, but he holds me in place.

      “Next time I fuck you, you’d better call out my name, or I’ll move forward with my threat.” A devilish smile spreads across his face. Even in the dark room, I can sense just how evil it is. “Better yet, don’t want you to get used to calling out my name with your new owner. Smarter to stick with Master. Let’s try it now.”

      I look at him, blinking my gray eyes. He can’t be serious.

      “Now!” he booms.

      “Y-yes, Master.”

      “Get that cum off you, and get back here. I’ve got a long night planned for you. You had a few people interested in you, and I need you to be ready.”

      I keep my head down and enter the small bathroom in the room. He has a few people interested? I’m going to end up in India, or Mexico, or somewhere no one will find me. I sit on the floor and let the ever-growing panic attack consume me. I wish there was a lock on this door. It’s only a matter of time until Master comes and drags me out to play.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      It’s been a week, and I’ve had a tail on me.

      Every. Fucking. Day.

      Winston has become the “business” I’m here for, and I’ve been meeting with him and his team at various restaurants throughout the city, discussing the mission. The auction is in another week, and my stomach is in knots as I make sure we don’t mess this up.

      If this doesn’t go as planned, I risk losing her for good.

      “So, Chase, when are we going to check out Temptress?” Winston asks. He leans back in his chair, an air of cockiness in his demeanor. His broad shoulders take up a lot of room at the table, and it forces the other men a little closer together.

      “I was thinking I could take you and the boys there tonight.”

      I look around the table, and the rest of my team nods in approval. “Great, we can meet you there at seven and head in together. Why don’t you call and get us a table?”

      I turn on my burner phone and call the saved number for Temptress.

      “Temptress, where your fantasies come true. How can I help you?” A woman with a sultry voice answers.

      “I want to book a table in the VIP section for seven tonight. Party of six.”

      “Are there any special accommodations you’re requesting?”

      “Yeah, make sure it’s unobstructed. If I’m shelling out the cash for it, I want to get my money’s worth.” Any time I call on this phone, I try to keep my farce up. Who knows who’s listening to these conversations? I don’t want to tamper with the phone to look for the bug. What businessman would think his personal cell was being tapped?

      “Very good, sir. Your name, please, for the table?”

      “Chase Biggs.”

      “Let the doorman know who you are, and your table will be ready for you.”

      I hang up, look at Winston, and nod to let him know we are good for the stakeout.

      My phone rings moments later, and I look down at it. No one has ever called this phone, and I can only assume it’s the auction host.

      “Biggs,” I answer, holding my finger to my lips to keep the guys quiet.

      “Ah, Mr. Biggs. So glad to reach you. This is the owner of Ever After.”

      Smart. Still no name for this fucker. “Hi. Has the auction changed?”

      “No, nothing has changed. Since you’re new, I want to extend my hospitality to you. I see you’re coming to Temptress tonight with some friends. I want to give you a private showing of one of the girls. I believe you were interested in Crimson, right?”

      This has to be some sort of trap. “Thought you had rules you follow, and that’s that? You don’t seem the type to allow patrons to sample the merchandise.”

      “I need a willing participant to test her out, make sure she’s worth what I expect to get for her. I’ll have someone get you at your table tonight, and we can discuss some things.”

      I ball my hand into a fist and speak through clenched teeth. “What kind of things?”

      “The kind of things that need to be discussed in person. I’ll see you tonight.”

      He ends the call, and I want to throw the phone across the table.

      “What did he want?” Winston asks, keeping his voice quiet.

      “The man of the hour has a surprise for me tonight.”

      

  




Finley

      Still no rescue from Grayson.

      Master has robbed me of my sight, sound, and voice. I’ve had noise cancelling headphones on, a gag in—except to eat and drink—and the blindfold has been secured in place for so long, I have a headache. I feel I have been left here for weeks. I know it’s been only a few days because I’ve counted meals. I’m never alone anymore, but that doesn’t matter. I’m coming to terms with the fact a rescue is never happening.

      He unties the blindfold and pulls the headphones off my ears, and I gasp in relief. My headache starts to subside in an instant. I could kiss him, I’m so happy.

      “I have a special treat in store for you today. We’re going to go somewhere, and I need you to behave. Can you do that for me?”

      I lower my eyes to the ground as he has instructed me. “Yes, Master.”

      “Oh, fuck,” he takes a deep, ragged breath. I peek at him through my lashes and see the bulge straining against his pants.

      I don’t say anything, and I know he isn’t expecting an answer anyway.

      “I want you so wound up you would do just about anything to get off. Go pick out a princess plug, then bring the attachable vibrator with you. I would try the nipple clamps with you, but the dress I picked for you is going to be tight. Don’t want you getting off from that sensation.”

      He unties me, and I stretch before walking to the table with the various vibrators. I pick out the ones I know he likes the best and carry them back to him along with a bottle of lube. He inserts the vibrator, attaching it against my clit, and turns it on the lowest setting. Just enough to awaken everything within me.

      He pats the top of my head. “Such a good girl.”

      He runs his fingers down my cheek. I lean into his touch. I’m starved for it when he doesn’t. I’ve been drugged, sleep deprived, and made to orgasm on his schedule. If he wants a training session after I’ve been asleep for only an hour, he gets it. He can play my body like a fiddle now. He knows all the spots to touch to make my body wake up, but he also knows all the places that hurt the most.

      He uses those when I talk back or refuse to do as he asks. It’s been a long time since I’ve done that, too afraid of the consequences. He has a mean streak, and I don’t want to be on the wrong side of him again.

      “What’s your name, sweetheart?” He swats my butt, so I climb on the bed and get on my hands and knees. I press my chest into the mattress, sticking my ass in the air. He gives me a plug almost every day, and I now know what he wants from me.

      “Crimson,” I whisper.

      “What are you to me, Crimson?” He drizzles the cold lube on my puckered hole and rubs it around. I bite my lower lip to stop the impending moan, but it slips free anyway.

      “Your pet.”

      I hear his zipper, and the bed dips behind me. I tense up, and he rubs my back, soothing me. “Shh, Crimson. You’ll love this. Just relax for me.”

      He pulls my cheeks apart and presses his blunt cock against my asshole, the pressure he applies slowly opening me to him. I try to crawl forward, out of his grasp, but he grabs my hips and holds me in place.

      “Don’t you dare move. You’re going to let me fuck your ass. If you fight me, I’ll force it.” I hold still and push my breath out. I repeat this a few times until I’ve calmed myself down. “Good girl. Now, I want you to push back against me.”

      I relax even more with the aid of his praise and do as he asks. The burn of the stretch is present, but it’s not as bad as I thought it would be. The plug the past couple of days has helped to stretch me. I press back against him until I feel his balls rest against my ass, and I take a few deep breaths.

      “Oh, fuck, Crimson. I want to be balls deep in you all the time.” He pulls back, and the drag of his cock in my ass sets everything on fire.

      He turns up the vibrator, and I clench around him. It doesn’t take my body long to orgasm anymore. He said when I arrived, I would be coming from the noise of the vibrator alone, and while it’s not entirely true, it’s close.

      “Master, please, I need to come.” I grit my teeth, trying to hold off as long as I can. I know how much he likes to come with me.

      “Fucking come for me.” His grip on my hips is tight as he pounds into me. I thrust back against him as my orgasm tears through me, and I feel his hot cum in my ass.

      He rests for a minute, leaning his weight on my back as he turns the vibrator off so I can catch my breath. He pulls out and shoves the lubed-up plug right into my ass, holding his cum in place.

      “I want you to think about my hot seed, deep in your ass tonight. I want you to remember you belong to me.”

      I look back at him, a statement on the tip of my tongue, but I know better than to speak without permission.

      “What do you want to say, sweetheart?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t say I’m yours. You’re going to sell me in another week, and then I’ll need to get used to a new Master.”

      “Continue to be a good girl, and I might change my mind. Come on, we have to get ready to go out. This is going to be a special night for you.” He helps me stand and pulls me in for a passionate kiss.

    

  







            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I fidget with the thick-framed glasses on my face and take a deep breath as I enter Temptress. I look at the doorman, a large smile plastered on my face. “I have a table reserved for Chase Biggs.”

      The large man gives me and my crew a once over. “I.D.?”

      I pull my wallet out and hand him my New York license. He glances at it, then back at me, before handing it back. He turns on his heel. “Follow me.”

      He leads us to a roped off area to the side of the stage with big plush seats and a table in the middle. We all crowd in, and I give the bouncer a tip. Nothing’s free, after all. The barely dressed waitress saunters over to the table to take our drink orders. Once she leaves, we all get into character, watching the ladies on stage. Some of my team hoot and holler at the show, then talk amongst one another.

      I’m itching to explore, but I know I have to wait for the mystery man to come to me. I lean back into the seat and cross my leg, resting an ankle over my knee, trying to appear relaxed despite every muscle in my body being tense and my senses on high alert. I’m still not sure what his angle is, but I made sure to inform the guys to play it cool and not try anything. I want justice for everyone, not just the handful that are here tonight. I look around, and Winston puts his hand on my shoulder.

      “Dude, you need to chill. You’re going to draw attention to yourself if you can’t calm your ass down. Focus on the stage. He’ll come to you.”

      “Right.” I lift my glass to my lips and take a large swig of the cold drink, the ice cubes clinking together as I set it on the table again. I stretch my neck and take a deep breath. I turn my head and watch the girl on stage take her bra off and shake her tits to my man in the front row, who is throwing money at her. I take another sip of my drink, this time smaller, hoping it will calm my racing heart.

      Finley flashes through my mind. She’s the epitome of beauty. I picture her in the corset and thong from a week ago. Fuck. It’s been my fantasy every night this week. I lift my knuckle to my mouth and bite down on it, trying to ease some of my tension.

      I’m still in my fantasy when a man approaches our table. Winston elbows me in the side, and I look up at him. I need to stay more alert. I can’t be daydreaming. If I fuck this up, I lose.

      “Mr. Biggs, thank you for coming tonight. So happy you’re able to bring your clients for some entertainment.” He smiles, showing me his perfect teeth.

      “Happy to be here, Mister…” I still can’t pinpoint who he looks like, and it’s driving me insane.

      He ignores me and addresses the group. “I hope everyone is enjoying their evening so far. We have a great group of girls tonight, and there are plenty of rooms in the back if any of your men would like a private show. Please let the waitress know, and she will be happy to accommodate you.”

      I shake my head and smirk. Still refusing to give me a name. I look at my team, and they’re all playing it up. They laugh amongst one another, and some make crude gestures.

      “I’m sure, if they see something they like, they’ll take you up on that offer.” I smile, but it’s forced.

      “Good. If you’ll follow me, we have some business to discuss in private.”

      I look around the table and give a slight nod to them. They each have a role to play; this was one of the scenarios we discussed would happen. I stand, smoothing out my shirt as I do so, and pick up my drink, downing the rest of it.

      “Lead the way.”

      We walk down the same hallway as before, but he leads me to one of the private rooms instead of the staircase. He must have brought her up. My body tenses as I think about it. Will I be able to handle seeing her up close? Will she recognize me? Fuck, I just want to run my fingers through her silky strands and take her away from this horrible place where no one can hurt her again. He stops in front of the door, and I almost walk into him; I’m so lost in my own head.

      “She’s special, but she’s going to need a firm hand. I’ve broken her down a lot since she arrived, but I need to make sure you can keep her under your thumb. If you were to win her.”

      “Why is she so special? What makes her different than any other girl here?”

      “She knows a lot, and she’s very intelligent. If you can’t keep her submissive—and quiet—she’ll have a lot to say.”

      “I can handle keeping someone quiet. It’s never been a problem before. Not quite sure I understand what the problem is here. But why put her up to bid if you’re worried?”

      “She’s going to fetch me a fortune.”

      He smiles, and I see the glint of excitement in his eyes. This is all a game to him. He pushes the door open. My heart stops, and my breath gets caught in my throat. She’s kneeling on the unforgiving floor in a tight gold sequined dress that’s barely covering her ass and tits. Her hair is flowing down over her shoulders. Her chin is tucked, and her eyes are trained on the ground. I stop myself from running to her and instead look back at the monster keeping her here.

      “What do you want me to do with her?”

      “Whatever you want. I need to make sure she’ll respond to others besides me. The other two men interested in her were eager to get their hands on her, too. She performed very well, but I fear she may be at her breaking point for the night.”

      His eyes sweep down to her. “Crimson, come here and greet Mr. Biggs.” He points to the ground in front of us. She crawls over, stopping in front of me, and sits back on her heels. She looks up, her big, normally descriptive, gray eyes now blank. She parts her lips as if to say something and closes them again.

      I reach my hand down. “Crimson, please stand.” She takes my hand, and I pull her to her feet. The familiar warmth from her touch spreads through me. I turn to look at him. “You don’t expect me to fuck her with you watching, do you?”

      “I expect you’ll take care of my merchandise, but I can wait outside if you prefer.”

      “Yeah, I’m not putting my dick on display for others. Leave us alone,” I growl.

      “My only rule is the plug stays where it is, and her dress stays on.” He pulls a small, silver remote from his pocket and turns the vibrator on. There’s a quiet hum coming from between her legs. She closes her eyes and bites her bottom lip. Fuck me. I want to run my tongue along every inch of her flesh. It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m hard in a second.

      “Why?”

      He smiles. “She’s keeping something for me.”

      “Only if you give me the controls. I want to see what she can really do.” I turn to face her. “I want you screaming, baby.” She blinks at me but doesn’t say anything.

      He hands over the small controller and stops by the door, turning to face us. “You have thirty minutes.” He closes the door behind him with a gentle click of the latch. Finley, I hope you can forgive me for what I’m about to do.

      

  




Finley

      If I wasn’t broken before, I most definitely am now. I’m kneeling on the cold floor, silently waiting for the third person I’m supposed to meet tonight. I know crying isn’t going to do anything, and so I kneel, patiently waiting to be a fuck toy again.

      The first man was at least sixty and fucked my mouth while Master watched from the corner. I kept silent when he knocked the back of my throat and came down it. I swallowed everything, as I’ve been taught, and kept my eyes lowered. He seemed satisfied, and Master was happy, too. When the man left, Master whispered praises in my ear and stroked my cheek. Although, he left me kneeling on the hard floor.

      The second man walked through the door with a sadistic smile on his face. If Lucifer was on Earth, this man was him. While he wasn’t a bad looking man, his demeanor and the aura around him were less than appeasing. He strolled in, bent me over the chair, and fucked me hard until he was about to come. He then pulled the plug out and shoved his cock in my ass, shooting everything he had in me. I cried out in pain as he entered me from behind. He wasn’t as gentle as Master was earlier, and I can still feel him. He threatened to keep me gagged if he won me because I’m too loud.

      I’m alone again, kneeling on the floor, waiting for a third man to come. I just want to go to bed and cuddle with Master. He’ll make me feel better. The door opens, and I see two sets of shoes walk in. The man speaks first, and he has what sounds like a New York accent.

      “What do you want me to do with her?” he asks.

      “Whatever you want. I need to make sure she’ll respond to others besides me. The other two men interested in her were eager to get their hands on her, too. She performed very well, but I fear she may be at her breaking point for the night. Crimson, come here and greet Mr. Biggs.”

      I crawl to him and glance up. He looks so much like Grayson, my breath catches in my throat. My mind is playing tricks on me. It has to be the drugs Master made me take. He has the same shape face and hard jaw line, but his eye and hair color are different. Plus, he has on large hipster glasses. He is very handsome though. Why would a man like this need to pay for sex?

      He reaches his hand down to me. “Crimson, please stand.”

      I place mine in his and stand directly in front of him. Master and Mr. Biggs are having a conversation, but I tune them out. I focus on the small hum of electricity that runs from my fingertips to the palm of his hand, then he drops mine. The vibrator turns on, and the wave of arousal floods my system. I bite my lip and flutter my eyes closed, focusing on the feeling. I hear the door close, and I’m left in the room alone with this strange man. I’m not worried, though. There’s a calming presence about him.

      I keep my eyes closed, letting the feel of the vibrator take over. I don’t want to see his face. It’s too hard, especially since he looks so much like the one person I’d kill to see.

      “Crimson, open your eyes.”  His voice is quiet and gentle. I do as I’m asked, and he stops the vibrator. He places his hands gently on the sides of my face and leans his lips to my ear, placing a gentle kiss on me.

      “You look beautiful in that dress. I’ve been thinking about you since I saw you last week. You look so amazing when you come. I’d like to experience that with you tonight if that’s all right?”

      I furrow my brows but nod my head. He’s being nice and asking? What a concept this is. He takes a seat in the chair in the corner and pats his knee. “Take off the vibrator and come sit on my lap.”

      His voice is husky and deep— positively sinful. If this is the man that buys me, I might actually survive. I do as he requests and straddle his lap, and when I’m seated, my dress rides up and shows him my bare pussy. He growls and grabs my ass cheeks, squeezing them hard. I flinch, and he loosens his grip. He smells so good, so familiar. I want to curl into his lap and breath him in.

      “Good girl,” he coos. I smile. I never thought praise would help make things easier. I want to hear him say it again. “I want to watch you come. Use me how you need to get off.”

      He digs his fingers into my hair and pulls my lips to his. I let him control it, giving him whatever he wants. I rock my hips back and forth over his thigh and moan into his mouth. I reach my hand down for his cock, and he places his hand over mine, stopping me.

      “No, Crimson, this is about you,” he says against my lips. “Use me. Let me help. Show me how you like to be touched.”

      I take his large hand in mine and place his fingers over my clit, circling them how I like best. He kisses me hard again, and I moan into his mouth as he swallows my sounds. I gyrate my hips back and forth, chasing my release. He attacks my neck with his mouth, planting big open-mouthed kisses on my skin.

      The building pressure in my belly tightens, and I moan in his ear. “Please, let me come, Master. I’m so close.” My hand drops away, and he continues playing.

      “Come for me,” he whispers, his voice shaky with need.

      I’m wound so tight from being edged all night. Neither of the other men let me come. I convulse on him, dropping my head to his shoulder to muffle my moans of pleasure. He grinds me down on his leg, extending my own blissful high.

      I relax into his touch, catching my breath for a moment. A quiet, “Please,” escapes from my lips. I’m not sure why it came out, but it felt right. So much of him is familiar and warm. I will cling on to this memory and hope to God he’s the one who wins me. I get off of him, returning to the center of the room on my knees, as I was instructed to do. I look down, my cum seeping down my legs, pooling on the floor below me.

      He stands and looks down at me, resting his hand on top of my head. “I’ll be back for you.”

      He leaves the room without another word.

    

  







            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      My mind is reeling as I hear the door click closed in place, his words hanging thick around me. Will he be willing to set me free if he buys me? He was so gentle, and his eyes reminded me so much of Grayson’s. It had to be his doppelgänger. I sniffle and wipe my nose, hoping to keep my emotions bottled up. I know Master is going to want more out of me tonight before we sleep—he always does.

      A door opens behind me, and I figure it’s Marco to take me back to my cell. I stand and keep my head down as I’ve been taught.

      He stops right in front of me and places his finger under my chin, lifting my face to him. I keep my eyes closed. Marco is large, and I’m scared of him. I’ve only been in his presence once, and that was enough to scare me into complacency. I’m happy Master hasn’t allowed him to touch me. This man touching me is so gentle, though, so maybe Master was lying to me. Maybe Marco isn’t so bad.

      “Finley?”

      I slowly open my eyes and get a good look at him. He’s tall and broad, with dark skin and dark curly hair. He looks like he could be of Puerto Rican descent. He is a good-looking man, but it’s not Marco. I’ve never seen this man in my life, yet he knows who I am. My heart beats out of control, and I pant in short, labored breaths.

      “I’m here to help you.” He holds his hands in front of him like he would a scared animal.

      “Who are you?” I take a step back.

      “I’m Grayson’s friend. I’m here to rescue you. Please, come with me.” He extends his hand, waiting for me to accept it.

      “N-no.” I take another step back and shake my head. “This is a trick to see if I’ll run. I’ve been a good girl. I don’t want to be punished.”

      Memories of Master tying me down and beating my ass with a whip until the skin almost broke open flashes through my mind. My skin heats in the spots that suffered the most damage from his abuse. He then tied me down and left me for almost a full day with nothing for the pain. He only came back because I begged and told him I’d be good and do whatever he wanted.

      “Finley, this isn’t a trick. Please, come with me.” He steps in closer, and I press myself against the wall, cowering.

      “No. Master is expecting me to be waiting for him. He promised he would be nice to me tonight.”

      “Fuck.” He reaches into his pocket and advances on me, too fast for me to react. He covers my mouth before I can get a word out and presses my head against the wall. He then presses his body against mine, keeping me in place. “Finley, I promise I won’t hurt you. We need to get out of here, now, before it’s too late.”

      I scream behind the rag in fear as tears stream down my cheeks. He pulls the syringe out of his pocket and injects it into my neck. I don’t want to die like this. Everything starts to go fuzzy, and my eyelids feel like lead bricks. I fight to keep them open, but it’s no use.

      Everything goes black.

      

  




Grayson

      I’m going to hell for what I just did, but I couldn’t fucking help it. She was too damned tempting, and I had to play my part. I wanted her so bad, but I would never have been able to live with myself if I took her like that. I walk out of the room, leaving her there on her knees like she means nothing—a worthless toy.

      “Was she to your liking?” The owner comes out of the shadows.

      “She’s extremely well behaved. You’ve done a good job breaking her. I can’t wait until I have her to myself.” I give him a cocky smile.

      “There’s been a change of plans. She won’t be available for this auction. Based on feedback from the others, she needs more time. I wanted to give you a taste of her, to entice you to come back at a later time.”

      My heart pounds against my ribs. Did I hear this fucker right? I shake my head, trying to wrap my head around what he just told me. “What do you mean, she won’t be available? What was the point of letting me fuck with her if I don’t get the chance to own her?” I growl.

      I just left her in the fucking lion’s den. I clench my fists and hold them to my sides as I shake in anger.

      “There are two other lovely girls you can bid on, but Crimson won’t be for sale this month. I told you I wanted to make sure she is well-behaved, and she performed well, but not to my standards. I appreciate you taking part in our business dealings, and I trust you’ll keep this confidential. No need to let people in on our little secret, yes?”

      I turn to open the door, but it’s locked. He smirks and raises his eyebrow in question.

      “Then I want to come back tomorrow and get another opportunity with her. I’ll pay you for it.”

      His smile fades, and something resembling a snarl takes its place. “No. Keep it up, and I’ll call security and have you and your friends escorted out.”

      I can’t get banned from this place, so I swallow my pride and give him a curt nod. I huff and walk past him and enter the main part of the club, walking straight to the table. Trent is the only one standing there.

      I grit my teeth. “Where the hell is everyone?” Are they seriously getting busy with these girls?

      “We need to go, now. Ask questions later.”

      I toss some cash on the table, and we are out the front door in less than a minute flat.  Winston pulls up in an SUV. He motions toward the back seat, and I jump in. Finley’s passed out and is leaning against Chad. Her head rocks to the side as the car flies down the road on bumps.

      “Oh, God, Finley.” I reach across Chad and hold her face in my hands. “What the fuck happened, Winston? This wasn’t part of the plan.” Her breathing is deep and even. She looks peaceful. I can’t even imagine what type of shit she has had to endure these past few weeks.

      “I was sneaking around and overheard them talking about shipping her off. I knew you’d go ballistic if that happened, so I deviated. I had to get her out of there.” He takes the turn a little too fast, and we all jostle in our seats.

      “What about the other girls? Did you get them, too?”

      “Gray, they aren’t stupid and probably already know who you are. Your cover’s been blown, especially after tonight. I called the department and spoke with Shaw. She’s sending a team down there ASAP to take care of things. She’ll get the other girls and get your mystery man.” He grips the steering wheel so tight, his knuckles are white.

      “I can’t go to my house. We need to hide somewhere else.”

      “We’re going back to my place. You can stay there for a few nights until Shaw has everyone in custody.”

      “They’re going to look for me. I need to get back to my hotel room tonight. Make sure when you bring her back to your house that you don’t have a tail. Hang out in a parking garage for all I care, just don’t let anyone see her.” I can’t stress enough how important it is to me that she not be discovered.

      We pull up in front of the hotel, and I jump out, walking up the stairs quickly. I try to calm down, and I wipe my sweaty palms against my slacks. When I reach the door to my room, there’s already a large man standing there waiting for me.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I growl. “I won’t say anything about his precious place, but I don’t want either of the other girls.” My voice is deep and menacing. He doesn’t want to fuck with me right now. I have so much pent up anger, my fist will be in his face in a matter of seconds if he doesn’t move the fuck away.

      “Boss wants to chat with you. Seems your party left quickly tonight.” He hands me the phone. I snatch it from his hand and place it against my ear.

      “Biggs,” I growl.

      “Mr. Biggs, seems we have a bit of a problem. Crimson’s not here, and your party was quick to leave tonight. I wanted to inquire as to her whereabouts?” His voice is calm, eerie-like.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We had our fun and were ready to call it a night. You’re the last person I saw, and my associate and I left after that. Everyone else had left prior. Maybe your girl wasn’t as well-trained as you thought she was.”

      “Well, interestingly enough, the cops showed up right after you left.”

      I swallow hard but try not to give myself away. “That is interesting. Don’t know what to tell you, though. I don’t know the cops around here.”

      “Stay close, Mr. Biggs.”

      He disconnects the call, and I hand the phone back to the man. “Get out of here.” My shoulders are so tense they might as well be up by my ears. I need to get a grip on my emotions if I’m going to make it through this. I’ve never been this pent up over a mission. Usually, I go in, get what I need, and get out.

      She’s wrapped herself around my heart, and I’d rather die than let anything else happen to her.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I turn the burner phone off and call Amelia. I need to know if they uncovered anything.

      “Bowers. I’ve been missing you at work. How’s the mini vacation going?”

      “Shaw, what happened tonight? Are the girls safe?” I strip out of my clothes and dig through my bag for jeans and a t-shirt.

      “The only thing we shut down tonight was some prostitution. We got a tip from an unknown source, but it didn’t lead to much. Are you my anonymous call?”

      I ignore her question. “Did you go down into the basement?”

      “No. Blueprints for the place don’t show any basement.”

      “Shaw, there are two more girls down there. We got Finley out, but that was a fluke—”

      “What do you mean, you got Finley out?” She lowers her voice. “You need to get her down to the station now. We need to question her, find out what she knows—”

      I run my hand back and forth over my hair. “Fuck! Listen to me, Shaw,” I whisper-yell into the phone. “She’s not safe. She can’t come out of hiding right now to answer your questions. You need to get back there and go to the basement. Look for the other two girls and get them out.”

      “The best I can do is get a warrant to look around. We already searched the place tonight and didn’t come across any stairways that led down. Are you sure about that?”

      “Positive. I’ve been there. I can’t explain right now, but I will when I can. Get that warrant ASAP and check again.”

      “Fine. When are you coming back to work?”

      “When this shit is behind us. I’ll talk to you later.” I hang up and pace the room. I need to get to Winston’s and see her. Honestly, I still can’t believe it’s real, and I need to make sure for my own goddamned mind.

      I text Winston for the address, change, and race downstairs to the lobby. I look around and notice my tail sitting there reading the newspaper.

      Shit. I slip into casual mode, sticking my hands in my pockets and plastering a smug smile on my lips. He notices me and tips his head in greeting. I walk over to him and sit in the seat across from him.

      “Did I do something wrong?”

      “Not at all. Mr. E’s a private person and wants to make sure his investments are protected. That includes anyone who comes to look at the merchandise.”

      I smirk and rub my jaw. “So, he’s having me followed as protection to me?” I deadpan.

      The man smirks back. “Yeah, something like that.”

      “I see.” I stand without another word and walk into the bar, ordering a drink. The bartender puts the glass down in front of me, and I hold it up in salute to the man who refuses to take his eyes off me.

      I need to figure out how to get out of this place without him following me. Getting to Finley is priority number one. I look around for any distraction to use. There’s a table with a few ladies checking me out, giggling. I smile wide, giving them a full display of my dimple, fix my glasses on my nose, and strut over to them, trying to keep the holier than thou persona going.

      “Ladies, you all look beautiful tonight. Care if I join you?”

      They erupt in giggles and slide over, giving me room to sit.

      “Can I buy you ladies the next round?”

      “Sure,” the blonde one responds. “I’m… Charlotte,” she responds hesitantly. No, she’s not. I’ll bite, though.

      “Hi, Charlotte, I’m Chase. It’s nice to meet you.” I take her hand in mine and brush a kiss along her fingers.

      The girls giggle some more. We talk for the next twenty minutes or so, and I convince them into the elevator with me, making it known I will be joining them in their room for the night. Since he doesn’t know their room number, as long as he doesn’t see my room unlock, he will assume I’m staying the night elsewhere.

      The elevator stops at their floor, and we all get out. “I’ll be right back, ladies. I need to run to my room first.”

      I walk to the stairwell and run down as quickly as I can. I glance around the lobby for my tail, but he’s nowhere in sight. He’s either waiting at my room, or he’s gone home for the night. I stop at the front desk.

      “Excuse me, could you please call me a cab? I’ve had too much to drink, but I think I left my phone at the bar I was at tonight.”

      “Not a problem.” She places the call, and when she returns the receiver, she states, “It should be here in a moment. Can I help you with anything else?”

      Not unless you can get this damn tail off my ass. “No. Thanks.”

      The cab pulls up a few minutes later, and I jump in, keeping my head ducked. I give the driver the address, and we’re off. No tail in sight. I breathe a little easier.

      

  




Finley

      I stir and push the blankets off me. I’m sweating. Something doesn’t feel right, and I sit up quick, the hairs on the back of my neck pricking. I look around the room for anything familiar. Master isn’t here, and this isn’t my room. I panic and throw my legs off the bed. I look down and touch the soft material on my body. I’m in a pair of shorts and an oversized t-shirt. Master doesn’t put me in clothes. Where are these from? What happened?

      I sit and think about what happened tonight. My memories of the night are a little fuzzy. Pictures of the night with the three men flash through my mind. The last encounter plays out a little longer, as he was nice to me and gave me an orgasm. Then there was the other guy who called me by my name and said he was there to help. He had to have been a trick. How would he even know I was there? I’ve never seen him before, and he screams military, not undercover cop.

      Light pools under the door, and I step toward it. I turn the knob, and the door creaks open. I pause, listening. I breathe quietly, straining my ears for any noise.

      I hear male voices in the hall and sink into myself. I’m on the top floor. There is nowhere for me to run without being caught. I guess Master sold me tonight, after all. I close the door again, quietly, and return to the bed. Instead of crawling under the covers, I kneel on top of them and keep my head bowed. Waiting. I know what I have to do to stay alive—follow orders.

      The voices get closer, and I stay frozen. When the door opens, a stream of light flows through, illuminating me. I want to look up so bad, to see who now owns me, but I fear the answer.

      “Oh, God, Finley.”

      I scrunch my brows. I know that voice; it sounds like Grayson. I look up at him and gasp. This is the same man from tonight, but he doesn’t have on his glasses. He was gentle with me. I study him as he walks closer, and he places his hand on either side of my face, cupping my cheeks.

      “Finley, can you hear me?”

      “Mr. Biggs?” I ask in confusion.

      He shakes his head. “I thought I lost you tonight. No, it’s Grayson.” He pulls me to him for a hug, and I don’t know what to do. Do I cry? Do I laugh? I slowly wrap my arms around his middle and settle on hugging him back. I lay my cheek on his shoulder.

      Grayson. It was him tonight, and he didn’t even say anything to me. He gave me an orgasm, touched me without me knowing it was him. He did it because he had to. “How long was I with him?” My voice is muffled as he holds me tighter.

      “Two weeks.” He pulls back and searches my eyes.

      “That’s it?” It seems as if I was there for a lifetime. The things I’ve done, the treatment I’ve been subjected to. The way I crave Master’s touch. All that only took two weeks? I suddenly feel weak. I always thought I was strong, but I broke in such a short period of time.

      “Finley, it’s going to be okay. You’re safe now, sweetheart.”

      Sweetheart.

      That nickname. My heartrate kicks up, and I try to breathe, but it feels like a weight is on my chest, making it impossible. Tears spring to my eyes, and I blink them away. The name taunts me now. Every time he wanted me to do something, he would call me good girl and sweetheart. I knew if he used those words, he wouldn’t hurt me.

      I stare at the wall behind Grayson’s head; I can’t look at him.

      “Don’t.” I swallow back a sob. “Don’t use that name. Call me anything but sweetheart.”

      He hesitates. He reaches his strong arm for me again but stops before he touches me. When he speaks, he keeps his voice soft. “Finley. Look at me, please.”

      I do, and he pushes the hair out of my face. “I’m so sorry about tonight. I had to keep up appearances. He has no idea who I am. I didn’t want to. Not like that, not when you didn’t have a choice.”

      “At least you were gentle with me,” I whisper. His brows draw together in question, but I don’t have it in me to relive it. “Please, don’t make me talk about it right now.” The tears slide down my face.

      “Shh,” he wipes the water from my cheeks. “We don’t have to talk about it tonight. Why don’t you lay back down and try to get some sleep? We can talk about it when you’re ready to.”

      “Will you stay with me?” I whisper. He stills, and I fear I asking him to stay has made him upset.

      “Do you want me to?” The hesitation in his response is evident.

      Picturing Grayson was what kept me sane so many times when I was doing things I didn’t want to. He made it more pleasurable. He helped me see it as a fantasy instead of hell. “Yes.”

      He walks to the other side of the bed and climbs in behind me. I pull off the t-shirt and shorts he put me in and snuggle down next to him, naked.

      He stiffens, his body feeling like a solid rock behind me. “W-what are you doing?” He swallows hard, and I feel his chest rising and falling with each breath he takes.

      Embarrassment takes over, and my face flushes, but I give him an honest answer. “Master didn’t let me wear clothes. I feel restricted with them on.”

      “Finley, you don’t have to keep calling him Master. You’re safe. He won’t get to you.”

      I snuggle back into him, feeling the warmth of his body, and it comforts me. “Please, hold me.” I want to call him Master like I’ve been trained. I don’t want to call him Grayson. It feels strange on my tongue, so I settle for no name at all.

      He relaxes and wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. I snuggle down and fall asleep quick.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake a few hours later, like I normally do, expecting him to try something—anything. But he’s lying perfectly still behind me, fast asleep, his deep breaths tickling the short hairs on my neck. I’m not sure what to do. Do I wake him? Do I let him sleep? Do I explore? I turn my body so I’m facing him and run my fingers down his cheek.

      His eyes flutter open, and a lazy smile spreads across his face. “Finley, go back to sleep. You don’t have to be up.”

      “I can’t.” I hook my leg over his hip and push my pelvis into him, rocking back and forth.

      He groans but holds me a little tighter, his muscles flexing around me. “Finley, please stop. I’m not having sex with you, especially not after what you’ve just been through.”

      “Please,” I beg. “I need this—anything. I’ll be a good girl and suck you if that’s better for you.”

      I continue to rock against him as I wait patiently for his response. He hardens under me and tilts his hips forward, letting me feel how much his words betray his body. I stick my hand down his shorts and pull him free, slicking him up with my arousal.

      “I’ll make you feel good.” I rock my hips enough for the tip to slip into me, and he pushes all the way in. I tilt my head back and moan as I clench around him.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      This isn’t right. I shouldn’t be doing this. She’s traumatized, and this is the last thing I should be doing with her—to her! I’m taking advantage, but I can’t stop my hips from moving. She’s like a siren, and I’m doomed when she’s near. I set a lazy pace, enjoying the feel of her soft curves enveloping me. She moans in my ear and clings to me like I’m her lifeline. I’ve dreamed of this—of her—all night long. As soon as she took her clothes off, I didn’t know how I would be able to sleep next to her. Then she wakes me up like this.

      I’m a glutton for punishment.

      I grab her hips and roll us so she’s on top of me. “Ride me like a good girl.”

      She places her hands on my chest, and my skin burns under her touch. She’s rocking her hips back and forth over me, her quiet moans of ecstasy pushing me to the breaking point. I grab her hips and help her move. I thicken inside her, coming to the precipice of my own release.

      “Please, can I come?” she pants.

      “Not yet.” I thrust up hard into her; she’s griping me like a vice.

      “Please, Master.”

      “Oh, fuck, yes,” I groan as I feel my orgasm in the base of my spine, and she comes with me. Her eyes roll back, and her legs quake as she rides out her orgasm. She continues rocking back and forth, stopping only when I stop thrusting up into her.

      Master. I’m fucking screwed.

      That was the single hottest word I’ve heard come from her lips. It wasn’t hot last night, not when she used that name for her captor. When she calls me Master, though, it serves to extend my own lust. She’s lying on top of me, her hair tickling my nose.

      I run my fingers up and down her spine, and she melts further into me. “Finley, do you want to take a shower? I can get us some breakfast, and I’ll find you some clothes to put on.”

      She sits up and looks at me, a small crease between her brows. “Alone?”

      I smooth the worry line with my finger. “Yes, unless you don’t think you can handle it.”

      She looks down, away from me. “I’ll be okay.” Her voice is barely above a whisper.

      She climbs off me, and I direct her to the en suite bathroom. I turn the water on in the shower, and when it’s warm, I help her step under the spray.

      “I’m going to get you a towel and some clothes. When you’re done, come downstairs and we can have some breakfast together.”

      She nods, and I close the curtain behind her.

      I pull on my boxers and jeans but leave the shirt in the room. When I make my way downstairs to the kitchen, I find Winston is standing by the window, drinking coffee. I pour myself a cup and dig through the cabinets, looking for anything for breakfast.

      “How’s she doing this morning?” Winston is casually leaning against the wall, sipping his coffee.

      “Pretty fucked up. She’s going to need some therapy after this. Winston, what the fuck were you thinking, doing that? It went against the plan. We all could have been caught.”

      He shrugs like it’s no big deal. “Yeah, I know. I also know how much you care for her, and I didn’t want to leave her there longer than we had to. Did your partner see anything?”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. She told me, according to the blueprints, there’s no basement. Temptress was only busted for prostitution. They didn’t find the other girls.”

      He pounds the wall with his fist. “Damn it. I told them when I called to have someone go downstairs and check. Why the fuck didn’t they listen?”

      “I don’t know. You know they’re moving those girls, though. I need to stay Chase Biggs a bit longer so Mr. E can lead me to the new location.”

      He perks up. “Mr. E? You have a partial name?”

      I scoff. “Hardly. I don’t even think that’s his real name. I need to ask Finley if she has any idea who he is. The man looks familiar, but I can’t place him.”

      I look at the clock; Finley’s been in the shower for a while now. “I’m gonna check on her. I figured she would have been down by now.”

      I take the steps two at a time, and the shower is still running when I get up there. I knock on the door, and when she doesn’t answer, I push it open. “Finley? Are you doing all right?”

      There’s no steam coming from the shower. I pull back the curtain and find her curled up in a small ball in the corner, shivering. I turn the water off and grab her towel, but she doesn’t bother to look at me. I drape the towel over her shoulders.

      “Can I help you stand?”

      No response. Streams of water fall from the ends of her hair, creating small rivers that run down her arms and back.

      “Finley?”

      Nothing. I need her to respond to me, and I try the only thing I can think of.

      “Answer me!” I bellow at her.

      She looks up at me with sad, distant, gray eyes but still says nothing.

      

  




Finley

      I’m free. Grayson saved me. So why do I still feel like Master—no, Chris is still here? I feel his eyes and hands all over me. I reach for the face cloth and lather it up with soap. I scrub my body until it’s red, and I finally feel like he’s not crawling along my skin. Then, I sit down and pull my legs to my chest, waiting.

      I’ve been sitting in the corner of this shower, alone, for the better part of fifteen minutes. The spray has become cold, but it doesn’t bother me anymore. If I did something wrong—or if he just felt like it—I’d be put under the cold water and made to stay there until he came to get me. It’s almost soothing now. So, I stay here, getting lost in my head.

      I’m free, but I’m not. My body craves release all the time, and it shouldn’t. It’s so messed up. From my years of training, I know this is when I need to talk with someone. This is the time when I need to seek out help, but that’s the last thing I want to do. I don’t need some shrink telling me how everything is fine now, and I don’t have to worry anymore.

      When things go back to normal and I can finally return to work, I’ll never say anything along those lines to my patients again. The rational side of my brain understands I’m not there anymore, but the rest of me hasn’t caught up.

      I hear a faint knock on the door, but I don’t bother to look up, too caught up in my own thoughts.

      “Finley? Are you doing all right?”

      I don’t answer. He pushes back the curtain and turns the water off, then throws a fluffy towel over my shoulders. It’s warm and soft compared to my frigid skin.

      “Can I help you stand?”

      I still don’t answer. I just want to sit here alone. Can’t he see I need some time right now? Maybe he’ll leave if I don’t respond. I can’t believe what I did with him last night… and this morning. Heat rises to my cheeks when I think about it. Last night, I didn’t have a choice, but this morning, I did. I could have stopped myself. I didn’t need to take things that far.

      “Finley?”

      Nothing.

      “Answer me!” he snarls.

      I look up at him. His blue eyes are large and round, his brows pulled together tight. He’s scared.

      “Finley, don’t shut down on me. Let me help you with this.” He holds his hand out for mine, waiting patiently for me to accept. I stare at it for a minute, then finally accept his help to stand, and he wraps the towel around me. I step out of the tub and walk back into the bedroom. He’s laid a pair of men’s flannel pajama pants and an oversized t-shirt out for me.

      “Sorry about the clothing choice. There isn’t much here, but at least it’s comfortable.”

      I run my fingers over the cloth and turn to him. “I’m sorry about this morning, Grayson. I didn’t mean to take advantage of you. For the past few weeks, that’s been my life—day in and day out. I’ve gotten used to it in such a short amount of time.”

      “No.” I look up at him, and he’s shaking his head, his lips pressed in a firm line. “We aren’t talking about this right now. You did nothing wrong. If I wanted to stop you, I could have.” He pauses. “I wanted it, too.” He smirks and rubs the back of his neck. “I’m sorry, though.”

      We stand in silence, and I begin putting the clothes on. He turns his back, giving me the illusion of privacy, and a tiny smile graces my face. I have to roll the waist of the pants a bit so they don’t fall off, but at least they’re comfortable.

      “Done. You can turn around.”

      He turns around and looks at me. “Are the clothes all right?”

      “They’re fine. Thank you.” I sit on the bed and tuck my legs under me, not sure what to do.

      “I can bring breakfast up here, or we can go downstairs and eat if you want…”

      Oh yeah, food. I haven’t eaten yet, and he said he was going to bring breakfast up here.

      “Can you bring something up? I don’t want to see anyone.” What I really mean is I don’t trust anyone.

      His features fall when I say ‘anyone,’ but he nods and leaves. I listen as his footsteps fade into nothing. I don’t know what to do, but I get antsy sitting here, so I stand and look around the room. There isn’t much here—a dresser, which only has male clothes in it, a small closet, and the bed. No pictures, no knickknacks, nothing personal.

      I hear Grayson returning and sit back down to wait for him. The smell of eggs and toast hits my senses before I even see him, and my stomach rumbles.

      “Hope you like eggs and toast. Thought you could use the protein.”

      Protein. I don’t think I’ll ever look at that word the same again. After the showing, Master started telling me I needed protein to keep up my strength. I thought he meant actual food, not his ejaculation. He would make me suck him off in the morning and force me to swallow everything. Only then would he give me breakfast.

      “Please, don’t use that word,” I whisper. “Eggs and toast are fine. Thank you.”

      I take the plate from him and dig in, taking small bites to keep my knotted stomach from pushing it back out.

      “Finley, I know you don’t want to talk about this right now, but I have a few questions I need to ask you. It could help us try to catch the man that did this. It can also stop it from happening to future girls.”

      I know he needs answers, and I want to talk to him, but I don’t know if I’ll be able to get the words past my lips. I clear my throat. “I can try.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I breathe a sigh of relief. She’s agreed to at least try.

      “I’m not going to ask you what happened down there. I don’t need to know those details, and I don’t want you to have to think about them right now.” She gives a small nod and nibbles at her toast. “Do you know who the man is that captured you?”

      She nods.

      My eyes all but bug out of my head, and I lean forward in my seat. “Finley, who is it? We have to be able to bring him in, stop him from doing this to others. If you can give me a name, we can stop him.”

      “Chris Genova, Nick’s Genova’s disowned son.”

      I scrunch my face as I think. “Wait, I’m confused. Nick Genova doesn’t have a son. There isn’t anything we’ve found on him that states otherwise.” Then it clicks. That’s why he looked so damn familiar. He’s a younger version of Nick.

      She looks up at me through her lashes and gives me a half smile. “I know a lot about Nick Genova that you won’t find in any document.” Her face drops, and she looks as if she’s going to be sick. “Where’s my laptop?”

      “It wasn’t at your apartment the night you were taken. Chris must have it.”

      She stands and paces the room. “I need to get in touch with Allie. She can get access to my records from her laptop. Can we get her over here today, or can I go to her? Nick gave me all sorts of information on him.”

      I stand and block her pacing. I rest my hands on her shoulders, and she looks up at me. “Finley, you’re not going anywhere right now. I’ll call Allie and have her come over here with her computer. Then you can search through notes, and if there is something pertinent you find, you can let Winston know.”

      She pulls her eyebrows together. “Winston?”

      “He’s the man that got you out of there last night. We’re at his place right now. I have to go back to the hotel I’m staying at while I pose as Chase Biggs. I shook my tail last night to be here with you, but they’re going to grow suspicious if I don’t return.”

      Speak of the devil. Winston knocks on the door, and we both turn to look at him.

      “Hey, man, you better get back soon.”

      “Thanks.” I turn to look into her scared eyes. She scoots backwards on the bed, pressing her back into the headboard and pulling her knees to her chest. I notice her hands shaking. “Finley, you’re safe with Winston. I trust this man with my life. He’ll protect you until we can put Chris behind bars.” I turn to look at Winston again. “Chris Genova. I need all the information you can dig up on the fucker. Call Shaw with anything you find out, too. I need her to work on bringing him in.”

      “Will do.”

      “I’ll check in with you later. If you need anything, let Winston know, and he’ll get in touch with me if he can’t get it.” I pull her to my body, kiss the top of her head, and then leave. It’s the last thing I want to do. I need to keep up my façade until we can bring him in.
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        * * *

      

      I take the stairs up to my room, and my tail is standing there waiting for me when I arrive.

      “Long night?” I ask, pulling the key from my wallet.

      He doesn’t say anything, but when I open the door, he holds it and pushes his way in behind me.

      Fuck.

      Chris is sitting in a chair in the corner. “What the fuck are you doing in my room?” I need to play it up so he doesn’t suspect any more than he already does. “Is this how to treat your patrons? Barge into their rooms?” This fucker really needs to leave.

      He locks eyes with me, but doesn’t smile. “Where’s Crimson?”

      “How the hell would I know? She’s not my pet to keep tabs on, not yet. Isn’t that your job until you sell her?”

      He sneers. “No matter. I’ll find her soon enough, and when I do, she’s going to wish she was never freed in the first place.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, feeling my heart beat uncontrollably. “What do you plan on doing to her?”

      “That’s really none of your concern. As you said, she’s not your pet.” He steps into my space, inches from my face. “I’ll get her back. Don’t you worry about that. I’ll make sure she’s broken, just like I always do. Don’t do anything stupid in the meantime.”

      “Since she’s not for sale, and my business is done, I’m leaving Chicago. You don’t have to worry about me. And I’d appreciate it if you’d drop the tail.” I turn and size the man up who’s standing behind me, blocking the exit.

      “Leave Chicago. Until then, expect I’m protecting my investments and my business.” He appraises me. “I’ll be in touch if anything else is needed from you, Mr. Biggs.” He walks past me and exits my room, his minion falling in line.

      I call Amelia and give her all the information I have about Ever After.

      

  




Finley

      Allie won’t stop hugging me, and I don’t have the heart to tell her to give me some space. It’s not that I’m not excited to be free and to see her; it’s just a lot to handle right now. I went through my notes on the computer and found all the information I could on Chris. I gave it to Winston, who called Amelia to fill her in. She said she would have something within an hour and would call Grayson.

      “I’ve been so worried these past two weeks. Thank God, you’re not hurt. How are you holding up? Can I get you anything?” She takes my hands between hers and gives them a gentle squeeze.

      She rambles when she’s nervous. “Allie, stop. Thanks for coming over with your computer. I’m glad I can give them some information that will hopefully help lock him up.”

      “Are you sure there is nothing else I can do for you?”

      I smile and shake my head. “Allie, you’ve done so much already. Thank you so much for coming over. I think I just need to rest now. Grayson should be calling to check in soon, and I don’t want to miss it.”

      Her eyes light up, and she winks. “You don’t have to tell me twice. I’ll leave you alone. I’m so happy you’re safe, dear. You know, I think of you as a daughter.”

      She pulls me in for one more hug as we say our goodbyes, and then she gets up and lets herself out. I stand from the chair and walk back upstairs toward my room.

      “Hey, Finley?” Winston calls from down the hall.

      “Yeah?” I ask, walking into the doorway of the room he’s occupying.

      He leans back in his seat and crosses his arms over his large chest. “Shaw called back. She said Chris Genova’s dead.”

      I perk up. “Really, just from last night?” I can’t believe it.

      He shakes his head. “No, according to his death certificate, he’s been dead for the past three years.”

      My whole body goes rigid, and I wrap my arms around myself. “No, that’s not possible. The man I was with, it’s Chris, for sure.”

      He runs his hands down his face. “According to public records, it’s not him.”

      “Does Grayson know yet?”

      “No, I’ve been trying to call him, but he won’t answer his damn phone. If I head to the hotel he’s staying at to check on him, would you be okay on your own?”

      I nod.

      “I’m talking about not opening the door for anyone, not even if it’s me. I want you to stay in your room, away from windows and everything.”

      “You make it seem like you’re harboring a fugitive, Winston. Is it possible anyone besides Grayson and now Allie know we’re here?”

      “No, this place is pretty secluded. Grayson will have my ass if he knows I left you alone.”

      “Go. I’ll be fine, and I won’t answer the door for anyone. I’m actually pretty tired. I’m going to take a nap.”

      He nods. “I’ll be back soon. No one has the house number, so if I need you, I’ll call that number. Make sure you answer it.” He hands me a phone so I can take it into my room.

      I agree and walk back into the bedroom, locking the door behind me. I crawl into bed and close my eyes. If I’m safe, then why do I have a bad feeling about this?

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I need to get her out of Chicago. That’s the only way she’ll be safe. I pace back and forth in my hotel room, trying to find a solution, when someone pounds on the door. I look through the peephole and see Winston standing there. Opening the door, I pull him inside, locking it behind both of us.

      “Why the fuck aren’t you with Finley?” I seethe. I stare daggers at him, trying to intimidate him. He’s known me for too many years, though, and my glare does shit for him.

      “I’ve been trying to call you with information, and you’re not answering your damn phone. I thought something might have happened to you.”

      I pull my phone from my pocket and see six missed calls from him and Shaw. I run my fingers through my blond locks and look back up at him. “Sorry, I had company here. I couldn’t answer it.”

      “We’ve got a problem. The man you’re dealing with is a ghost. According to public records, Chris Genova died three years ago.”

      I shake my head, not understanding. “I just talked to him. He looks exactly like Nick Genova. It has to be him.”

      “According to records, it’s not. I don’t know how we’re going to get this guy. Without a name, we’re fucked.” He scrubs his face with his hands. “Shaw’s not going to be able to do shit about it. It’s going to be up to us to get him.”

      I scoff, “And I just told him I’m leaving for New York again.” I look over at him.

      He narrows his eyes. “Why the fuck would you tell him that?”

      “I need to get her out of here. She’s not safe in Chicago. If I get her to New York, at least we’re away from him. It’s bigger than Chicago, and she’ll be harder to track. Please, tell me the address you put on my license is real?”

      He sighs. “Yeah, it’s real. It’s a hideout. And before you can ask, yeah, you can use it.”

      I smile and cup his shoulder. “How quickly can you get her a new identity?”

      “You have to get her over to Ian. Let me see what strings I can pull. Come on, we need to get back to her.”

      We pull up outside Winston’s place and get out. My rental is at the hotel, to not draw attention. Just to make sure, I stayed hidden until we were out of the city limits before I sat up for the rest of the ride. I feel like I’m back on a mission all over again. It’s a rush.

      The front door is unlocked, and my heartrate accelerates. My instincts take over, and I’m ready for anything. I look at Winston, and his face mimics mine. Fear.

      “I locked that door. I made sure I did. And she promised she would stay in her room.”

      I race inside, gun drawn, fluidly moving from one room to another. When I’m satisfied no one is on the bottom floor, I take the steps two at a time. Winston is on my heels, and he heads down to the other rooms, but I stop outside Finley’s. I turn the handle, and the door pops open.

      “Finley?” I call out. I check the bathroom and the closet, but she’s not there.

      I call out louder for her. “Finley?”

      A million scenarios run through my head. Somehow, Chris found her, she ran away, or someone else came and kidnapped her. I’m normally calm and collected in these types of situations, but panic sets in as I rush back to the front door. I run outside and to the back of the house, calling out for her.

      “Finley?”

      I see her as I round the house. She’s lying on her back in the middle of the grass, her eyes closed as she soaks in the sun. I close my eyes, tilt my head back, and take a deep breath. She’s safe. I run to her and stand above her, my shadow blocking the light. She flutters her eyes open and looks at me, a lazy smile on her lips.

      “So glad you’re back.” She sits up and twists her upper body to see me better from her angle on the ground. She cups her hand over her eyes to block the sun.

      I kneel beside her. “Jesus, Finley. You scared the shit out of me. Didn’t Winston tell you not to leave the house?” I yell, and she flinches. She scoots her body further away from mine and her chin quivers. I need to get my anger in check. The last thing I’m trying to do is scare her. She means way too much to me for something to happen to her.

      She nods and looks to the ground. “The sun was out, and I haven’t seen it in two weeks. I just wanted to sit outside for a while.” She peeks at me through her lashes and wipes a stray tear. “I’m sorry I left the house. Winston said no one knows where I am, so I thought it would be safe for me, as long as I stayed hidden. I must have dozed off.”

      I touch her cheek, wiping her tears. “Hey, it’s fine. You scared me. I thought I lost you again.” She nuzzles her face into my touch, and I kiss the top of her head. “We’re going to get you away from here for a while.”

      She knits her brows together. “Where are we going?”

      I take a deep breath and push it out. “New York. Chase Biggs is from there, and I need to get away. I have a tail on me. You can’t stay here, and I can’t protect you if I’m not around.” I extend my hand to take hers. “Come on, let’s get inside, and we can sort everything out.”

      She accepts my hand and stands up on her tiptoes, planting a kiss on my lips. I’m greedy as I pull her flush against my body, wrap my hand around the back of her neck, and deepen the kiss. It’s perfect. Just the right amount of want and lust. I let her pull back, and she smiles lazily at me. Her eyes have darkened, and she bites her lip. Damn, it’s one of the hottest looks I’ve ever seen, and I want to take her back to the room and show her how great I can make her feel.

      I lick my lips, the feel of her soft ones still present on mine. “What was that for?”

      She offers a shy smile and looks to the ground as a quiet thank you falls from her lips.

      

  




Finley

      I’m struggling to find the words I want to convey. The only thing I can think of in response to his question is, “Thank you.” So that’s what I settle on. I want to tell him so much more. I want to display my gratitude and let him know just how much it means to me that he’s risking so much to help me. I want him to know how happy I am that it’s him who’s come to my rescue.

      “When are we leaving?” I ask, walking through the front door.

      “I’m hoping to get us a flight out of here tonight. Winston is working on getting you new documents. We are going to have to change your hair color and cut it.”

      I grab my hair and hold on to it. It took me a long time to grow my hair out, and I really don’t want to have to cut it. “Can we settle on dying it a different color?” I give him my best puppy dog eyes, holding out hope. I know it’s silly, it’s just hair, but I don’t want it all chopped off.

      He gives me a sad smile. “Tell you what, we can dye it, and if it makes a big enough difference, we can leave it alone. Fair?”

      I nod. “Yes, thank you.”

      Grayson moves around the kitchen, gathering food for the two of us. The way his jeans and his shirt cling to him is making me hot with need. It’s been a few hours since we had fun this morning, and my body is responding to him as if he’s a piece of meat. I cross and uncross my legs, trying to find some relief.

      He turns and watches me, tilting his head to the side. “What’s wrong, Finley?”

      “I um… I…” I can’t get the words out. I feel too exposed out here. In the bedroom, it was just the two of us, no one around to see or hear anything. Sitting here in the kitchen, I risk Winston hearing or seeing us.

      “I need to follow you to the bedroom, don’t I?”

      I nod my head slowly. “Please.”

      “I don’t want you doing anything you don’t want to do. You aren’t being forced to do any of this anymore. He doesn’t have that control over you.”

      “I know,” I whisper, “but my body craves it. It’s like a drug, and I need a fix.”

      “I at least want it to be enjoyable for you. Are you sure you want this? Sure you want it with me?”

      “Grayson, ever since you started questioning me three weeks ago, I’ve wanted it to be you. You’re how I got through my two weeks there with Ma—Chris,” I correct myself. “If you’re not comfortable, I can go by myself, but the urge is usually sedated if I have someone else there.”

      “Did anyone but Chris ever touch you?”

      I nod my head. “Yes. There were two men before you the other night. Other than that, he just threatened to send Marco in to hurt me, but he never did. It was always just him.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He pauses, and his demeanor changes. “Do you know why he chose you? Or were you just an unlucky victim?”

      “He told me when he first took me that Nick saved me from being taken years before. Chris wanted me, but Nick got wind of it and put me on his payroll. It was his way of protecting me. He told me, when Nick was killed, I was the first intended victim.”

      “Other than that, you don’t know why it was you? Does he know who killed Nick?”

      “No to both. He said he wished he had killed the old man. I wish I had more information to tell you. Is it possible it was a client that was unhappy, or a competitor that wanted him gone?”

      “I don’t know. Shaw’s working on the case, but last I heard, there are no leads.”

      I stand and walk toward the stairs, holding my hand out for him. “Are you coming?”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I lie in bed, staring up at the ceiling. Finley is sleeping on her stomach next to me, the sheet barely covering her lower half. My phone chimes with a new message. I pick it up, being careful not to disturb her.

      
        
        Winston: Get her hair color changed to red, and get her to Ian as soon as you can. I have you both booked on the first flight out. 6am tomorrow.

        

      

      I knew Winston would come through for me. We have to stop at the store to buy a box of dye and also some clothes. I’ve been putting the plan of action into place since I decided we were going. Winston will drive her to the airport in a separate vehicle. I’ll make sure she stays with me through security and to the gate. I won’t let her out of my sight.

      There’s no reason why this won’t work. She won’t have the same name, and with her new hair color, she won’t look like her.

      I look at the text again. Red. Finley Grier is going to be one damn sexy redhead.

      
        
        Me: Red is a good color. What is her new name going to be?

        

      

      She stirs, and I put my phone down. I rub small circles on her back as she turns to face me.

      “Hey,” she says, her voice still groggy with sleep.

      “Hey yourself. Winston came through for us. We have a flight in the morning. We need to get your new ID, hair dye, and we need to get you some clothes. Think you can handle a small amount of retail therapy?”

      She smiles, still half asleep. “What color are you changing me to?”

      “A sexy redhead. I’ve heard they’re spunky. Think you can pull it off?”

      She smirks, and her cheeks redden. “I think I can give you a run for your money, sure.”

      “We’re going to make this a quick trip. We have to get over to the place to get you a new ID.”

      “Any chance you have anything I can wear besides oversized men’s clothes?” She turns and pulls the covers up, covering her chest.

      “The only other thing we have is the dress you were wearing the other night when we brought you here.”

      “I should have asked Allie to bring me something.” She sighs. “Where’s the dress?”

      I sit up on my elbow, looking down at her. “You aren’t seriously going to go out in that thing, are you?”

      “I’m not walking into a store in pajamas, and I have nothing else. What do you want me to do?”

      I give in. “Fine, but we’re ripping the tags off of a pair of jeans and a t-shirt as soon as you get them on. I don’t want you in that thing longer than you have to be.”

      Leaning in, she plants a kiss on my cheek. “Promise. Does Winston have a name picked out for me?”

      “Oh, hold on, I asked him the same thing.” I look at the message and groan. What an ass.

      “Yeah, looks like you’re going to be Abigail Sinclair.”

      The color drains from her face. “Sinclair, like the ex you left me for at prom? You have a sick sense of humor.” She throws the sheet off her and storms to the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

      “I had no idea what name he was going to pick.” I get up, pull on my pants, and go to the door. “Finley.” I knock, hoping she will answer. “Please, open up. I seriously had no idea what name he was going to pick. I’m sure he chose that name because it’s common.”

      “Why not choose Smith, or Adams, or something else then?”

      I sigh. “I don’t know. All I know is we need to get a move on so we can finish everything and be ready for the flight tomorrow.” She doesn’t respond, so I continue. “I wanted to go with you, Finley. During chemistry class, when we were partners, I started falling for you. I had broken up with Katie before prom because she cheated on me. When we got there, she cornered me, and I couldn’t get away from her. She was desperate to get back together and refused to let me go.”

      She unlocks the door, and I push it open. She’s sitting on the floor, a towel wrapped around her small frame, and her knees are pulled up to her chest. “I bet I would have had a much better time with you than with her.”

      She looks up at me, her eyes wide in shock. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. You became the unexpected hottie in my dreams. I thought about you often.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this in high school? Why wait so long?”

      I shrug. “I was scared of what people would think. I had a reputation to protect, and I couldn’t even control my ex.”

      

  




Finley

      I can’t believe what he’s telling me. It almost seems like a dream. How many times have I thought of this man, saying these exact words to me?

      Hundreds.

      For the remainder of senior year, this was my fantasy. He would find me in the halls and tell me he made a mistake, and that he really wanted me, Katie be damned. Then he would press me against the lockers and kiss me. It’s a dream I never thought I’d see.

      “You’re not messing with me, right?”

      “No, I’m telling you the truth. No one knows this, not even my closest friends. I never told anyone because my friends and Katie’s friends were assholes, and I didn’t want anyone messing with you.”

      I crawl over to him and give him a big hug. He wraps his arms around me, and I rest my head on his strong shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, we need to get going. Your dress is on the chair in the corner. Shower quick, get it on, and come downstairs. We’re running out to Target and can get everything there.”

      He leaves me to change, and I wash up quick before getting into the dress again. I want to vomit as I think of what happened in this thing. I take a t-shirt and throw it on over the dress, tying it together at the waist. At least, this way, I have a bit more cover. I pull my hair up into a messy bun and hold it in place with a pen I find on the dresser.

      He’s sitting at the kitchen table on the phone, and he looks aggravated. I stand on the stairs, listening in, trying to stay as quiet as I can.

      “Amelia, I’m doing this, and that’s final. You can handle things there. I need to get her away until things settle down.” He shakes his head and rests it back against the chair. “No, this has nothing to do with Sarah. I’m falling hard for her, and I need to make sure she’s safe. Chris is still out there looking for her, and he’s not going to find her.”

      I take another step, and the floorboard creaks under my weight. He turns to look at me. “I gotta go. Keep working on it. I’ll check in with you soon.” He hangs up and motions toward me. “Ready?”

      “Yeah. I can’t wait to get into some real clothes.”

      “Me neither.” He puts his right hand over his heart and sticks his left hand out, palm facing me. “Don’t get me wrong. You look sexy as hell in that dress, but the reason you had to wear it is something I’d like us both to be able to forget.”

      I need a change of subject. “Grayson, who’s Sarah?”

      His expression changes as his features cloud over. “My cousin.”

      “What happened to her?”

      He tells me his theories on what he thinks happened to her. How she went to Temptress for a bachelorette party and never came home. He goes on to explain the search parties that were sent out for her, and the months of searching, even when her family gave up.

      I touch his arms and run my hands down them, grasping his hands. “I’m so sorry, Grayson.”

      “Thanks. I’ve been looking through Genova’s financial records since then. Now that I know Ever After is real, I’m working on trying to shut it down. I don’t want anyone else to go through what you and Sarah have gone through. There are two more girls there still. I have Shaw working on trying to get them out.”

      “Think she’ll be able to?”

      “God, I hope so. I can’t imagine what those girls have gone through. One of them didn’t look any older than eighteen. To have her life ripped away from her, for her to be used like a piece of meat isn’t what she deserves. No one deserves it.” He kisses my cheek. “Come on, let’s get our shopping and everything done before our flight tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      We are walking through the clothing department, and Grayson is on high alert. He looks over his shoulder constantly and scans the area around us. His hand is touching some part of my body at all times, making sure I don’t disappear again. It’s endearing. I find a few pairs of pants and a few tops that will do, and I bring them into the changing room to try them on. He stands directly outside the door, waiting for me.

      I come out wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a flowy, floral top. I slide into a pair of slip on shoes, and he nods in approval. He rips the tags off everything to carry them to the register. I dump my dress into the nearest trash bin, happy to be rid of it.

      He takes my hand, and we walk down the beauty aisles, looking for hair dye. This is the part I’m not looking forward to. My hairdresser is going to kill me when I have my next appointment with her.

      “Okay, so we are looking for red. Do you want to be fire-engine red or strawberry blonde?”

      I pick up a box and show it to him. “How about auburn, somewhere in the middle.”

      He smiles. “I think that color will look great on you, Abigail.”

      “Thanks, Chase. You know, the blond doesn’t look too bad on you. I miss your brown hair, but I can get used to this.”

      I have my head down, reading the instructions, walking toward the checkout counter, when he grabs me and pulls me behind a soda display. He covers my mouth and presses his finger to his own for me to stay down and quiet. He pulls a pair of glasses out of his pocket and puts them on before standing up again.

      He browses the shelf next to us and looks to his left, addressing someone I can’t see

      “Does Mr. E have a problem with me picking up a few things for my flight home tomorrow, now?”

      The man snickers. “No, just want to make sure you understand how he feels about his privacy.”

      “I’m not an idiot. I don’t want my name being dragged through the mud either. Has he recovered his lost merchandise yet?”

      “No, but it’s only a matter of time. Not to worry.”

      “Well, when she’s back, give me a call. I’d love to have an opportunity with her again. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He gives him a small wave, and I hear the man retreating.

      “Finley,” he says. “We need to get out of here. Now.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      Finley wakes early from a nightmare and cuddles down against me. I stroke her back and play with her auburn hair, trying to soothe her. It works for a short period of time, until my gentle touches and relaxed words change the atmosphere in the room. She pushes the blankets off us and kisses her way down my body, her fingers trailing behind.

      She stops at my erect cock and takes the base in her hand, lapping her tongue along the tip. I groan and close my eyes, lifting my hips off the bed. Her tongue feels amazing. I thread my fingers through her hair and help guide her mouth down on me. She takes me all the way in and hums as I hit the back of her throat.

      “Oh, shit, Finley, you feel amazing.”

      Bobbing her head faster, her tongue slides up and down the underside of my shaft as she works me over. I lift my head and watch her. Her eyes are closed, and she’s breathing heavily through her nose. I pull her off me and look into her eyes.

      “I want you to get off before I do. Can I taste you?”

      She nods, and I push her on her back, sitting up between her thighs. Her hair fans out around her on the pillow like a ring of fire. I run my finger over her folds and feel that she’s soaked. She sighs and bucks her hips up to me. She throws her legs over my shoulders, and I hold on to her hips, pulling her close.

      It doesn’t take long for her to pant and moan. With each lick and suck, I bring her closer and closer to her climax. She’s riding my face, putting me exactly where I need to be, and I watch as her body tenses and then relaxes, coming hard.

      I smack her thigh. “Hands and knees, baby. I want this ass bouncing off me.”

      She does as I ask, and I enter her from behind, feeling her tighten around me. This is what perfection feels like. She’s what I’ve been missing all these years. This perfect woman. I admire her slim features and the way her muscles flex when I touch any part of her.

      “Grayson, please, move.”

      Her moans pull me from my thoughts, and I move in and out of her, slowly building the tension between the two of us. I wrap my arms around her waist and have her sit back.

      “Play with that clit for me,” I rasp in her ear.

      “Yes, Master,” she coos and does as I ask.

      I’m not even sure she realizes what she said, too lost in the sensations—but I know. It’s still the hottest damn thing to leave her pretty lips. I’d be lying if I didn’t want her to continue to say it.

      I’m moving with her. My pace has quickened, and I’m holding out because I want her there with me. She’s squeezing me, and her moans grow in volume.

      “Come on Master’s cock,” I demand, and she does. Her whole body convulses in my arms as I chase my own release. I hold still against her, giving her everything, filling her up. I’m never going to get used to how she feels around me. I let her go, and she flops forward, completely spent, on the bed.

      “Grayson?” she mumbles.

      I’m panting, trying to catch my breath. “Yeah, baby?”

      “Do you enjoy me calling you Master?”

      I rub her back, feeling her muscles relax under my touch. “I’d be lying if I said no, but I don’t want you to feel you have to say it. This is the second time you’ve said it to me, and I’m not sure you realize it.”

      “I have?” She turns to look at me, eyes wide.

      “Yeah.” I lay my hand on her cheek, soothing her.

      She’s silent, then says, “I don’t mind calling you it if you like it. I’d like to associate it with something kind and loving, rather than something so dark.”

      “It’s your choice. You let me know what you want to do.” I turn and look at the clock. “We need to get ready for our flight.”

      The rest of the morning goes off without a hitch. She changes into a sundress she bought at the store and a pair of strappy flat sandals. I refused to let her get heels in case she has to run. She leaves her hair down to air dry. The new color makes her gray eyes pop more than her natural blonde, and it’s breathtaking. She really is a beautiful woman.

      She applies a small amount of makeup and takes one more look in the mirror. Our eyes lock as I stand behind her, and she asks a silent question.

      “You look amazing. The hair color suits you.”

      She climbs in the car with Winston, and I get in the rental I had him bring over last night. Please, let everything go to plan today.

      

  




Finley

      “Winston, I need you to do a favor for me.” I buckle up and try to relax in my seat.

      “Anything you need, Red.” He looks at me, smiles, and focuses on the road again.

      “If anything happens to me, don’t let him beat himself up. Make sure he moves on.”

      His tone is serious. “What the hell are you talking about, Finley?”

      “This isn’t the end of it. Chris may have not killed his father, but I believe he had a hand in it. He’s not stupid. He hasn’t gotten this far off the family name alone.”

      He shakes his head, not wanting to believe me. “We’ve changed your identity and your look. You’re heading to New York. I really don’t think he’s going to find you that easily.”

      He doesn’t know this man like I do. The way he’s treated me, the darkness that lurks under the surface. “I wouldn’t underestimate him, that’s all I’m saying.”

      We ride in silence the rest of the way, the only sounds coming from the rock station playing on the car’s stereo. I’m wrapped up in my thoughts, trying to figure out what I’m going to do. I can’t return to Chicago, not unless Chris gets sent to jail. Even then, is that going to be enough? What about Marco? Would he continue or go down with Chris? My mind races.

      “Finley, I’m going to give you something, and you’ve gotta promise me you’ll follow my instructions exactly.”

      “Will it help keep Grayson and me safe?”

      “It will at least help me find you if things go south.”

      “I’ll do whatever needs to be done.”

      He smiles. “Good.” He hands me a small bottle, and I put it in my purse. “Take one every forty-eight hours. It won’t harm you.” I nod, not even questioning his instructions. “He really likes you, you know?”

      Warmth spreads through me as I think about being with Grayson. “I like him, too, Winston.”

      Grayson walks up to my side of the car and opens the door for me. “Ready to go, Abigail?”

      “You’d better be taking me to see Times Square, Chase. I want to see all the sights. Being an investment banker must give you some perks.” I wink at him. He takes my bag, along with his, and grabs my hand with his other.

      The check in process and getting through security are a breeze. Winston set both of us up to go through with pre-check. As soon as we get past the TSA agents, I sigh in relief. No one has come barreling toward us, trying to take me back.

      “Are you hungry? We can stop for something to eat before the flight.”

      “I’m not hungry, but I’m dying for a coffee.”

      He smiles down at me, and my stomach does small flips. “Whatever you want, babe.”

      Whatever I want. I follow him to the Starbucks line and hold on to his arm, rubbing my thumb along his large bicep. He keeps looking around, and it’s making me nervous. He’s just doing his job, taking extra precautions. We step forward in front of the barista, and she looks at us, waiting for us to order.

      He orders a vanilla latte for me and black coffee with sugar for him. She finishes punching the keys on the register. We pay her, and he gives the name Chase for the order. We move down to the pick-up area, waiting for our coffees to be made, and he is on high alert again.

      “Gra—Chase, should I be worried? I’m starting to stress out with you looking over your shoulder every ten seconds.”

      “Chase,” the barista calls out. He drops my hand from his arm. He picks up our drinks and hands me mine.

      “No, there’s no reason to be worried. You’re safe with me.” He takes a sip and jerks his chin in the direction of the gate. “Let’s go to the gate and relax.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      We sit down, and Grayson pulls out his phone, scrolling through a few emails. I wish I had a phone I could look at. I never got mine back, and Grayson said it’s better that I don’t have one. That way I can’t call someone and tip Chris off. I understand his logic, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

      “Whatcha looking at?” I lean closer to him, getting a nice whiff of his after shave as I try to see the screen over his shoulder.

      “The list of passengers on this flight. Winston ran a background on everyone, make sure there is no one that raises any flags… except…”

      My heart jumps, and a rush of fear settles into my bones. “Except, what?”

      “Juan Garcia. What the fuck is he doing on this plane?” He hunches over, his arms resting on his knees as he stares at his screen.

      “Who’s Juan Garcia?” My voice shakes as I ask.

      He puts his glasses on. “One of the assholes that was at the showing with me.” He looks around the gate, searching for the unknown man. “Finley, I need you to pretend you’re my secretary if we see him. Don’t ask questions, don’t spend time looking at him, and don’t speak. I don’t want anything to tip him off.”

      “Okay.”

      Breathe in. Breathe out. Everything is going to be fine. Grayson is here. I focus on my coffee and my breathing. The last thing I need is to have a panic attack in an airport and draw attention to us. I want to take his hand, or link my arm with him, any kind of touch to comfort me, but I’m afraid to.

      “I’m scared.”

      “It’s all right, babe. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. Just breathe for me, okay?”

      I nod and take another sip of my coffee. Grayson’s fear rolls off him in waves, and I keep fidgeting in my seat. I feel so alone without his touch and comfort.

      “Chase?” His accent is thick and Spanish.

      My heart pounds in my ears. Breathe. Just breathe. He doesn’t know who you are.

      “Juan, nice to see you,” Grayson replies.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      I stand and shake the man’s hand. “What are you doing here?”

      “I have some business in New York, but I’ll be back in time for the auction.” He smiles, and I fight the urge to grimace at him. “What about you?”

      I glance back at Finley and see her shiver. I want to reach down and touch her, give her some sort of comfort, but it would give us away.

      “I’m heading home. The merchandise I had my eye on fell through. Looks like she won’t be available this month, and my business in Chicago’s done.”

      “Oh, yes, I heard there have been some,” he takes a breath, “complications.” He looks down at Finley, who is staring at her feet, trying to seem uninterested. Her shoulders are up by her ears, and her body is stiff. “Who’s this?” He licks his lips.

      “This is my secretary, Abigail.” She looks up and gives the man a small wave before focusing her attention elsewhere.

      He lowers his voice. “Pity, I like redheads. They’re such fun.”

      “Yeah, well, this one’s not for sale. It was nice to see you. Abigail and I have some business we need to complete before we board the plane. Have a safe flight.” I sit down and pull my laptop from the bag, ending the conversation. His eyes roam over Finley, and then he walks away, taking a seat closest to the gate doors.

      “Finley,” I whisper. She’s shaking like a leaf, and her breaths are coming out in small pants. “Finley, look at me.” She does, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “I’m not going to let him get you. You’re safe with me, and soon, we will be on the plane. Nothing will happen to you there.”

      She nods her head but doesn’t respond.

      “Come on, let’s have you splash some water on your face. You can freshen up; it’ll help.”

      “No. I don’t want to be alone,” she whispers.

      I want to take her fear away, hold her, kiss her, but I don’t dare. Especially with Juan glancing at us every so often.

      “You won’t be alone. I’ll come with you. We’ll go into the family restroom.”

      I pick up our stuff, not giving her the chance to refuse again, and she walks in front of me. She pulls open the door, and I push her in, closing and locking it behind me. I drop the bags and gather her in my arms. She rests her head on my chest and squeezes me tight. Her body shakes uncontrollably as she fights back tears.

      “Think he knows?” she whispers.

      “No, he was interested in someone else. He didn’t pay too much attention to you at the showing.” I don’t think so anyway. Damn, I was so wrapped up in her, I hardly paid attention to the other men there. I look around. There are no paper towels in the bathroom, just the automatic dryers. She has no way to dry her face.

      “Run your wrists under the cool water. It’ll help.”

      She does, and I wrap my arms around her waist and rest my chin on her shoulder. She takes a deep breath and drops her head to her chest.

      “I just want this to be over. I don’t want to be scared of random men my entire life.”

      “I know.” I pull her hair over her left shoulder and let my lips roam over her exposed neck and shoulder. The kisses are light and tender. They’re a reminder that I’m here with her and will protect her. Small moans press past her lips, and it does nothing but turn me on. I grip her hips and growl low and deep in her ear, “Take your panties off.”

      Without missing a beat, she pulls them down her legs and steps out of them, widening her stance in the process. “You have to stay quiet. Can you do that?”

      Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “Yes.”

      I undo my belt, button, and zipper and toss her dress up over her hips. She leans forward over the sink and sticks her ass out, going up on her toes. She’s so beautiful in this position. Offering herself to me. Knowing I won’t hurt her. I push in, and she drops her head forward, panting as I slide in and out of her.

      “You’re going to come on my cock. It’ll help you relax.”

      She reaches her hand between her legs and works herself over. I can feel her tightening around me. She’s so close. I dig my fingers into her hips, pulling her back against me, feeling her ass bounce off me with each hard thrust.

      “Come on, baby. Let go.”

      She bites her arm to muffle her moans. I’m holding her up as her legs shake with her release. I keep pounding into her until I explode, filling her completely. I rub circles on her back as I catch my breath. “How do you feel?”

      “Better. Thank you.” She tries to catch her breath.

      “We’re going to begin boarding of flight twelve-fifty-eight to New York. Please have your boarding passes out and available for scanning,” the overhead announcer states.

      “That’s us. Come on, let’s clean up and get out there.”

      

  




Finley

      I should be appalled at what we just did—sex in an airport bathroom. Yet I’m relaxed and happy. It was exactly what I needed to calm my nerves, and he knew it would work.

      “How did you know that would help?” I ask, cleaning up and putting my panties back in place.

      I watch him in the mirror, a smirk playing on his lips. “An orgasm will cure just about anything. The release helps your body relax, and it takes your mind off things.”

      I smile back at him. We leave the bathroom, and a few passengers waiting outside the bathrooms shoot us dirty looks. Oh well, I’m happy, at least. We get in line to board the plane, and Juan is a few people ahead of us. I keep my eyes trained on the back of his head, and as if he can sense it, he turns and sees us. I lower my eyes instantly to avoid his stare.

      I hand the woman at the counter my ticket, and she smiles, handing it back once scanned. “Enjoy your flight.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      Grayson walks behind me, and when I see Juan sitting in first class, I hesitate. He looks up at me and smiles. I pretend I don’t notice and walk past him to economy.

      “Chase, you aren’t sitting up here in first class?”

      “No, bought the tickets last minute, and Abigail and I have more work to get done, so we needed to stay together,” he explains.

      “Pity, thought we could chat a bit more.”

      “Maybe another time. Have a good flight.” He gives me a small push on my lower back, and I continue walking toward the back of the plane. We find our seats and buckle in. I’m glad there are only two seats on each side. He lets me take the window seat, and I open the blind to peer outside.

      “I haven’t been to New York in a long time.” I look back at him and offer a smile.

      “I haven’t been in years either. We’ll have to do some sight-seeing and eat good food.”

      “You make it sound like we’re a couple going away on vacation to see the city.”

      The idea sounds wonderful. I imagine what it would be like to actually date Grayson. I picture a relationship with him to include lots of kisses, touches, and amazing sex. I also picture pillow fights, us cooking together, and snuggling up on the couch watching movies. It’s domestic, and I want it more than anything.

      “No one knows any different. Why not pretend? It could be fun.” He knocks into my shoulder and kisses me on the cheek.

      “I’d like that a lot, Grayson.”

      “Pretending, or having it be real?”

      I shrug. “Does it matter?”

      “Yeah, because I’m going to have a hard time letting you go once he’s behind bars and this is settled. I don’t want to be someone you have sex with to fulfill a need you have. I want to be the person you think about in the morning when you wake up and at night before you go to sleep. I need to know I’m the only person that gets to hold you and take care of you. I’d love if you want to try to make this work between us.”

      My throat is thick, and I struggle to push the words past my lips. I open my mouth and close it, then lick my dry lips and try again. “Do you mean it?”

      He nods, his smile growing. “Yeah. I mean it.”

      “I’d like that, too. I like waking up with you. I like having you there to protect me. When you’re close, I feel calm. I like you a lot, Grayson.”

      “Good, then it’s settled. Finley Grier, you and I are heading out to New York on vacation. The first of many.” He winks and takes my hand. I lay my head on his shoulder and close my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I take in a huge breath and pop my eyes open. I look around me; I’m still sitting on the plane, and Grayson is sitting next to me reading. I stand up and look over the top of the seats. The curtain is drawn, separating first class from economy, and I sit down and relax again.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I just had a bad dream. I’m all right.” He threads his fingers through mine and kisses the back of my hand. “How much longer until we arrive?”

      “They just made an announcement that we will be touching down in about thirty minutes.”

      “I’m going to use the restroom and freshen up. I’ll be right back.”

      I walk to the front of the section, where the restroom is available. I splash some cool water on my face and blot it away. My eyes are a little bloodshot and have bags under them. Soon I’ll be in New York, and I’ll be safe. Well, as safe as I can be. I open my purse and pop the first pill Winston gave to me. I peer into the bottle and count. There are 5 pills in total. That means they’ll be good for a maximum of ten days.

      I pull the door open and walk into a man standing in the way.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I look up, and it’s Juan. I tremble as I try to control my breathing.

      “My mistake.” He narrows his eyes at me. “You look so familiar. Have I seen you before today?”

      “Not that I know of. Excuse me.” I try to push past him, and he grabs my arm. I look at his hand and up into his face. I push down my fear and snarl at him. “Get your hands off me.”

      “The girl I know is blonde. She goes by the name Crimson.” He appraises me for another minute before he releases my arm and turns toward his seat.

      I hurry back to mine, and the color drains from my face as I try to make myself as small as possible.

      “What happened?”

      “He knows. Juan knows who I am.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      As soon as we land, I turn my phone on to text Winston so he can find out everything about Juan Garcia. I just hope that’s his real name. Finley is staring out the window at the JFK tarmac. She’s stiff as a board and has been since she sat back down after her encounter. I thought New York would be good for us, that the tail would be gone.

      While I wait for the few stragglers to deboard, I risk calling Temptress to see if I can get in touch with Chris. A familiar female voice answers, and I recognize her from the first time I called.

      “I need to speak with Mr. E. Now!” I bark into the phone.

      “One moment, please.”

      I hear the call click over, and he comes on the line a moment later. “Can I help you, Mr. Biggs?”

      “Why do I still have a tail?” I ask through clenched teeth. I’m fuming but try to rein it in so as not to draw attention. I stretch my fingers out and fist them again, pushing the energy through my veins.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Of course, you don’t. “I’m talking about Mr. Garcia. He was on my plane today, and he assaulted my secretary. She’s very upset.”

      “I was unaware you’d brought her to Chicago with you.” His voice is so calm, and it does nothing but add fuel to my rage.

      “I didn’t. She flew out to help me complete my business yesterday, and we headed back today. I don’t appreciate him manhandling her. She’s not one of your pets for sale.”

      “My apologies. I’ll make sure to contact him in regards to this.”

      “Perfect.” I hang up and look at her. She is watching me, and I know she could hear him on the other line.

      “Can I share something messed up with you?” she asks, eyes downcast.

      I interlace my fingers with hers and brush my lips along them. “Anything.”

      She takes an unsteady breath. “It was comforting to hear his voice.”

      Shit. That is so fucked up, but I’m not about to tell her that. I take a deep breath and pull her to my chest, rubbing the back of her head. “It’s okay, we’re going to fix that. I don’t want any part of him to be comforting to you. I’m going to make sure he’s thrown behind bars where he can’t hurt anyone else again.” I kiss the top of her head. “Come on, we need to go.”

      We get off the plane and step into the bustling airport. People are coming and going from all directions. I look around, but Juan is nowhere to be seen. I take her hand and walk through the airport, seeking the exit as soon as possible.

      I order an Uber, and the car arrives within a few minutes to take us to Winston’s crash pad. It’s in the middle of Manhattan. How the hell does he afford this? The driver pulls up to an old brick building, and we get out. She looks up to one of the windows, shielding her eyes from the sun. People pass in front of and behind her as cars honk around us.

      “What floor?” she asks.

      “The fifth.”

      She nods, and we go inside, trekking up the fifty-five steps to the correct floor. I unlock the door and usher her inside and away from prying neighbors. I lock the door behind me and gawk when I see the apartment. This thing is like the Ritz, but it’s decked out with all sorts of high end electronics.

      What the fuck?

      “Ah, make yourself comfortable. Are you hungry? We could order something or go out.”

      She shrugs but keeps looking around, eyes wide in wonder. “Yeah, I could use something to eat. I’d like to go out if you’re okay with that.”

      “Great. Let me call Winston, and then we can go.”

      I leave her wandering the apartment and step out onto the small balcony. The noise of traffic and people on the street below remind me I’m in a cement jungle.

      “Made it safe?” he asks, picking up on the second ring.

      “Wasn’t expecting the pentagon here. What is this place?”

      “A hideaway. Don’t go crazy touching my shit. I’m working on getting more information about Juan Garcia, but so far—nothing. This guy’s a ghost.”

      Not surprising. “Shit. I figured it wasn’t his real name, but it’s all I have to go on. I should have snapped a picture of him when I had the chance.” I lean over the side of the rail, resting my arms on it, and drop my head to my chest.

      “Keep her safe. We’re working on a plan to extract the other girls.”

      I turn my back, looking back into the apartment, and watch her wander around. She’s perfect. Her petite frame fits perfectly under my large one, and I harden at the thought of being able to have her again. “You and Shaw?”

      “Me and the other guys. Unfortunately, I don’t think Shaw is going to be a lot of help. She has a lot of red tape she has to get through.”

      “Don’t do anything stupid and get caught. I don’t want to have to come bail you out,” I tease.

      “You know me,” he replies, smiling through the phone.

      “Yeah, that’s why I’m reminding you not to get caught.”

      

  




Finley

      I walk around the apartment, running my fingers over the different surfaces—the counter, the couch, the walls. It all feels unreal to me. I walk down the hall into the bedroom and freeze. There’s a gigantic bed in the middle covered in tons of pillows and a beautiful white comforter. There’s a large TV on the wall opposite it and a few small pieces of artwork. Whoever stays here, they don’t stay often. No dresser, no night stand. No personal touches.

      I sit on the end and flop back, letting the soft blankets envelop me, and I take a deep calming breath. Scooting back, I pull my legs up and snuggle down into the bed. It’s so soft and comfortable. I haven’t slept well in a few weeks, and suddenly, the thought of staying here to relax sounds more enticing than walking around to explore the city.

      I close my eyes and focus on the sounds of the city below me. The cars, the hustle and bustle of the city, and the occasional barking dog are comforting. I know I’m not trapped in a basement somewhere.

      “Finley, you awake?” he whispers.

      “Yeah, just comfortable.” I don’t want to move, so I stay where I am, the blankets and pillows forming a small cocoon around me.

      He sits next to me. “I can order in if you want. I’m sure there are places close by that will deliver.”

      I turn, grab his shirt, and pull him down next to me. He lays on his back and pulls half my body over his. I snuggle into his chest, and he wraps his arms around me, holding me tight. The sound of his heartbeat pulls me further down.

      “Does Winston have any information yet?”

      He pushes out a breath. “Not yet, he’s working on it.”

      I nod into him and inhale deeply, taking in his scent. His phone dings with an incoming text message, and he ignores it, keeping his arms wrapped around me. I smile to myself, knowing he’s ignoring it in favor of holding me. It feels good, being here with him, having him hold me tight. I trace my fingers along the hard planes of his chest.

      His phone dings again.

      “Maybe you should get that.”

      He groans and shifts, pulling his phone from his pocket. I see Dylan’s name as the contact, and I rest my head down again, not wanting to invade his privacy.

      “Shit.” He sits up, and I sit up with him.

      “What? What’s wrong?”

      He reads the message out loud to me. “Grayson, big problem. Her picture and your picture are all over the Ever After website.”

      “How does he know that?” I ask in disbelief.

      “He’s the one that helped me locate you in the first place. He got into the dark web and did a search.”

      Another message comes in, and Grayson opens it, zooming into the pictures.

      “That’s the picture from my practice website.” I point to the picture of me.

      “Yeah, my picture is the fake picture Winston’s guy, Ian, got up on the internet for Chase Biggs. Doesn’t look like it mentions anything about my real identity on here, so that’s good.”

      Another message, and this one I read.

      Dylan: Website states you’re in New York, traveling with a girl who might be Crimson.

      I look at Grayson and see the actual fear in his eyes. He runs his fingers through his hair and pulls the ends in frustration.

      “Looks like our vacation just became a staycation, babe.” I shrug and shake my head. I don’t care. “I need to call Dylan and forward this information to Winston. Take this phone and look up a place to order from, whatever you want.”

      I’m hesitant to take it. “Is there a tracker on it?”

      “There was. I got it out and tossed it while we were on the plane.” He shoots me a smirk, and I can’t help but smile. Even through all this stress, he still finds a way to put me at ease.

      “Order whatever—Chinese, pizza, Thai. I don’t care. I just don’t do sushi.” He makes a stink face, and I laugh.

      “It’s a little early for lunch. How can you not like sushi? It’s some of the best stuff in the world,” I gush.

      His eyes shoot up. “Raw fish? That’s some of the best stuff in the world? You’re crazy, girl. I always knew you were a little different, but I didn’t think you’d have bad taste in food.”

      He’s teasing me, and I love it. It feels so… normal. It’s exactly what I need.

      “I’m not different! You’re the different one. Sushi is as mainstream now as peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. There are very few people who don’t eat it.”

      “Well, I still don’t like it.” He sticks his tongue out at me and chuckles as he shakes his head. He stands and walks into the other room, starting up a quiet conversation with Dylan.

      I open the web browser and search for pizza places. I doubt it will be as good as a Chicago deep dish, but I can dream. There are a few places close by with decent ratings, so I pull up a website to look at the menu. I have no idea what type of pizza Grayson likes. Climbing off the bed, I walk into the living room. His head is in his hands, and the muscles in his back are tensed. I can almost smell his fear permeating the air. If he’s this worried, I should be terrified.

      He’s talking so quiet, it’s hard to hear, but I’m able to make out the last thing he says. “You need to get us out of here, Winston.”

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    




      Grayson

      “Grayson?” she asks. I didn’t even hear her come up behind me; she was so quiet.

      I snap my head up, looking at her, and offer a small smile. It’s supposed to be reassuring, but I’m sure I just look scared. “Winston, call me as soon as you have an update.” I end the call.

      Her breathing accelerates, and her eyes water with unshed tears. “What’s wrong?” Her voice shakes as she speaks.

      I don’t want to tell her. I don’t want her worrying any more than she has to. The signs of panic are settling in. I stand directly in front of her, hold her face between my hands, and kiss her. It’s not hard, it’s not fast; it’s perfect. She wraps her small hands around my forearms and melts into the kiss. I want to stay here—always. I want life to be this simple; just the two of us. No worries, no place to be, just enjoying the moment.

      I pull back and look into her eyes. Her chin quivers as she holds back tears.

      “He’s found me, hasn’t he?”

      I nod. “They know we’re in New York. It’s just a matter of time before this address gets discovered. Winston said this place has a panic room; we can use that if we need to. However, he told me no one should be able to bust down the front door, aside from a rocket launcher.”

      A message comes in from Dylan. God, I hope this is good news.

      Dylan: Your cover’s blown. Grayson Bowers is now up on the Ever After site, and there’s a large bounty for your capture.

      “Fuck.” We’re sitting ducks here. At least I don’t have to wear fake glasses anymore. I toss them on the side table, forgetting they were still on.

      “He knows you’re not Chase, doesn’t he?” Her voice cracks, and the tears fall.

      “Yeah, baby. He knows.” I kiss the top of her head and pull her into my embrace. Her body trembles in fear. I hate what he’s done to her. I hate the fear that’s rolling off her. I want to kill him for how he’s broken her.

      She pushes back, out of my arms, and wraps her own around her. Her eyes are cold, and her words come out strong. “I’m not worth all this. I don’t want you getting hurt, or killed, trying to protect me.”

      “Bullshit!” She jumps with the volume of my voice and blinks at me. “You’re exactly who I’ve been waiting for, and you are worth it. No one’s felt as right as you feel, and I’ll be damned if I lose you right after making you mine,” I growl.

      She shakes her head and keeps me at arm’s length. “No, I’m not worth it. He’ll stop at nothing to bring me back. He doesn’t care who he hurts or what laws he breaks.” Her eyes widen. “Can you have someone check on Allie and my parents? Maybe get them a stationed cop or something?”

      “I don’t think he would do anything to them. He doesn’t want to cause a scene. He put me up on the site because there are a lot of people that would love to get their hands on me for what I’ve done to them. It’s an easy way to get powerful people with bad intentions looking for us.” Her stomach grumbles. “We need to get some food if we are going to be holed up in this place for a while. Did you find something you want? I can run out to get it for us.”

      “I don’t want you going out there. We can get it delivered.”

      “No.” My voice is stern. “We aren’t going to be opening this door for anyone. I’ll get it and bring it back for us.”

      She exhales a shaky breath out. “Grayson, I don’t want you to leave. Please, can we just have someone deliver it? I’m sure the delivery kid isn’t going to be working for Chris.”

      I shake my head. “What if there’s someone just out of view from the door that’s holding a gun to him, trying to get in here. There are too many scenarios that end with you getting taken from me. I won’t put you in that kind of danger. I’m going to go out to the store, get us enough food for a couple of days, along with a pizza or something. You’re going to hang tight.”

      “Can I call Allie or my parents? I still haven’t called my parents since getting back.”

      I shake my head. “No. Shaw contacted your parents when we rescued you. She told them you are in hiding until everything blows over. The less they know, the better.”

      “So, what am I supposed to do while you’re gone? You won’t let me call anyone, you won’t let me leave, and I’m not tired.”

      “You can figure out how to get the TV to work in the bedroom and find something to watch,” I suggest.

      She just looks defeated. She turns to walk to the bedroom, and I grab her hand, stopping her. “Let me save you, Finley.”

      She sounds defeated. “Okay, Grayson.”

      She pulls her hand away from me and wraps her arms around herself, walking into the bedroom.

      

  




Finley

      How long until things settle down and I’m able to go back to my life? How long until I can see my friends, and I can go on a real date with Grayson? I don’t want to be cooped up in some high-tech apartment. I want my condo, my things, and my life. The dam bursts, and I crumple to the ground, pull my knees to my chest, and bawl. Grayson left the apartment a minute ago, so I’m all alone. A text comes in to his burner phone, but I ignore it and continue to self soothe.

      I’m not even sure how long I’ve cried for. The floor below my cheek is wet, and my face is red and blotchy. I can’t breathe out of my nose, but the tears seem to have finally stopped. I haven’t had time to let go. Grayson hasn’t left me alone long enough to get it out of my system. He just distracts me instead. I sit up and look at the phone.

      The number is blocked. I don’t want to know what it says, but it’s like a train wreck. I can’t stop myself.

      
        
        Restricted: Tick tock, sweetheart. Just a matter of time until you’re back with me. I’ve got a whip with your name on it.

        

      

      The lack of food in my system, coupled with the lack of water in my body, leaves me weak as I sit on the bed. Do I respond? Do I ignore it? I need some fresh air. I stand on wobbly legs and push open the balcony sliding door. I step out into the warm air and feel the sun beating on my face. Breathe in. Breathe out. Everything’s going to be fine.

      Someone knocks on the door, and my heartrate spikes. I stand frozen and listen for it again, a little louder this time. I sneak back inside, holding my breath so the person can’t hear me. I stand on my tiptoes to look out the peephole.

      “Damn it. Finley, let me in. I left the key in there.”

      I push out a shaky breath and open the door for Grayson, whose hands are full of groceries. He takes one look at my face and drops everything on the ground. He rushes inside and cups my face between his hands, searching my eyes.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “N-nothing. I’m fine.” I pull out of his embrace and duck to pick the bags up off the ground. He does the same and locks the door behind him.

      I’m unpacking the groceries, putting stuff in the fridge and freezer as he comes up behind me. Warmth radiates off his chest as he wraps his arms around my waist, resting his chin on my shoulder.

      “Please, tell me.”

      I turn in his arms to face him and sigh. “Everything is what’s wrong. I haven’t had any time alone to process what happened. Every time I start panicking, you swoop in and distract me. When you left, I let myself feel bad. It’s called self-soothing, and it’s good for the healing process,” I state matter-of-factly.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing else?”

      I nod. “A text came in on the burner phone from Chris.”

      He stiffens and sucks in a deep breath. “What did it say? Did you respond?”

      “It said time’s almost up, and it’s a matter of time until I’m back with him. No, I didn’t respond to it.”

      “Good, don’t do anything with that phone. Don’t answer any calls, don’t respond to any texts, nothing.”

      “Doesn’t he know who you are now, though? Wouldn’t it be easy to get your cell phone and start calling you there?”

      “If he can find it, then I suppose so.”

      I turn my back to him, unloading the groceries, and he drops his arms from my waist. I want some more time alone. I don’t need him hovering around me like a bee. He sighs once, but I ignore him as I try to tamp down the tears that want to start once again. I know I need to let it out, but now isn’t the time. Once done, we sit down and enjoy the Chinese food he picked up.

      He ordered a little bit of everything, unsure as to what I would like. It was sweet of him. He opens the few containers, and I peer inside them, looking for anything with some chicken, vegetables, and noodles. He hands me a container, and I grab for the chopsticks and dig in. We eat in comfortable silence, and when I’ve had enough, I put my chopsticks down and take a deep breath, patting my stomach.

      “That was good, thank you.” I cock one side of my lips up as he takes another bite of food. “Any updates on where we’re going?”

      “For today, we’re staying put. Winston’s working on a plan to get us out of here, but I haven’t heard from him yet.”

      He pulls his phone from his pocket and looks at a text message. He doesn’t say anything, just types a quick response and pockets it again. At this point, I don’t even care what it says. I know it’s not good news. I stand, put my dishes in the dishwasher, and walk to the balcony. The breeze feels good on my skin.

      “It’s probably best if you don’t come out here until we know you’re safe.”

      “Grayson, I can’t stay cooped up inside anymore. It’s stifling being inside. I need to feel the breeze on my face and in my hair. We’re five floors up and facing another building. It’s not like anyone on the street can see us.”

      “No, but we are facing another building, and if anyone who’s looking for us gets in there,” he points to the window across from me. “we’re fucked.”

      I throw my hands up in the air and walk back in. I slam the bedroom door shut, locking it behind me. He means well, and I’m thankful he’s risking so much for me, but at the same time, he needs to back off. I can’t handle it anymore.

      He bangs on the door. I don’t care. He can pound on it all night. His perfect face, sexy dimple, and chiseled chest are the last things I want to see right now.

      “Finley, please, don’t shut me out. I’m only trying to protect you.” His voice is muffled through the thick door.

      I ignore him and press the pillow over my face. I scream as loud as I can, channeling all the anger, hurt, and frustration into it.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I fall asleep at some point, and when I wake again, it’s nighttime. My stomach gurgles, so I climb out of bed in favor of food. I pull open the door slowly and almost trip over Grayson, who’s sleeping on the floor just outside. Warmth spreads through me as I look at his peaceful form. He’s going to be sore from sleeping there, and I feel bad I locked him out of the only bedroom.

      As if he can sense I’m watching him, he opens his eyes and inhales a deep breath, lifting his face to look at me.

      “Hey, babe.” He offers me a lazy smile.

      I kneel down, hovering over him, and cup his cheek with my palm. “Why are you sleeping on the floor? Why aren’t you on the couch or something? I didn’t mean to fall asleep and lock you out of the room.”

      “It’s okay. I wanted to be close in case you needed anything, and the couch was too far. I knew you’d come to get me when you were ready.” He sits up and stretches, then stands and takes my hand.

      We walk into the kitchen together, where we reheat some of the Chinese food. He cracks open a beer, and I open a bottle of water. Sitting down to eat, I contemplate what to say to him. Do I tell him I’m sorry? Do I tell him I’m scared? Do I tell him I’m head over heels for him? I want to. More than anything, I want to tell him how I feel.

      “We still need to go over the panic room, just in case something happens. Winston’s working on getting us a new safe space, but it’d be wise to understand it in the meantime.”

      I nod and continue to eat my food. I would rather us be silent than fighting. I need to get my head on straight, and I can’t do that if I’m upset.

      We finish, clean up, and walk into the bedroom together.

      “The panic room is here in the closet. When you step inside and slide these doors closed, the only way for them to open is if you type the code in the keypad. There’s an override, but a special key is needed for it to work, and it’s not kept in the apartment. Other than that, no one and nothing can break down the doors. Got it?” I nod again. “The code is five-five-eight-seven. Repeat it back to me.”

      “Five-five-eight-seven. I’ve got it.” I repeat the code internally a few more times for good measure.

      “Good girl. Now, when the door closes, Winston said it dials a member of his team, and you can talk to them from the inside.”

      “Why doesn’t it call the cops?”

      He rubs his hand along the back of his neck, trying to decide on his next words. “Winston doesn’t trust cops.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I jut out my hip and scoff, “He knows you’re a cop, right?” I raise my eyebrow in question. The irony can’t be lost on him.

      He nods. “Doesn’t mean he trusts them. I’m the exception, and that’s only because we served together. Tell his team member whatever they ask from you, and don’t open the damn door until someone comes and opens the door for you.”

      I pinch my eyebrows together. “You’re telling me all this like you won’t be in there with me. I’m not saving myself and leaving you here for the wolves.”

      He doesn’t say anything, but the look he gives me is enough. You just might have to.

      We climb into bed and turn on the TV, relaxing into each other. I lay my head on his chest, and he wraps his arms around my shoulders, protecting me.  It’s nice. It’s normal. He finds some random show to put on that serves as background noise. I’m aware of the solid mass of muscles pressed against me. I shift in the bed, trying to ward off the insatiable need. It’s like he can feel it, too. His breathing becomes ragged as I trail my fingers down his bare torso.

      He tries to speak, and I press my lips to his, effectively silencing him. Our tongues intertwine as our light touches become needy and rough. I grip his large, muscular arms as he presses me into the mattress, caging me in under him.

      I need this man like I need my next breath of air. I push back on him and climb on top, straddling his lap, the blankets falling off my bare back. His hands land on my hips, and he grips them and helps me rock them back and forth over his stiff length.

      Lifting my hips, I line him up and sink down onto him. The first push, it’s like heaven and hell wrapped up in one. I flutter my eyes closed, and he grips my hips, a groan of ecstasy sounding from deep in his chest. I clench and relax around him as my body works on accommodating his girth. We moan into each other’s mouths, and I lift my hips and slide back down slowly, my hands resting on his chest for support.

      “Fuck, Finley, you feel amazing.”

      He places his hands on my back and sits up, leaning forward to take my nipple in his mouth to nibble on it. I arch my back, pressing further into his mouth, needing more, wanting more. Faster, we move, and his grip on me tightens. He thrusts up as fast and as hard as he can.

      He pulls me off him and tosses me on the bed, then he stands at the edge. He drags me back so my hips are flush with his, presses my chest into the mattress, and pushes back in. This angle is so much more intense. I can feel him so deep inside of me as he hits my g-spot repeatedly.

      “Oh, God, Grayson. I’m gonna come,” I mewl.

      “Come for me, beautiful.”

      I shake and try to crawl away from him, the orgasm too intense. He holds me in place, forcing me to endure it. I moan, and my eyes roll back as my legs give out. He finishes right after me, pumping everything into me. He bends and kisses the back of my neck as he slides out of me.

      He crawls into bed and pulls me against him. Neither one of us needs to talk. We’re content lying there with one another, enjoying each other’s company.

      

  




Grayson

      This woman never ceases to amaze me. Her auburn hair cascades down her shoulders and back as she lies on top of me. Her breathing has evened out, and I think she’s fallen asleep. I don’t want to wake her. She needs sleep after everything she’s been through.

      “Finley,” I whisper. She grunts her response. “Why don’t we get cleaned up and get you back in bed?”

      She yawns and stretches then rolls to her side, facing away from me. I walk into the bathroom and get a warm face cloth to clean us both up. She turns her upper body toward me, watching as I stride closer to her.

      “Let me clean you up, babe.”

      She opens her legs for me and watches as I run the warm cloth over her delicate form. Her eyes are focused on my hands and the gentle way I clean her up. I take the washcloth back to the bathroom and hang it up. When I return, she’s lying on her side again, her knees pulled to her chest.

      “Finley, I’m here. We can figure this out together. Talk to me, please.”

      She ignores me and keeps her body in a tight ball. I wrap my body around hers, trying to comfort her with my strength. My arm is draped over her waist, and my fingers are spayed over her stomach. Her body shakes under my touch, and her tears splash against my arm under her neck.

      “Shh,” I coo. “Everything’s going to be fine. You’re safe with me.”

      “For how long, though?”

      The words cut me like a knife.

      I don’t know. I want to tell her she is safe with me forever, but I can’t promise that either.

      My phone buzzes on the nightstand, and it’s an unknown number. I ignore it, sending it to voicemail, and cuddle back down into her. The phone rings again—same number.

      I pick it up and talk through clenched teeth. “Hello?”

      “Grayson?” a female voice asks.

      I harden my voice. “Who is this?”

      “Someone that wants to help you and Finley. I have a plan, but we need to meet.”

      “Listen, lady, I don’t know who you are. There’s no way I’m meeting—”

      “Grayson, it’s Sarah,” she cuts me off.

      My heart pounds in my chest, and I jump off the bed, pacing the small space in the room. “Sarah? What? How?” Bullshit. Sarah’s dead.

      “I can’t explain over the phone. Where can I meet you?”

      I glance at Finley, who’s still curled in a ball. I don’t feel right leaving her, but she doesn’t need to hear this. I walk into the living room for a private conversation.

      “Not possible. Sarah’s dead. Why should I believe anything you say?”

      She sighs. “When we were eleven, you peed on an electric fence and got electrocuted. You were too scared to tell your parents about it, and John and I made fun of you. We told you you’d never be able to pee again.”

      I sag into the couch and run shaky fingers through my hair. My heart is beating so hard and fast, I fear it’s going to jump out of my chest. It’s difficult to breathe, like the air goes into my lungs and gets lodged.

      It’s her. No one else but John and Sarah know that story. We made a promise not to talk about it amongst one another after that day. “Sarah, where have you been all these years?” My voice drops to a whisper.

      “I can’t tell you any of that right now. Where are you?”

      I feel like I’m under water—I’m drowning. My breathing is erratic, and I drop my head between my knees to keep from passing out. Finley joins me in the room and watches me. I glance up at her and give Sarah our address then hang up.

      “Grayson, what’s wrong? Who was that?”

      “Sarah, my missing cousin.” How is any of this possible? Why is she contacting me now? Why hasn’t she come forward sooner? Finley reaches down and places her small hand on my shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “We should probably get some clothes on. She’ll be here soon.” She takes a deep breath and nibbles the flesh on her lower lip. “Are you sure you trust her?”

      “What motive does she have to lie to me?”

      “I hope you’re right,” she says under her breath.

      We change into comfortable clothes and wait for her to arrive. I’m going out of my mind with questions. Did I make the right choice by giving her this address? How did she know about us? She has to have some sort of connection to all of this to know we’re in New York and to know about Finley. I’m going to wear a hole in the floor if I can’t stop pacing and rubbing my neck. My entire body is stiff with tension. Finley watches me but doesn’t offer any words of comfort.

      There’s a knock on the door, and I stop. I look at Finley, and she gives me a small nod, encouraging me to open it. Looking through the peephole, I see Sarah standing there, looking straight at me. I unlock the deadbolt and open the door, cracking it open just a few inches.

      “Hello, Grayson.” She smiles warmly. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      “Holy shit.” I open the door wider and pull her into my embrace. I want to cry, I’m so happy to see her. I thought for sure she was dead or stuck in some other country being abused. In my moment of weakness, I didn’t look around the hall for anyone else.

      I hear the cock of a gun and freeze. “Let go of her.” I release my grip and focus my attention on Chris, who’s now pointing a gun at me. She takes a step back toward him, and my blood turns to ice in my veins.

      Without breaking eye contact with him, I tell Finley to go. She knows she’s supposed to go to the panic room. She hesitates, and I hear her breathing increase. She knows it’s Chris; she heard his voice, too. I need her to focus on the plan.

      “Now!” I yell out.

      She scurries out of the room and slams the bedroom door closed. At least I know she’s safe.

      “Nice to see you again, Chase. Or rather, should I call you by your real name? Grayson?” Chris steps into the apartment. He looks around and nods in approval. He hands the gun to Sarah and walks past me to the closed bedroom door. I keep my eyes trained on his every move.

      “Grayson, look at me,” she whispers. I glare at her. I want to rip her to shreds. How can she turn on me like this? I’m fucking family, for God’s sake! “I need you to trust me.” I scoff and shake my head, watching Chris at the door again. “I promise you both will get out of this alive, but you have to trust me. I have a plan.”

      “Oh, great, so this isn’t what it looks like?” My sarcasm gets the best of me.

      “I’ll explain later, just trust me,” she pleads.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I run into the bedroom and lock myself in the panic room. I sit on the ground and pull my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth as tears stream from my eyes. Lights turn on after a minute, and a phone starts ringing. I’m not sure where it’s coming from, but it’s on speaker.

      “What’s wrong? Why are you in the panic room?” Winston’s voice fills the small space.

      “Winston, he’s here. He’s found us.” I’m shaking. I bury my face in my knees.

      “Where’s Grayson?” Panic is evident in his voice. It’s not reassuring when he sounds that way. He’s supposed to stay cool under pressure.

      “He’s outside. H-he made me hide here and lock myself in.”

      “Shit. What happened? I need to know everything.”

      I wipe my eyes and try to steady my breathing. “He got a call from his cousin, Sarah, and she said she could help us—”

      “Sarah? Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, she came to the door. When he saw her, he pulled her into a tight hug. It must have been her because he wasn’t alarmed. He was relieved to see her. They were hugging, and Chris cocked his gun and aimed it toward Grayson. He told me to go, so I ran in here and locked myself in.”

      “Shit,” he says quietly. “Did you take one of the pills this morning like I told you to?”

      “Yeah. What are they?”

      I hear a pounding on the door, and I jump, tossing my hand over my mouth to stop from screaming. My body shakes as I fight the onslaught of tears. I rock back and forth as I listen to Winston and try to remember everything he’s telling me.

      “Trackers. They stay in your system for about seventy-two hours, so we have to move fast to get you out of there. There should be another bottle in there and some water. Do you see it?”

      I stand on shaky legs and look at the items on the single shelf in the room. There’s a small bottle of pills and a few unopened water bottles, along with a gun and a small knife. “Yeah, I see them. Does the gun work, too?”

      “Don’t worry about the gun… unless you know how to use it?”

      “I’ve never fired one before.” I pick it up anyway and test the weight in my hand. It’s heavier than I expected it to be, and the metal is cold in my grasp.

      “If you don’t know how to use it, don’t try. All we need is for you to get hurt or shoot someone you didn’t mean to. Take another pill. It’ll give us an extra day to get you out of there. I have a plan. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      I hear a muffled gunshot on the other side of the door, and I gasp, the contents in my stomach shifting. I think I’m going to be sick. My mind jumps to Grayson, and I panic. Has he been shot? Is he dead?

      “Winston, I heard a gunshot. Grayson’s out there.” My voice raises a few octaves as the fear grips hold of me. “I need to get to him.”

      “It’s a ploy to get you to come out. Grayson’s head is on the chopping block. There are a lot of criminals from Chicago interested in him. Chris is planning on selling him to the highest bidder. I promise you he’s alive.” He takes a deep breath. “Make sure to take that pill and go with them. I have people in New York already working on getting you both out of there. If we are going to take him down, this is the only way.”

      “Grayson said not to leave here, no matter what.”

      I hear the sadness in his voice. “And I’m telling you now, you have to. Play along. I’ll get you out.”

      I take a deep, steadying breath. “Winston, I can’t go back with him. I can’t be forced to do that again.” Tears drop down my cheeks, and I try to swallow past the baseball sized lump in my throat.

      “I promise. I’ll get you out. This is the only way to shut the whole operation down once and for all. Please, Finley. Do it for Grayson.”

      His words cut deep. I know Grayson would do this for me in a heartbeat.

      I agree and take one of the pills. Another gunshot booms from the other side of the closet door, and my trembling fingers race to the keypad, pressing each key with enough force to not mess up the code. My breathing is shallow, and every nerve is tingling with fear. The door slides open, and Chris is standing there, a victorious smirk playing at the corners of his mouth.

      He runs his index finger along his bottom lip. “Crimson, how nice of you to come out and play.” He takes a step closer and runs his fingers through my hair. “I like the blonde better, but this color fits your name.”

      I shrink back from his touch. “Where’s Grayson?”

      His voice is smooth, unwavering, and it terrifies me. “Alive. For now. I don’t like when my pets run. It means I haven’t done my job of breaking them. Why’d you run, Crimson?” He holds my jaw tightly between his rough fingers, forcing me to look into his eyes.

      Play along. Don’t fight him. I avert my eyes down and speak. “I didn’t. I was kidnapped from my room and then brought to New York. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “So, you’re telling me you want to come with me? That you’re broken in and will do whatever I want?”

      No! Please, don’t make me prove it. I nod my head slowly, keeping my eyes lowered to the ground.

      He leans in, his breath tickling my cheek. “If you’re broken, why are you still standing?” I lower myself to my knees and drop my head to my chest, looking at the tips of his shoes. “Sarah, bring him in here.”

      I hear movement and a few grunts in the living room. From the corner of my eye, I see Sarah and Grayson come in. He doesn’t say anything, and he’s barely struggling. I look up at him through my eyelashes and see that he’s restrained and gagged.

      “Crimson, who do you belong to?”

      Without hesitating, I respond, “You, Master.”

      “Hear that, Detective?” He doesn’t respond. “Oh, this is going to be so much fun.” He squats in front of me, grabbing my hair by the roots, forcing me to look up at him. “You’re lucky I need you looking pretty; otherwise, I’d beat the living shit out of you. You’re going to make me a lot of money. Be prepared for anything, sweetheart.”

      

  




Grayson

      Why the hell did she come out? I told her not to come out for anything!

      Winston better have a good fucking plan; otherwise, I’m going to ring his neck. She looks so helpless, kneeling in front of him. She’s not fighting him. Every ounce of my control is screaming at me to fight for her. Sarah said she has a plan, though. She told me to trust her, and something about her demeanor made me want to, but for all I know, this is what she was planning all along.

      “We’re having an auction here in New York tomorrow night, and you’re both up for bid. Grayson, I imagine you’re going to see a lot of people you recognize there. There’s been an influx in calls wanting more details since I put you on the list for sale.”

      He pats the top of her head, and she seems to lean into his touch. “I’ve missed your mouth and your body, Crimson. Let’s give the detective here a little show. He can see the true cock slut you really are.” He reaches for the zipper on his pants.

      “Chris, we don’t have time for that shit. For all we know, cops are on their way here now. We need to get to a safe place, and then you can enjoy her all you want,” Sarah says.

      Finley’s shoulders slump as relief washes over her.

      “Are you going to be a good girl and come without a fight, or am I going to have to restrain you like Detective Bowers here?”

      “I’ll be good, Master,” she whispers.

      “Good. I have a long night planned for you and want you awake and alert. We have some make-up sessions to attend to, and I’m going to beat your ass red for leaving. Then, Sarah here is going to help you get ready for tomorrow’s auction. What do you think about a pair of nipple piercings?”

      Her head snaps up, and she shakes it frantically as she cowers under his dark, seedy gaze. I try unsuccessfully to yell through the gag while pulling at my restraints. He better not touch one hair on her fucking head!

      “Better not, they take a long time to heal and get infected easily. The buyer would demand a refund,” Sarah chimes in.

      He shrugs. “Probably right. I do love this little body of yours, though.” He reaches down and squeezes her breast. Finley closes her eyes, tilts her head back ever so slightly, and a small moan passes her lips. “Still so responsive to me. Up. We need to go.” He holds his hand out for hers, and she takes it, standing up. “If you try anything, I’ll put a bullet through his knee cap. Understand?”

      “Yes, Master.”

      Sarah holds my arm and all but drags me out of the apartment behind Chris and Finley. We reach the SUV, and she helps me into the back seat. Finley and Chris climb into the row in front of us, and Marco is driving.

      Sarah leans closer and whispers in my ear, “I promise I’m not double crossing you. I need you to know this is the only way. We’ll keep her safe. She won’t leave this place with anyone but you.”

      I stare a hole through Chris’s skull. He’s holding Finley’s face, kissing her. She has her hands wrapped around his wrists, but she’s not making a move to stop him either. I shift in my seat, tugging at the restraints again when he pulls her onto his lap. She rocks her hips back and forth, small moans of pleasure filling the confined space.

      Watching this unravel in front of me is erotic in its own way, and I can’t help how my body responds. It’s just like before at Ever After. It’s wrong but it’s hot.

      Chris growls in frustration, breaking the kiss. “Your fucking pants. There’s a reason why you were always naked with me. Take them off. I want to fuck you.”

      “We don’t have time for that. We’re here,” Marco announces.

      Thank God. Marco gets out first and opens the door for Chris and Finley, then closes the door behind them, leaving me with Sarah in the car. No! She’s not being left alone with him! I struggle and push against Sarah as Marco climbs into the backseat of the car.

      “Grayson, stop.” I wrestle against her harder. She pulls the gag from my mouth and lets it hang loose around my throat.

      “Let me go, Sarah. She can’t be alone with him.” I snarl.

      “Grayson, we need it to happen this way. He has to think he’s won. You’re either going to go along with the plan, or Marco is going to knock you out so you can’t intervene. It’s really up to you how we do this. We have everything under control, so you need to make sure no one interferes. It’s hard enough since we’re in New York now.”

      “I have men coming to get us. They will find us.”

      She exchanges looks with Marco then looks back at me. “Call them off.”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I spit. “You haven’t shown me any reason to trust you. You keep saying it, and now Finley is with that son of a bitch.”

      She digs her phone out of her pocket and unlocks it, opening the keypad. “What’s the number? You need to call them off. Things are going to get ugly real fast, and I don’t want innocent people to get hurt in the process.”

      “Untie my hands,” I counter.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “No.”

    

  







            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I wake up with a pounding headache and a vague recollection of the events of the evening. Blinking my eyes open, I look around the room. The setup is similar to my room at Ever After—bed, dresser, whips and chains against the far wall, small bathroom, and a two-way mirror looking into the room.

      “You’ve expanded your business,” I sass.

      His chuckle comes from the bathroom before he saunters into view. I try to sit up but can’t. He has me tied down to the bed.

      “Yes, sweetheart. I have a few locations, but I rarely use them. When I found out you were in New York, I was over the moon. I like this location, and the men that come here are more prominent and richer than in Chicago. However, I don’t usually sell pets in New York. This is used more as a… dumping ground, so to speak.” He rolls the sleeves of his dress shirt up to his elbows and sits on the corner of the bed.

      I pull at the restraints. “Why not stay here full time then? Start the business up here? Why stay in Chicago?”

      “You were my reason for staying in Chicago. I saw you and couldn’t get you out of my damn mind. I knew you’d be eager to please. You just needed someone to break you. And I knew I’d get to you eventually; it was just a matter of time. Now I have you, I might just relocate.” He runs his finger down the side of my face and throat. “Although, I doubt I’ll be left in peace here.”

      I pull in a shaky breath. “Why not?”

      “I’m not stupid. I know Grayson has men out here, trying to get you both. It’s not going to happen, though. After tonight, neither of you will be my problem.”

      I can’t help the giggle that bubbles up and out. The crease between his brows deepens as I roll my eyes. “You make no sense to me. You’re desperate to get me, then you have me, and you can’t wait to sell me.”

      “Sweetheart, I’d like nothing more than to keep you. I was serious when I told you I’d love to knock you up, mark you as mine.”

      The words tumble out before I can stop them. “Then, why don’t you? If I’m stuck living in this hell hole, I at least know you won’t kill me!”

      He shrugs and turns on the vibrator. “Let’s get you ready for tonight. I want you to be so needy that you’ll hump anything I tell you to.”
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        * * *

      

      I drift in and out of consciousness for the next few hours. Chris has made me edge more times than I can count, and I’m so sensitive it borders on pain. I can’t help when my mind wanders to Grayson. Please, be okay. I don’t know what I will do if he doesn’t make it through this. Hell, I don’t know what I’ll do if Winston can’t get to us in time. I can’t think of that now. I need to keep my wits.

      I’m unrestrained but stay as still as I can. He’s lying down behind me, enveloping me in his embrace. If I pretend hard enough, my imagination allows me to believe it’s Grayson, and I snuggle down a little further.

      “What are you thinking about, Crimson?”

      “Grayson,” I whisper. There’s no point in lying to him. I turn my head to watch his expression. His green eyes pierce through me like daggers, warning me to stop talking, but I don’t want to. “Please, let him go. You have me. You don’t need him, too.”

      “He’s going to make me just as much money as you are tonight. No way could I let this opportunity slip by. Besides, I want to see his face when I tell him you’ve been sold off. I want to see it fall one more time.” He kisses my neck as if he’s my lover and has just given me the world.

      “What did he do to you that makes you hate him so much?” I turn my body entirely in his embrace and toss my leg over his hip, gently rubbing myself over his growing length.

      “He’s the reason my father disowned me. Marco and I took Sarah, and Grayson went on the warpath to find her. He started investigating dear old Dad, and that’s when Ever After was discovered. Dad didn’t know all the details of it.” He rolls onto his back, taking me with him, and laughs. “My father was an idiot, that’s for sure.

      “When he found out what Ever After really was, he tried to shut me down, told me I’d be better off dead. So that’s what I did. I faked my death, but had enough connections at Temptress to keep the operation going.”

      I straddle his waist and rest my hands on his chest. “So, how did Sarah manage to stay with you? How come she didn’t run, or wasn’t sold?”

      “She was sold; Marco bought her. He trained her, and they fell in love.” He shrugs like this conversation is completely normal. “Who am I to stand in the way of love?”

      He holds my hips and rocks me back and forth over him. Oh, God, it feels so good. A needy groan escapes before I can continue, trying to keep my need at bay. “How come she never went for help? Never let her family know she was safe?”

      He narrows his eyes and tightens his grip on my hips with bruising strength. “What’s with the third degree? Why do you want to know?” I reach down to undo his pants, and he stops me. “Dirty girl. You want to get off, and you’re trying to distract me.” I blush, knowing I’ve been caught. His eyes sparkle, enjoying the torture he’s inflicting on me. “Do you want my cock, Crimson?”

      I nod. “Yes, Master. Please.”

      I can’t believe I’m even asking.

      He lets go of my hands, and I move as quick as I can to pull him free of his confines. I line him up and sink down on him, and my eyes roll to the back of my head as I grip him. I try moving, but he holds me firmly in place.

      “You’re not getting off. When you’re close to coming, you will tell me. If you don’t, I’ll beat your ass raw again. And this time I won’t stop. You’re going to be wound so tight you’ll pop in seconds.”

      I nod, but I already feel as if I’m going to bust. I’m not sure I’ll be able to stop. He releases my hips, and I move back and forth over him as he allows me to control it for now.

      “You would have to ask Sarah why she didn’t let her family know she’s safe. Maybe Marco scared her enough to stop her from it.”

      He groans as I tighten around him again. I’m in the beginning stages of an orgasm, so I stop moving, holding myself still. I take a deep breath in and push it out, repeating the actions until the urge passes. He sits up, kissing me hard. “Good girl. Get up, hands and knees. I want you to face the mirror.”

      Getting into position, I wait patiently for him. I’m disgusted as to how much my body wants this—craves this. When I hear the pop of a cover, I know exactly what he’s going to do. I will my body to relax, knowing if I fight, he’s going to hurt me. The cool drizzle down my ass is enough to set me afire all over again.

      “Remember, Crimson, you’re not allowed to come. I’m using your body for my satisfaction.”

      He settles in behind me and pushes into my tight ass. I haven’t had a plug since I left, and it hurts as I stretch around him. I push my breath out, relaxing my muscles as he bottoms out and holds still. He moans and pulls my arms behind me, keeping my chest pressed against the bed as he holds me in place. As he forces me to take everything he gives to me, he pounds into me, taking what he needs. I push back against him, the urge to come too much.

      “Please, Master. Please, let me touch myself.”

      “No.” He reaches his hand down and rubs my clit enough to drive me crazy, but not enough to come. My hips slam back into him, and I can’t help the moans of ecstasy coming from me. He swells and hardens even more inside me. He’s close, and it’s bringing me even closer to my own release. He slams up and holds still, shooting everything he has into me. I’m shaking and clenching around him, on the precipice of my own orgasm. Then he slides out, leaving me twitching.

      

  




Grayson

      These people really are sick fucks. I’ve been restrained to a chair looking into Finley’s room all day. I’m surprised I haven’t pulled my shoulders out of socket with the way I’ve been tugging at the ropes. I’ve watched her in every possible situation I can think of, and this is the final straw. Her face contorts in pleasure as Chris finishes with her. She’s panting, sweaty, and shaking. He leaves her alone and walks into the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

      I wonder if she knows I’m here, if she knows I’ve watched everything that’s happened to her today. She looks up, and I’m almost one-hundred percent sure she’s looking right at me. Her gray eyes stare directly into mine. Then she drops her head and starts to cry.

      “I’m sorry, Grayson,” she says so quietly I almost don’t hear it.

      “Finley!” I scream out, willing her to hear me.

      “Grayson, you really have to stop; otherwise, I’m going to have to gag you,” Sarah announces, bringing a tray of food to me. She pulls a chair up and sits down to feed me.

      “Sarah, you better hope this plan of yours works. If not, I’m going to hunt you down myself.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Always one for the dramatics. It’s going to work, trust me. Marco and I have everything under control.”

      “When are you going to reach out to the family? Aunt Cindy, Uncle Peter, and John would love to know you’ve been found safe.”

      She looks down and picks at the food with a fork. “Did they have a funeral for me?”

      I shake my head. “None of them would believe you were dead. They said, without any proof or a body, you were still alive and they were going to keep looking.”

      Her features soften. “I really am sorry. I was supposed to be sold, and I thought I was a goner, but Marco’s purchased me instead. He convinced Chris to let me help out with the clerical type of stuff. He wanted to protect me. I recognized your voice the first time you called. I wanted to tell you so bad, but I had to stick to the plan.”

      I knew she sounded familiar on the phone. I scrunch my face in confusion, the first part of what she said sinking in. “How could that be protection? He took you against your will, raped you, and then bought you. He’s kept you under his thumb these past few years.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s not like that. Marco never took me against my will. He was my trainer, but he asked every time for permission. He told me I was different than the others—that he felt something for me.” She smiles shyly. “To be honest, I felt something for him, too. I saw him the night I was in Temptress. We were flirting from across the room.”

      I can’t believe I’m hearing this shit. I thought she was smarter than this. “So, he kidnaps you, and you see it as love? You know that’s some serious Stockholm Syndrome shit, right?”

      She squints her eyes at me, trying to rein in her temper. I know the look well. It’s the same look she used to give me when we were kids and I annoyed her. It’s her way of saying, “shut up unless you want me to hit you.”

      “No. It’s not. I hated what he did to me, and I hate how I ended up in this situation, but he wants to take Chris down just as bad as I do. We’ve been waiting for this opportunity for so long. You getting involved is what made it possible.”

      “How did Marco get into this, anyway? How did he end up working with Chris?”

      “Blackmail.” Her tone turns serious. “If I tell you this, Grayson, you have to promise me he won’t do any jail time. He’s a good man, but he got caught up with some bad people. He just wants to get out of this as bad as I do. I’m trusting you on this one.”

      “I don’t know if I can promise that.”

      “Then, I don’t know if I can answer any more of your questions.”

      She feeds me in silence for another couple of minutes, both of us keeping our eyes trained on Finley in the other room, blissfully unaware of us. Chris is cuddled around her again, and she seems to drift off to sleep. How can she be so calm right now?

      “How does she do it?” My voice is flat as I ask.

      “Do what?” Marco asks, walking into the room, kissing Sarah on the top of her head. She smiles up at him and pats his hand on her shoulder.

      “How can she lay there and sleep? She’s about to have her life ripped from her, and she’s so relaxed.”

      “Not without the help of Xanax. The water bottles he gives her are laced with the drug. It keeps her calm, and then he’s staying with her, providing comfort. It’s what we do with all the trainees.”

      “So, is that what you did with Sarah? Drug her and pretend?” I deadpan. My anger ripples through my body again. Every nerve ending is electrified, and I’m itching to break someone’s neck.

      “No, like she said, I could keep her calm on my own.”

      Sarah looks up at him, and the twinkle in her eye shows me just how much she’s in love with him. He looks down at her with such admiration, and at this moment, I believe every word she’s been telling me.

      You can’t fake a look like that.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I stir from my sleep, and my stomach gurgles. Reaching for the bottle of water, Chris pulls it from my grasp.

      “No, sweetheart. I need you to eat something first.” He motions toward the sandwich on the tray, and I pick it up greedily. I take large bites and barely swallow before I shove more in. “Whoa, slow down. You’ve got some time; they won’t be arriving for another hour or so.”

      I swallow the food in my mouth and look up at him. “What about Grayson?”

      “He’s been taken care of, don’t worry.”

      Taken care of? What does that mean? My heart beats a frantic tune, and my breathing hitches. “Is he still alive?”

      He leans back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. He watches me, appraises me for a few seconds before answering. “He’s going to bring me a lot of money.” His smile turns cruel. “Now, finish up.” He hands a new water bottle to me. I wish this one had the stuff that makes me drowsy, but this water tastes pure, which means I’m going to be completely coherent for tonight.

      I struggle to finish swallowing the sandwich. It sits like a lead weight in the bottom of my stomach. I push the plate aside and take his hand as he helps me stand. He walks me into the bathroom and turns the water on, waiting for it to get warm. I’m already naked, but he strips out of his clothing, and the two of us step into the tub. The water spray is warm and soothing on my tight muscles. I close my eyes and tilt my head toward the stream, lavishing in the feel of it.

      I feel his hands on me and choose to ignore him. He lathers the soap up around my breasts and slides his hand down my stomach, resting his fingers on my sensitive clit. I buck back against him, and he chuckles in the crook of my neck as he plants a gentle kiss on my pulse point. He’s so gentle with me when he wants to be. Times like this, he’s not so bad.

      His voice softens. “I hate the fact that I’ll be losing you in another few hours.”

      My throat burns as I blink back the tears trying to escape. It’s hard to get the words out, but I force them. “Then, don’t sell me. You can stop this, all of this. You can leave this life behind, stop trafficking.”

      “You would never stay with me. You’d try to run, and then where would I be?” His fingers dig into my tense shoulder muscles, and I roll my head forward, giving into his touch—giving into his kisses that feel so kind and loving.

      Turning to face him, I press my hand against his chest and lock eyes with him. “If you stop this, I won’t run. If you keep me and don’t sell Grayson, we can be together. Anything you want, I’ll give it to you. Whatever you want.”

      “Always about Grayson.” His eyes harden, and his voice comes out on a growl. “Tell me something, sweetheart. If Marco didn’t break into your office to get my father’s records, do you think he would have even known about you or given two shits about you?”

      My anger gets the best of me. “Yes! I do! I think he’s working on a plan to get us out of here right now. I think he loves me, and I love him, too.” He laughs, dark and sinister. I realize my slip up a moment too late. I reach out for him, but he pulls away as I grasp at the air.

      “So much for us being together. You’re so full of shit, Crimson. I changed my mind. I can’t wait to sell you tonight.”

      He turns the water off, wraps a towel around his waist, and yanks me out of the tub. I stumble as I try to gain my balance. He doesn’t even give me a chance to grab my own towel as he drags me out of the room into another one. I’m dripping water all over the floor, shivering as the cold air glides over my naked form. As soon as he slams the door open, I see Grayson tied to a chair, staring daggers at Chris. I try walking to him, but Chris keeps me planted by his side.

      “She thinks you’re working on a plan to get the two of you out of this little predicament you’re in. So, Grayson, what’s your masterful plan? I’d love to hear it.”

      “Let her go, Chris.”

      “No, please, enlighten us. How do you plan on getting out of here?”

      My eyes are wide and pleading. Silently, I’m begging him to look at me, reassure me. Make me believe this is all going to work out and we will both get out unscathed. He won’t even look my way.

      Without breaking eye contact with Chris, he says, “I’m sorry, Finley.”

      My face falls as a gasping sob wrenches free from my throat. My fingers fly to my mouth as I try to conceal the noise. I squeeze my eyes shut as tears steam down my cheeks. He doesn’t have a plan. I take a deep breath and try to steady my shaking form. Winston has one. I still have hope of getting out of this.

      Chris tugs on my arm, and I fight him. I slap and kick at him, trying to pull free of his iron grasp. I have no idea where I would run to, but I need to get away from him. I can’t be here any longer. Fight or flight, right? Well, my adrenaline has finally gotten its ass in gear, and it’s time to fight. He wraps his arms around my petite form with ease, and I struggle against his hold.

      “No! Let go of me!”

      He picks me up with ease and throws me over his shoulder. I continue to kick my legs and punch his back as his hand comes down hard on my right butt cheek. I inhale a sharp breath and stop fighting momentarily. His hand comes down over the left cheek, and I yelp in pain.

      “Stop!” I yell out, the heat radiating through my skin. He does it again, harder this time, and the tears fall down my cheeks.

      “Get this through your head, little girl. If I wanted to kill you—or him—it would be easy for me to do so. I know a lot of powerful people, and there’s no trace of me. I can get away with whatever the fuck I want. Keep testing me.” He puts me on my feet and wraps his hand around my hair. I have to bend at a weird angle as he drags me out of the room, slamming the door shut behind us.

      We stop in front of the dresser, and he hands me a pair of red high heels and several strands of pearls, varying in length.

      “Put these on.”

      I drop the items and glare up at him. “No.”

      His jaw ticks, and I see a vein bulge in his forehead, his skin flushed with anger. “Did my words mean nothing to you?”

      “I don’t think the threat is real. You won’t do anything to either of us.”

      “Oh, no?” He pulls a gun out of the top drawer and strides toward the door. I run after him, and he pushes me back, hard. I land on my ass as he exits the room.

      I get up and run after him, but the door is already locked. I hear the faint sound of a gunshot exploding in the room next to me, and I crumple to the floor.

      

  




Grayson

      I watch through the mirror as Finley drops the necklaces and heels. Chris grabs a gun out of the door, and I tense, thinking he’s going to turn it on her. But when he leaves the room, I know he’s coming for me. He walks into the room, a smug look on his face, and he pulls the trigger toward the ceiling above my head. Pieces of the vinyl tile and dust fall on and around me. I close my eyes and put my head down to avoid it getting in my eyes.

      “Why not do it for real?”

      “You’re worth way more to me alive than dead. I need her to cooperate tonight, and if she thinks you’re dead, she won’t have any fight left in her. This way, I get the submissive girl I need for a sale.”

      I glance into Finley’s room and see she’s curled up on the floor by the door, shaking and crying. He’s made her think it, all right.

      Marco walks into the room and looks between the two of us. “What the hell was that?”

      “Grayson’s dead. Or Crimson thinks so. Rough him up. I have to get her ready for tonight.”

      Chris walks out, leaving Marco and me alone. I watch as he struts back into the room and grabs Finley’s hair. She wraps her hands around his wrist and contorts her face in pain as he pulls her to her feet.

      “You have no reason to fight now. Get up and do as you’re told!” he yells at her, then slaps her across the face, and her hand raises to cover the reddened skin. I heard it echo through the room and know it had to have hurt.

      She tilts her head down to her chest as her shoulders slump. “Yes, Master.”

      “Marco, you need to let her know I’m still alive. You can’t let her believe that I’m dead.” I pull at my bindings, trying to get up.

      “I can’t, Grayson. This actually works out better. She won’t fight tonight. She’ll think Sarah’s bringing her to the man who bought her, but she can tuck her safely away from everything instead. Sarah was going to have to tell her the plan, but now we don’t have to.” He pulls a chair up and sits down in front of me. “You and I need to have a chat.”

      I roll my eyes but let him talk. “Sarah and I have been working on this plan for a little over a year now. I know you don’t approve, but I need you to do whatever either of us says.”

      “Can you promise me you’re going to take him down? I’m not talking jail time. I’m talking dead. If you can’t do it, I’ll do it myself. That asshole needs to be gone forever, not just behind bars.”

      “I promise, if I don’t put a bullet through his brain, I’ll give you the honors.” I nod, accepting his word. “Come on, it’s time to get you ready for the show.”

      “How many people are coming to try and put a bullet in my brain?”

      “Last time I checked, there were at least twenty people coming for you.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m gagged, and my wrists are bound behind me with zip ties. I stand behind a small curtain, listening to Chris talk in the distance. He sure likes his theatrics.

      “Thank you, all of you, for coming to my little gathering on such short notice. I have a treat for you tonight. The first one will be on stage momentarily. I know a few of you have already gotten a taste of her, and let me tell you from experience, she is amazing. She’s willing to do whatever it takes to keep her Master happy.

      “You do have to be careful with this one, though. She has a Ph.D. in Psychology, and if you allow her too much freedom, she’ll probably try to analyze you. I’ve learned the best way to keep her compliant is to deny her voice or an orgasm. Now, I’m going to bring her out here. Just like any other auction, she’ll be on display where you can come up for a closer inspection.”

      Chris comes into view and pulls Finley toward the stage with him. I jerk in Marco’s grasp, trying to break free, but he stops me by shaking his head. She’s naked except for the heels, pearls, and a gag in her mouth. I can no longer see her, and Sarah comes to stand next to me.

      “Everyone’s in position, and the place is surrounded. Once we have a buyer for her, I’ll signal for them. It should go smoothly.” She pulls the gag from my mouth, and I wince. The rag has been biting into the sides of my lips for too long. “Grayson, I’m going to cut you out of this, but you to need to promise you won’t do anything stupid if I do.”

      “I won’t. Risking her life—and yours—isn’t worth trying to be a hero.”

      “Great, pretend you’re still tied.” She pulls the gag up, and I bite the material between my teeth as she cuts the zip tie.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      He drags me out on stage, and I can see there are at least five faces I recognize from various events Nick Genova hosted and invited me to over the years. The look of recognition on their faces is priceless as they shift in their seats. I’ve carried on conversations with some of these men in the past.

      “Gentleman, this is Crimson. She’s a spitfire and will give you a run for your money, but she’s the perfect pet for you to enjoy.” He lifts my arms over head and drapes my cuffs over a hook in the ceiling like I’m a piece of meat. “Do you want a show?”

      I hear a few men in the audience whistle, and there are murmurs all around. Ice clinks in glasses as bodies shuffle closer to the stage for a better view. Oh, God, please no. The vibrator on my clit hums to life, and I bite back a cry. I squeeze my eyes shut, hoping everything will just disappear. I hump at nothing, hoping this torture ends soon, and then the vibrations stop. Popping my eyes open, I look at Chris, and he smiles.

      “Must have forgotten to charge it.” A few men chuckle. “Doesn’t matter, I would rather have her orgasm on her lucky winner instead of on some plastic toy. I promise you, she’s wound tight.”

      “How about if we pay you extra and can use her now?” one of the men chimes in. A few agree, and I watch as they lick their lips, turned on by the prospect.

      “No. If I’m going to pay an arm and a leg for her, I want to make sure I get what I pay for.” The voice is familiar, and I try to look past the men in the crowd to see if I recognize the face.

      “Yes, I don’t think it’s fair to ruin the prize for the rightful owner. You have twenty minutes to check out the merchandise, and then bidding will begin. Feel free to look, gentleman. Simple touches are welcome, but nothing below the waist.” I breathe a sigh of relief. “Wouldn’t want her getting off.”

      I turn my head, watching him. He stands off to the side and talks with a few patrons. Fat fingers land on my cheeks, and the man turns my attention back to him. His breath smells of cigarettes and vodka, and I fight the urge to gag. He runs his hands down my arms and torso, feeling every inch of my skin. His eyes meet mine, and then he smiles before walking away without saying a word.

      This happens a few more times—warm breath on my face, fingers roaming over my body, and nauseating suggestions are thrown my way. Now I know what zoo animals feel like. There’s one familiar form that approaches me, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry when I see him.

      Winston. The tracking device worked. He’s going to get me out of here.

      “Crimson, such a pretty name.” He lowers his voice to barely above a whisper. “There’s a plan. Hang in there.” He walks away and joins the rest of the crowd.

      Chris walks back over to me and pets my head. “Such a good girl.” He turns to look at the crowd. “Now, the bidding will begin at thirty-thousand dollars.” Several men motion for the price, and he continues. “Forty-thousand, fifty-thousand, fifty-five thousand—”

      Winston speaks up, “Eighty-thousand dollars.”

      Everyone but Mister Fat Fingers puts their hand down and looks at him.

      Chris narrows his eyes. “That’s a steep price.”

      “She’s the perfect pet. You said so yourself,” he counters.

      He points to the other man. “What’s your top bid, Mr. Sorenson?”

      If Chris knows his name, he’s probably a repeat client. That does not sit well in my stomach, and I start to dry heave. What happened to the other girl he bought? Is she still alive?

      “Three-hundred-thousand, and I get to walk out of here with her right now.” His accent is thick, but his words are clear. He’s not a man to be messed with.

      Chris sneers. “Done.”

      My eyes shoot up, and my heart races as the man approaches the stage. I try to talk or scream over the gag, but it’s just muffled noise. Chris pulls my arms down off the hook, and I pull back, fighting for freedom.

      Mr. Sorenson wraps his arms around my arms and waist, holding me to him as he speaks to Chris. “The money will be in your account in a few minutes. I want a private room to enjoy my purchase now, and then we will be on our way.”

      Sarah comes out from behind the curtain, and Chris motions for her. “Take Mr. Sorenson to one of the rooms and allow him some privacy.”

      “Right away.” She turns her attention to us. “Please, follow me this way.”

      I fight, trying to pull away from him, and he backhands me across the face. I stand there, stunned, my cheek throbbing. “You will stop fighting me, or I’ll do a lot worse than that.” He drags the back of his fingers down my reddened skin, his touch sending a wave of nausea through me. “Such a beautiful face, I’d hate to see it smashed up.”

      I nod, wiping the tears from my cheeks on my shoulders.

      He drags me to the room, and Sarah pushes open the door, escorting us inside.

      “Is there anything else you require, Mr. Sorenson?”

      He pushes me over the edge of the bed and secures my binding in place, then tightens them, and kicks my feet out wider. My chest is pressed down against the mattress, my shoulders muscles burning with how tight he made the restraints. I hear the ring of his zipper as he undoes his pants.

      Please, stop. Don’t do this. I drop my forehead to the bed and squeeze my eyes shut, praying for a miracle. He spits on his hand and rubs it against my entrance.

      “No, leave us alone. I want to ruin my new toy.”

      

  




Grayson

      “Done,” Chris says.

      I pull against Marco’s tight grasp on my upper arm and attempt to rush toward the curtain. He holds me tight.

      “You can’t, Grayson. You’ll fuck everything up and probably get shot in the process.”

      I pull the gag from my mouth. “I promised to call off all my team except for one guy because you also thought he could help. You said Chris was a greedy motherfucker, and he enjoys seeing how much he can make. He didn’t even give Winston a chance to counter.”

      “It’s unusual for him, but that means we have to deviate from the plan if we are going to take everyone down.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He hands me a small handgun. I drop the magazine, noting it’s fully loaded. “Go to Finley’s room. Sarah will escort her there, and you can take that guy down and keep her safe. The rest of the team should be by any minute.”

      “You never actually told me what exactly your plans consisted of.”

      He looks out toward the group of men, not meeting my eyes. “It’s best if you don’t know.”

      I spot Winston through the curtain, and he’s retreating through the door. I run to Finley’s room and wait for her. The door is unlocked, so I slip in unnoticed. I have no idea where to hide, but I need to make sure he can’t see me when he enters. I don’t need a blood bath. I crack my knuckles and work on getting my anger in check.

      Standing in the dark bathroom, I keep the door ajar and my hand on the gun, waiting for the asshole to enter. Sarah pushes open the door, and Finley is pushed through after before being forced down against the bed.

      “Is there anything else you require, Mr. Sorenson?” Sarah asks.

      He pushes her body over the edge of the bed, restrains her, and kicks her feet out wider. He unzips his pants and spits on his hand. With one hand on her upper back, he holds her down while placing the other hand around her hip. He turns his attention to Sarah.

      “No, leave us alone. I want to ruin my new toy.”

      He watches as Sarah backs out of the room, and I know I have to make my move now before things advance too far. I sneak out of the bathroom. Finley jerks her head up, and I place my finger over my lips to keep her quiet. Her nod is so small; if I blinked, I never would have known she did it. The tears in her eyes are like a punch to the gut. I see the love and fear swirling in her beautiful irises.

      “Back away from the girl,” I say, the gun pointed at his head.

      He turns his attention to me, a villainous smile on his face. He loosens the grip on her hip and stands up straight, but his hand remains on her lower back.

      “What are you going to do? Shoot me? Come now, Detective, you don’t have it in you.”

      I tilt my head to the side, studying him. Do I know him? It’s just enough of a distraction for him. He has his gun out of his chest holster and aims it at me.

      “Drop it.” He rolls the R and waits. When I don’t move, he changes his aim toward Finley. “Do it, and I blow one through her.” He undoes her restraints. “Stand up, slave.” He pushes the cold steel into her lower back, and she complies with a whimper.

      Her eyes are locked with mine, and her chest is rising and falling rapidly, fear rolling off her in waves. I put my hands up in surrender and slowly kneel to place my gun on the ground. He’s watching me intently, a smug smile plastered to his face, and he aims the gun in my direction instead.

      Wrong move.

      I turn my gun and fire, hitting him in the leg. Finley screams and ducks down. I don’t give him the opportunity to react before I shoot again. This time, I aim to kill. The bullet goes through his stomach, and he doubles over, clutching the wound.

      Standing directly in front of him, I block Finley from the sight and point my gun at his head. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” I recite the Miranda warning like I do every other time—with eye contact and a firm voice.

      “You won’t make it out alive with her. I’ll make sure someone comes after you and your girl. She’ll be passed around like a piece of meat. After everyone has had their fill, she’ll be tossed out like the trash she is.” He glares at Finley.

      She then does the one thing that surprises me the most. She pulls the gun from my hand and shoots him point blank in the head.

    

  







            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    




      Finley

      I’ve never shot a gun before. I stand there, shaking and in shock, as I watch the bright red blood puddle on the floor under the man’s head. His eyes are fixated on the ceiling, a blank, emotionless stare.

      “Finley, give me the gun.” Grayson stands to my side and places his hands over mine, helping me lower my stiff arms. “It’s okay. Give me the gun.” I loosen my death grip on the metal weapon, and he takes it from me, tucking it into his pants. He ducks down, searching the man’s pockets for weapons. He pulls a knife out and pockets it before standing upright.

      I can’t tear my eyes off the man I just killed, and my vision blurs. Grayson puts himself directly in my line of vision and bends down to look me in the eyes, his hands resting on my flushed cheeks. I have so many emotions running through my head; I’m not sure which one to grasp on to. I dart my eyes back and forth between Grayson’s. He’s here. My eyebrows pinch together as I allow him to absorb some of my stress, fear, and anxiety.

      “That was the bravest thing anyone has ever done. Let’s find you some clothes and get you somewhere safe.” He runs his fingers down the side of my face and tucks some hair behind my ear. I nuzzle into his safety, never wanting him to let go. He undoes the cuffs around my wrists. They fall to the floor with a clatter.

      “How are you here? You’re dead. I heard the gun go off.” I look up at him like he’s a dream. I can’t believe he is actually in front of me.

      “No, he did that to trick you so you’d stop fighting him. He shot the ceiling above my head. I’m worth too much for him to just kill off like that.” He plasters a cocky grin in place. Even in high stress situations, he finds a way for his personality to shine through. “Please, we need to get you somewhere safe. Marco and Sarah have a plan, and I’m pretty sure it involves more guns.” He walks toward the dresser in search of clothes.

      “Marco and Sarah?” I tilt my head to the side as I watch him, not following what he’s talking about.

      “Yeah, they’re trying to bring Chris down. They’ve orchestrated this whole thing.” He pulls open drawers quickly and huffs a breath when all he finds is sex toys.

      “How’s that possible?”

      He huffs in frustration. “Finley, please. I’ll explain everything to you later. I trust them.”

      I try to take a step, but my knees are like Jell-O. I sink down onto the bed and place my face in my hands. My breathing hitches, and the tears stream down my face. My lungs refuse to fill with air as I take quick, panting breaths. My vision blurs, and black spots form in front of my eyes as my panic attack sets in.

      He’s in front of me again, his face in my direct line of sight, and his hands cup my cheeks. “Baby, I need you to breathe with me.” He leads me to the dresser, keeping my eyes averted from the dead man on the floor. “Keep your eyes on me. Don’t turn around.”

      He digs through the drawers until he finds a men’s t-shirt and a pair of panties.

      “This is probably going to be one of the only things that isn’t a corset.” He hands it to me, and I throw it over my head. I kick my heels off. I’d rather be barefoot than try to walk in those damned things. He takes my hand and leads me to the door, keeping me tucked behind his large frame as he sticks his head out, looking up and down the hall. “All clear. Come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To hide until all of this is done.”

      I bite my lip, worry creasing my brow. “How long?”

      He lifts one shoulder to his ear. “Until it’s safe.”

      We hear an explosion of gun shots in the distance, and he pushes me against the wall, shielding me from view. He looks around again, and when he sees no one, we run to the closest door. He pushes me in and closes the door behind him. It’s a small closet with cleaning supplies on the shelves behind us.  I hear men yelling and more gunshots going off around us. I jump and try to scream, but Grayson covers my mouth with his hand. He pulls my body flush with his, holding me tight.

      “You have to stay quiet,” he whispers, his warm breath tickling my ear.

      I wrap my arms around his waist, and he wraps his around my shoulders, pressing my head into his chest. He covers my other ear so the main sound I hear is the steady rhythm of his heart. Every time another gunshot is fired, he holds me a little tighter as I flinch in his arms. Please let this be over now. Please let us be safe.

      It sounds like a war zone outside the doors. There are people yelling, shots being fired, and people running around. Most of the fighting seems to be centralized to the main staging area, not these back rooms, but it is still loud enough to hear. Grayson pulls his phone out of his pocket and texts someone, I assume Winston, but I’m too scared to move my head and lose the constant beat of his heart. I close my eyes and concentrate. Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

      The number of gunshots dies down, and I look up and see he’s watching me. His features are soft, and he offers a small smile, trying to reassure me.

      “Is it over?” I whisper.

      “I don’t know.” He puts his ear to the door, listening for anything. “I think it might be, but let me make a call.” He places his phone to his ear, listening as it rings. “Hey, Winston. Is it clear?” He’s quiet for a beat as Winston talks. “What do you mean, you can’t find him? Shit. Yeah, all right. See you in a few minutes.” He hangs up and takes my hand. “I want you to stay behind me. Do not let go of my hand.”

      “Where’s Chris?” I whisper.

      “I’m not sure. They lost him in all the gunfire. Marco and Sarah are working on finding him now.” My face falls. It’s not over, not until Chris is out of the equation. “Baby, right now, I need you to be strong for me. Just one more time. Can you do that?” He wipes the moisture from under my eyes, and I nod.

      “I’m trying. I just want this to be over,” I whisper. I blink back the rest of my tears and take a deep, shaky breath, getting a hold of my emotions. I push a deep breath out and repeat it two more times. “I’m ready.”

      “Stay behind me. It’s going to be fine.”

      When I nod, he slowly opens the door, light flooding the small dark closet.

      

  




Grayson

      I poke my head out and look around us then give her hand a squeeze before I step out, pulling her gently behind me. I hear a commotion to the right, down the hallway. She wraps her tiny hands around my waist and presses her body close to mine, squeezing me lightly.

      I hear a gun cock behind me and spin us around, facing Chris head on. We stare at one another, his green eyes boring into mine as he grinds his teeth, his gun aimed toward the center of my chest.

      “How the fuck did you pull this off?” he sneers.

      “Guess your luck is running out.” I look down at the gun and back up at his face. “Put the gun down, Chris. No one has to get hurt.” I raise my hands up in front of me, surrendering.

      He cocks his head to the side, trying to catch a glimpse of Finley, who’s pressed against my backside. “Crimson, come here.” He points to the spot in front of him.

      “No,” she says quietly from behind me.

      I start reaching my hand toward my pocket, and Chris fixes his aim. “Don’t even think about it. Give me the gun.”

      “I don’t have one,” I lie.

      He takes a step closer to me, his gun now at point blank range. “Give me whatever weapon you have. Throw it over here.” I know, if he shoots me now, there’s no way to survive. I humor him by reaching my hand into my pocket and tossing a knife away from me. I know I have to end this, but I don’t want Finley caught up in the crossfire. I won’t be able to live with myself if something happens to her.

      “Chris, give up. It’s over.”

      The air surrounding us is volatile. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

      “It’s not over until I say it is. I’ll easily set up a rig somewhere else. That’s the beauty of being legally dead; no one can find you.” He pauses. “Do you have any idea how easy it is to kidnap girls and train them in this country?”

      “No,” I deadpan. “Enlighten me.” I slowly step backward, putting more distance between us. Finley has my shirt bunched in her fists. The bottom of my shirt lifts up, and I feel cool air brush against my backside. She reaches her hand down, grasping the butt of the gun, and I reach back to grab her hand, stopping her.

      Not yet. Chris seems oblivious to the silent conversation between Finley and I as he continues his rant.

      “Girls are way too trusting. They think, because they live in America, nothing bad will ever happen to them. Most girls walk around with headphones in and don’t even notice the man behind them until it’s too late. After that, it’s just a matter of drugging them enough and making them believe no one is looking for them. Eventually, they give up. The fight is gone, and they accept their fate. Most of them become so starved for affection, they take anything they can get.”

      “You’re horrible!” Finley screams. She steps next to me and holds the gun out in front of her, aiming it at Chris’s head.

      Everything happens so fast, but at the same time in slow motion. She shoots the gun, the echo of the shot ringing around us like an explosion. She squeezes the trigger so fast, she doesn’t account for the pull of the weapon, and the bullet lands in the wall next to him, missing him by inches.

      Chris takes aim, and the bullet spins directly toward her stomach. I’m quick to pull her behind me, but not before the bullet hits its mark.

      Within seconds, I’m on autopilot, and I pull the gun from her grasp, aiming it to kill. Two bullets in his stomach and one in his upper chest. Chris’s face drains of color, and he stumbles to his knees, dropping his gun by his side.

      He tries to speak as blood gurgles and falls from his mouth. He drops forward on his stomach as blood pools under him. I finally break my gaze when I know he won’t get up and rush to Finley’s side.

      No! No! No!

      She’s lying on her back, a small puddle of blood around her midsection. I lift her head into my lap and stroke her auburn hair, putting pressure on the wound. She flinches under my touch and relaxes in my arms, a quiet moan of pain leaving her.

      “Stay with me, baby. You’re going to be fine.” I pull my phone out of my pocket and call Winston as I lift up her shirt to examine the wound.

      “Grayson, it hurts,” she mumbles, her face pinching in pain.

      “I know, babe. Keep your eyes open. Look at me.”

      Winston finally answers. “Where are you?”

      “Chris is dead, and Finley’s been shot. We’re on the west side of the building. Call an ambulance.” I hang up and look at the wound. It’s clean, in and out on the left side of her body.

      I hear people running down the hallway. “We’re over here!” I yell out. Marco, Sarah, Winston, and a medic team come into view.

      “Jesus. What the hell happened?” Winston asks, his gaze drawn to the pools of dark red blood surrounding Chris’s lifeless body.

      “Finley tried to shoot and missed. I didn’t, though.” I look at the two medics. “She’s been shot, but it’s a clean wound.” They kneel down next to her to get a better look. The two men talk, and one of them makes a call through the walkie talkie attached to his lapel. She falls unconscious, and they strap her into the gurney. “I’m coming with you.”

      “Only family allowed,” the man states.

      “I’m her boyfriend.”

      “Fine, keep pressure on the wound until we get to the ambulance then.” He places my hand exactly where he needs me to apply pressure.

      I lean down toward her ear, unsure if she can hear me. “You’re gonna be all right, babe. Just hang in there.”
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      Grayson

      I am sitting in the waiting room, my elbows resting on my knees and my head in my hands.

      Three hours.

      She’s been in surgery for three hours. I keep replaying the ride to the hospital in my head. She woke up on the ride over and had a fight or flight response to the oxygen mask over her face and the IV in her arm. She tried to rip both off. The heartrate monitor ran rapid until I could calm her down. I cupped her face and made her look right into my eyes.

      “I’m here, babe. You’re safe. You’re going to the hospital, and I’m right here with you. I won’t leave you. It’s over. He’s gone now. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      She nodded her head a small amount and relaxed back on the gurney. The ambulance pulled up to the emergency room doors, and they wheeled her straight into the operating room; two nurses and the driver had to hold me back as they pushed her through the double doors and out of view. I’ve been sitting in the brightly lit waiting room ever since.

      The doors open, and I look over at an older gentleman in scrubs. The nurse points in my direction, and I stand and meet him halfway.

      “Hi, I’m Doctor Greenwall. I performed the surgery on Miss Grier.” He reaches his hand out for mine and shakes it firmly.

      “Is she okay?” I ask, pushing past the lump in my throat.

      “She’s lucky the bullet didn’t do more damage. It nicked her spleen and fractured a rib, but we were able to fix both. She’s going to be in a lot of pain for a while, and she’s going to need at least a month of recovery time, so nothing too strenuous.”

      I push my breath out. She’s going to be okay. I run my fingers through my locks and scrub them over my face, relief washing over me. “When can I see her?”

      He turns and looks at the nurse sitting behind the counter. “She’s not awake yet, but he can go. Room one-thirty-one,” she tells him.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you over.”

      We pass a few rooms, and I watch the numbers climb as we near hers. My heart beats uncontrollably as we stop outside her doorway. She comes into view, and I rush to the side of her bed. Her eyelashes rest against her pale cheeks, and her breathing is even.

      I look over at the nurse in the room. “How long until she wakes up?”

      “She should be waking within the next twenty minutes or so. You’re welcome to wait with her. I’m sure she’d appreciate a familiar face when she comes to.” She puts her chart back and closes the door behind her as she exits, leaving the two of us alone.

      I pull a chair up next to her side of the bed and grasp her hand in mine. It’s warm, but she looks so frail lying in the big hospital bed, the thin sheet and scratchy blanket covering her petite frame.

      “You’re safe, Finley. No one’s going to hurt you now.” I bring her fingers up to my lips and plant a gentle kiss on them. Please, wake up. I want to wrap her in my arms and hold her tight. Her eyes shift under her closed lids, and her chest rises and falls with steady breaths.

      There’s a gentle knock on the door, and I look toward it. Winston steps through with Amelia, and both offer me a small smile and wave as I stand to greet them.

      “Found her wandering through the halls. Thought you two could chat,” Winston says.

      I walk to the door so we can talk without being too loud, and Winston waits in the hallway, giving us space to have a private conversation.

      “You have a lot of explaining to do, Grayson, and you’re going to be up to your eyeballs in paperwork. You managed to shut down a huge sex trafficking ring in Chicago, and someone anonymously dropped off evidence with information about each sale over the past two years. We have a starting point to find all these girls, and we can take the buyers into custody. Some of the names are huge, too. Never would have thought some of these men were scum.”

      “That’s great, Shaw. Glad more information’s been uncovered.”

      “Yeah, the FBI is taking over the investigation from here.”

      I nod. “Good. Any chance you solved Nick’s murder, too?”

      “We’re still looking into it, but I’ll keep you posted.” She looks past me to Finley, lying in the bed. “She’s lucky to have gotten out of this alive. It’s going to take her a long time to recover from everything.”

      “I know, and I’ll be there for her every step of the way.”

      She nods. “Call me if you need anything, I’ll leave you guys alone.” She leaves, and I sit back in the chair, waiting for Finley to wake up.

      

  




Finley

      There’s an annoying beeping in the distance, and a sharp pain runs down my left side. I wince and flutter my eyes open.

      Where the hell am I, and what the hell happened?

      I blink to focus my eyes, and Grayson’s handsome, chiseled face comes into focus. He smiles at me and squeezes my hand. When I open my mouth to ask him what’s going on, it feels like it’s stuffed with cotton. I look at the cup on the table, and he picks it up, lifting the straw to my lips. Sucking down the cool water helps my parched throat.

      “What happened?” I croak.

      He takes the hard plastic cup from me and places it on the small bedside table. He then takes both my hands between his and twines his fingers around mine. When he looks me in the eyes, worry lines are evident on his forehead. I withdraw my hand from his grasp and run my thumb over the lines, and they seem to soften then disappear altogether under my touch.

      “You were shot, and the bullet fractured a rib and grazed your spleen. I’ve been so worried, babe. The doctor said you’ll make a full recovery, but you need time to heal.”

      “And Chris?”

      His eyes darken, and he clenches his jaw. “Dead. They have the names of all the people who purchased girls in the past two years, thanks to Sarah, and the FBI is going to take over tracking the girls down.”

      “He won’t be able to do this again?” My chin quivers, and tears prick my eyes. The monitors in the room beep faster as I wait on baited breath for his reply.

      He cups my face with his hands. “No, babe. Everything’s going to be fine. Everyone’s safe now. You were so brave back there. Because of you, we both made it out of there alive.” He kisses the tears that trickle down my cheeks. “Rest now. I won’t leave. You’re safe here.”

      I nod and hold his hands to my face. “Can you sleep in here with me?”

      He gives me a sad smile. “If I do, they’ll probably kick me out of the hospital.”

      “Please. I need to feel you next to me. Just stay on my right side, and I’m sure I’ll be fine.” I scoot next to the railing, giving him room to get on the bed.

      He chuckles quietly. “If I get in trouble, I’m blaming you.” He kisses me and slides in next to me, curling into my side.

      “Good, and I’ll tell them to screw themselves.” I smile and turn serious again. “You said Marco and Sarah were on our side?”

      “Yeah, they sent some anonymous information to the police, which will lead them to a lot of arrests. Hopefully, some of those girls can be brought home. Sarah told me she and Marco had been trying to take Chris down for a while, and with me getting involved, they were able to do it without being suspected.”

      “Why couldn’t she just go to you before? Why wait until now?”

      He shrugs his shoulders. “She never told me. She just told me everything was set up and now was the time.”

      “Is she going to get in contact with her family? Let them know she’s safe?”

      “She told me she was going to, but that she needs to make sure any loose ends are tied up so no one comes after her or Marco. He was blackmailed into taking and training the girls. I’m not sure what Chris had over him, but hopefully, that secret died with him.”

      I stare at the ceiling, my body shaking with anger. “I hate him so much. I hate what he put me through. I hate what he made me do. And I hate that I’m going to remember him for the rest of my life. I’m glad he’s dead.” The heartrate monitor beeps faster again, and I take a few calming breaths to slow it.

      “I’m here for you, Finley, how ever you need me.”
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      Finley

      “Please, Master.”

      “Please, Master, what?” he questions, slowing down, giving me a moment to breathe.

      “Please, can I come?” I whine, the pressure between my legs too much.

      “Only if you scream my name as you do it.”

      He rams his cock deep inside me, hitting my favorite spot, and I fall over the edge. “Oh, Grayson, fuck! Don’t stop. I’m coming!” I scream, my hips bucking back into his.

      His hips stutter, and he empties everything he has into me. My heart is pounding a hundred miles a minute, and my whole body is twitching. He looks down at me and traces his finger over the fading scar the bullet left behind on my side. Worry settles into his face, and I place my hand over his.

      “Stop. I’m fine. It’s been over a year since it happened.”

      I’m fine, it’s true, but some days are worse than others. Nights like tonight happen only a few times a month now instead of every few days. I’ll be in the middle of a nightmare, and I’ll wake up in a cold sweat, needing him, needing to be used. It’s still a drug my body craves. I can’t stop it. Grayson has been amazing, and every time I need him, he’s there and will take control.

      It was hard the first few months as I was healing and dealing with all of the interviews, questions, and court appearances, but Grayson stood by my side through everything. I’m thankful fate brought him back into my life, even if the circumstances weren’t ideal.

      I haven’t been this happy with anyone in a long time. I gave up my condo and moved into his house with him shortly after returning to Chicago. It was easier than us taking turns at each other’s place.

      He gets off me and heads into the bathroom to get a washcloth to clean us both up. I run my finger over my growing stomach and sigh contently.

      

  




Grayson

      Finley is tracing a finger along her stomach, speaking quiet, soothing words to her slowly growing bump. I look at my beautiful angel sprawled out on the bed for me.

      After everything the two of us went through together, I knew I wanted to keep her for the rest of my life. We’ve had our ups and downs, including her having to face some of the men at the auction head on in court. The looks they gave her as their eyes roamed her form made me want to kill them all. Thank God, Shaw and Winston were there to keep me from ripping their heads off.

      I walk over to her and gently wipe her thighs and sensitive center, listening to her lyrical voice as she speaks, then toss the washcloth in the corner hamper.

      “What do you think we’re having? A boy or a girl?” I ask, lying down next to her.

      “I think it’s a boy. I hope he has your eyes and smile. What do you think?” she asks, yawning.

      “It’d better be a boy. If it’s a girl, I’ll have to beat off all the boys in town. She’ll be beautiful, just like her mom.” It’s now or never. I take a deep breath, my face turning serious. “Finley, I have something I want to talk to you about.”

      She sits up and crosses her legs, worry etched on her features. I sit up and take her face in my hands, kissing her lips, trying to erase the fear I see swimming in the depths of her eyes.

      “Since the first time I had you, I knew I never wanted to give you up. I knew I would fight to keep you safe. I want to be the person you seek for comfort, and I don’t want our baby born out of wedlock.”

      Her eyes light up, and a smile spreads across her face. She knows what I’m about to ask, and she patiently waits for me to get the words out of my mouth.

      I climb off the bed and reach into my nightstand drawer, pulling out a small black box. Dropping down on one knee, I open the box and gaze directly into her beautiful gray eyes. “Finley Marie Grier, will you make me the happiest man and marry me?”

      She jumps off the bed and sinks down onto the floor next to me. “Yes! Yes! Of course, I will!” She holds out her hand, and I slip the beautiful solitaire princess cut, platinum ring on her finger. She pulls my face to hers for a long, passionate kiss.

      She pokes me in the chest, a huge smile on her face. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into, mister.”

      “I’ve been into you for so long, Finley, I can’t imagine my life without you.”

      
        
        The End
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