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      Kane

      

      Blood drips from my hand down to the floor, creating a trail of my erratic movements.

      Declan tries to lift his swollen face, his eyes fused closed.

      “I trusted you. I left her in your care. All you had to do was drive her out of here.” I grab him by his hair, yanking his head back to look at him.

      I’m frantic, my heart is beating so fast I think it’s going to give out. We should have had more time. I had her out in less than twenty-four hours. They should have been able to cross the border.

      “We were being followed!” Oksana’s voice shakes, “it’s not his fucking fault.”

      “If either of you had anything to do with this, if you betrayed me— if you betrayed her.” My voice wavers.

      “I would never hurt her.” Tears slip down her cheeks.

      “Sir,” Declan’s voice is raw. “I didn’t recognize any of them. I killed two of the men, I’m sure they probably didn’t have any identification, but maybe we could⁠—”

      “They took the bodies with them,” Oksana cuts him off.

      “Fuck!” I rip at my hair.

      Zion steps around me, kneeling in front of Oksana to untie her hands.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “They didn’t have anything to do with this. I’m untying her.” He scowls at me over his shoulder.

      “One of the men had gold teeth and a tattoo on his face,” she whispers to him. “A naked woman covering his cheek.”

      He turns to me, searching my face for recognition, but there is none.

      “It’s something,” he pulls himself up to stand. “I’ll look into it. Right now, it’s the only lead we have.”

      “Get me a location on Farly. We’re going to pay him a visit.”

      Zion grabs my shoulder and nods.

      “All of you, get the fuck out of here.”

      Someone runs to grab Dec, and they all hurry to leave the room, but it’s not fast enough.

      “Out!” I howl as I flip my desk over. Paper and glass spray across the floor. When the door clicks closed and the last of them is gone, I truly lose control.

      In a blind rage, I move through the room, breaking everything in my path. Tables, chairs, the bar, everything.

      I’m a hurricane.

      She might already be dead. The thought makes my stomach heave.

      She didn’t want to go.

      I forced her to leave, and now she might be gone forever. Sometimes, living is worse than death.

      Images of her—hurt, hungry, cold—flash through my mind. I wish there was more for me to break. I’m going to raise The Underworld to the ground, scorching everything in my path until I find who is responsible for this.

      This is all my fault.

      My woman.

      “Kane!” Zion calls, “He’s at the bar.”

      “I’m driving. Let’s go.”

      Whether Farly was involved is of little consequence. He threatened her. I’m taking him out, regardless.

      The street is desolate. By now, word would have spread, and people are hiding. Smart.

      Shooting the glass panel out of the door, I step inside. The bartender slowly raises his hands.

      “He’s upstairs,” he gestures his head toward a door behind the bar, “but, sir, I don’t think he was involved. He’s been in a panic all morning.”

      As I round the bar and reach the door, I turn to him. “You should go.”

      He nods quickly and drops the glass he was washing, leaving without a second thought.

      Zion is right on my heels as I climb the stairs two at a time.

      “I’ve been waiting for this. Let’s get this motherfucker!” Zion cracks the knuckles in his hands.

      The sound of shattering glass as I grip the doorknob makes me smile. Please, make my day. Please be in the middle of trying to escape.

      Swinging the door open with a loud bang, I immediately scan the empty office. The window is broken. It looks like the fire escape was stuck. He couldn’t get the latter to release.

      I turn to Zion, who is pointing up. He’s on the roof.

      “Go around to the other side and up,” I nod to a few of my men.

      “Yes, sir,” they say, running quickly out of the office. We’ll surround them. The roof was a particularly bad idea on their part. They’re sitting ducks.

      Zion’s wicked smile mirrors mine. As we climb out onto the fire escape, I roll the sleeves of my shirt. I plan on getting dirty.

      When I’m able to see on the roof, I can see him, surrounded by six men. He’s screaming into his phone, absolutely shitting himself.

      A group of several industrial air conditioning units will provide us with the perfect cover to be able to take out his entourage.

      I hear the click of Zion’s gun as I pull out my own. Three of my men are climbing up behind us. My seven against his six, a nearly fair fight.

      This is going to be fun.

      “He always has more than six people with him.” I look back at my brother and guards. “You need to stay here, keeping eyes on the fire escape. I’m sure more men will be coming.” I point to a guard that I normally trust. Right now everything is fucked up, and I don’t trust anyone.

      Zion’s hand comes up to my shoulder as we turn, silently climbing over the rail. Once we’re in position, calm washes over me. I don’t understand feelings or softness, but I understand this. Exhaling as I squeeze the trigger, chaos erupts around us. The advantage of our position lets us take out two of his men before they can even see us.

      “What the fuck!” Farly is screaming as his guards drop like flies around him.

      He holds his gun out, waiting. The two men I sent around jump over the side onto the roof, taking out two more of his men. With his last two guards occupied, Zion stretches out his arm, taking aim and taking out one, leaving him and one guard. My man grabs him, holding a gun to his head while he struggles.

      “I’ll go grab him,” Zion laughs, enjoying this thoroughly. He moves around the opposite side of the air conditioning units as I distract them.

      “Farly,” I yell from my covered position.

      “Kane, I swear to fucking God, man. I had nothing to do with what happened.” His voice shakes as he calls back to me, pleading with me.

      “Tell me,” I stand, meeting his gaze, “who was it then?”

      “I don’t know. I would fucking tell you if I knew,” he grovels.

      Spineless little bitch.

      “Get rid of him.” I gesture to his guard, who is struggling against mine. With a loud pop and the thud of his body falling to the ground, Farly is alone.

      “Drop the gun.” I feel nothing—no adrenaline, no excitement, no fear. I’m empty.

      Farly tries to get away, running directly into Zion’s waiting arms. He struggles, but it’s useless.

      Pulling the bag from one of my men, I rummage around, I know exactly what I’m looking for.

      “You see, Farly. Whether or not you were involved this morning, I’m getting pretty sick of your shit. Let’s say for a moment that I believe you weren’t involved. You had me ambushed not so long ago. Do you think you’re fit to be king? You want my position? Think you could handle it?”

      I finally find what I’m looking for, pulling it out of the bag with a twisted smile.

      “Whoa, what the fuck is that?” He screams when he sees it.

      “Just wait, you’re going to love it,” Zion laughs, “it’s one of my favorites!”

      “I had this bag brought in from the pits, just some toys I thought we could play with.” I walk toward him as Zion wrestles him to the ground. “Do you know what this is?”

      He’s wide-eyed and petrified.

      “This is called a knee splitter. Any guesses what it’s used for?” His voice almost trembles. He’s so excited.

      He looks like he’s ready to shit his pants or pass out, maybe both.

      “That little item is from the Spanish Inquisition,” Zion tells him as he forces his legs out in front of him. “They were truly ingenious when it comes to torture. Real masters of the craft.”

      Two of my guards come to hold his legs out straight as I slip the wooden blocks up one of his legs to his knee.

      “Holy fuck, please, Kane. Please don’t fucking do this!” Sweat pours from his face.

      Twisting the metal rod once, the spikes inching closer together.

      “Where is my wife, Farly?” I grit my teeth.

      “On my life, Kane, I don’t fucking know. I have my team running facial recognition. We don’t know who the fuck those guys were!”

      I actually believe him since our facial recognition came up empty, too.

      Screwing the rod two full turns, he squirms as the spikes start to press into the front and back of his knee from both sides. It’s not enough pressure to break the skin, but we’ll get there.

      “When you came down here, didn’t anyone warn you not to fuck with Kane?” Zion taunts him, whispering in his ear.

      “I didn’t do it!” He screams.

      “You should have taken me out when you had the chance.” I force the rod around, feeling the pressure and resistance of his skin and bones as the spikes crush through. The device is completely closed, the spikes going in one side and out the other.

      He screams, ear-shattering and full of anguish. The sound calms the rage in my blood. This is what I needed. 

      “Sir!” One of my men yells, holding out a phone to me. “You need to take this! It’s about Anaïs.”
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      Anaïs 

      

      I can’t see the clock on the console, but I know it’s been hours. The driver has taken us out of The Underworld, over the bridge, through the woods, and into the great beyond.

      We’ve passed small towns, farms, wide-open valleys, tree-packed forests, rivers, big cities, and dry, barren deserts.

      I’m starting to think they don’t know where they’re going.

      Mountain peaks are in the distance, and I groan internally. Another geographical feature to check off the list.

      The closer we get, the more intimidating the mountains become. Huge reaching pinnacles stretching into the sky.

      At first, the flat road starts to incline slightly, the hill growing steeper as we follow the road.

      Eventually, we are driving over winding mountain roads that look out over miles and miles.

      I would be awed if I wasn’t waiting for my impending death. With each rotation of the tires, my hope dwindles that Kane is coming. Fear grips my heart like a fist that makes each beat painful. I’m trying not to think the unthinkable, but the thoughts won’t leave me alone. They creep in no matter how hard I try to push them back.

      There must be a reason he hasn’t come by now. He’s too hurt or he’s dead. I bite into my cheek, the pain a welcome distraction from the emotions I’m barely containing.

      When we turn off of the main road, the driver follows a narrow path surrounded by trees.

      “We’re here,” Gold Teeth points to a gate in the distance.

      The gate rolls open slowly, an armed guard inspecting the car before we’re allowed to enter. The gravel path makes the car shake as we drive up to the largest house I’ve ever seen.

      The monumental structure is angular, made of wood and metal, with more windows than walls.

      “Come on,” I’m jerked out of the car.

      I’m not bound. The momentary idea of attempting escape does occur to me. It’s quickly replaced with common sense, though. I’m a million miles up a mountain. I have no money or supplies. And I have no clue where I am. It’s probably a bad idea.

      A huge panel of glass opens, and a blonde man steps out with a huge smile on his face.

      “Miss Poulain!” He takes my trembling hands in his. “I’m so happy you’re here! You must be absolutely exhausted! Please, come in, let’s get you settled!”

      With no other options, I slowly follow him into the house.

      The inside is bright white. Every single item is white or gold, it’s almost blinding. I follow him into a large office, white marble everywhere.

      “Is there anything you need? Can we get you anything to make you more comfortable?” The man asks, removing his pastel yellow suit jacket and sitting on a large white chair.

      He gestures for me to sit. I rock on my feet, my mind racing. I expected a jail cell or a cage —something horrible.

      “Um, where am I? Who are you?” Why is this guy acting like we’re friends, and I wasn’t just forcibly ripped away from my life?

      Something flashes in his eyes as he looks at me. “I’m Gideon Cross, ruler and King up top.” His voice is clipped, the cheerfulness it held only a moment ago is gone. I think I offended him by not immediately recognizing him.

      “Why am I here, Mr. Cross? Why did you kidnap me?”

      He gasps, “We didn’t kidnap you! We rescued you!”

      “Rescued me from what?”

      “From Kane Azrael!” He’s looking at me like I’m an idiot.

      “I didn’t need to be rescued from Kane. It didn’t feel like a rescue, there was a car chase and shooting, and my friends were held at gunpoint…”

      “We were trying to separate you from your captors! You were never in harm’s way! The whole point was to keep you safe!”

      “I didn’t feel safe. It felt like I was being kidnapped.” I’m still so confused. “Kane isn’t holding me captive? Why would you think that?”

      “I’m so sorry. I thought you were being held there against your will. It’s inconceivable to me that someone would willingly choose to stay in The Underworld.”

      “Right, well, I did choose to…” my voice dies in my throat. “What do you mean to choose to stay in The Underworld?”

      “You know,” he shrugs, “it’s just surprising. We’ve never heard of a case like yours. I didn’t even consider that you would want to stay there. I mean no offense, but it wasn’t even in the realm of possibility.”

      I’m trying to piece together what he’s saying, but it’s as if I don’t understand the words. Everything is jumbled up.

      “By ‘want to stay there’ you mean what, exactly?”

      “I mean, when it was discovered that you were an innocent who was never convicted of a crime, you should’ve been sent back up top where you belong. When he told you that they would be arranging transport for you to come here… you chose not to accept it.”

      The room spins, and I sink into the seat. His words boom in my mind so loudly that they rattle my brain.

      “It’s illegal for you to be here without a conviction. You could be sent to the pits…”

      He lied to me. No. No, he didn’t. Kane wouldn’t lie to me.

      “He… he told me it was illegal for me to be down there.”

      “That’s true. It is illegal for someone who hasn’t been convicted of a crime to be in The Underworld.”

      I sigh, relieved.

      “But,” he continues, “the remedy for that would be to send that person, you, up top.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He laughs in my face, holding his stomach like I’ve just told the best joke he’s ever heard. When he finally stops laughing, he has so much pity in his eyes.

      “You don’t have to believe me, but it is the truth. What reason would I have to lie to you? By the look on your face, I can surmise that he didn’t inform you of your right to choose. You can say whatever you want, but your eyes give you away.”

      “I won’t believe it until I can talk to Kane. You said you didn’t kidnap me. I want to speak to him.” I sit up straight, hoping to look more confident in my demands.

      “I’ll do you one better.” He stands and walks towards his desk, pressing a button on the phone.

      “Angelica, call Kane Azrael. Set up a meeting at his earliest convenience. Tell him Miss Poulain would like to see him.”

      “Yes, Sir, right away.”

      “Thank you, Angelica.”

      He turns to me with a smile on his face. “We’ll have a little face-to-face.”

      My heart races. He’s still alive. A weight is lifted from my chest, and I can finally breathe. I just have to wait until he gets here, then everything will be alright. He wouldn’t lie to me.

      “If I wanted to leave and go back to him right now, you would let me.” I’m still not convinced that I’m not actually being held here.

      “Absolutely, you’re not a prisoner. You can choose whatever you want and it will be respected.”

      He’s trying to turn me against him. I won’t fall for it.

      “Anaïs, may I ask you something?”

      I nod.

      “I understand that you were frightened this morning by our covert efforts to get you out of The Underworld, but you still look frightened. You’re not afraid of me, are you? I have no reason to harm you.”

      I don’t know what to say. When I look at him, I don’t feel fear. He looks so…harmless. If he’s Kane’s enemy, then he’s mine. I just need to keep his voice out of my head long enough for Kane to arrive.
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      Kane 

      
      It feels like we’re moving in reverse. We should be there by now. 

      The torture that I’m going to rain down on Gideon hasn’t even been thought of yet. I’m going to invent something special, just for him. 

      None of this makes sense. Why would he go to all the trouble of taking her, only to call me a few hours later and arrange for me to come to get her? 

      “Ok, look,” Zion has wanted to say something for the past several hours but he’s held back. “I’m just going to say this, and you can take it or leave it, but… I think it needs to be said. Something is fucked about this. You can feel that, right? We need to be prepared for what we’re walking into.”

      “I assume this is some kind of trick, a ploy to draw me out of The Underworld or an attempt to kill me, I don’t know, but I can’t not go. Anais is there, she’s waiting for me. I have to go, even if it’s a trap.” 

      “Sir,” the driver calls, “we’re here.” 

      My chest is so tight that I can’t inhale as the car stops in front of a gate. 

      If a single hair on her head is so much as out of place, I will turn the entire world into Hell. 

      “Mr. Azrael,” A guard steps forward, “we’re going to need to search you and hold any weapons here at the security outpost.” 

      Stepping out of the car, I let him pat me down. Zion is behind me mumbling under his breath about Gideon being a little bitch. 

      “All I’m saying is, we don’t confiscate his weapons when he’s in The Underworld. He’s a pussy, end of story.”

      “Zion, shut the fuck up.” I can’t take anymore. Nothing is moving. The car is slow, the gate is slow, the fucking guards are slow. Everything is trying to stand in the way of me getting to her. 

      I’m out of the car before it’s stopped, Zion rushing out behind me. I can’t wait another minute to see with my own eyes that she’s alright. Deep down, in a place I’m trying not to think about, the thought crossed my mind that she’s not alight, that she’s dead and this is a trick. 

      The door opens just as we reach it, and Gideon steps out. 

      “Oh, fuck!” I barely register Zion’s voice. I’ve got Gideon by the throat, pressing him into the glass. 

      “Where is she?” 

      He makes a gurgling sound as Zion pulls a concealed knife from his belt and holds it to the throat of the nearest guard. 

      “Whoa, back the fuck up,” he growls as the team that runs out to free Gideon. 

      He chokes, trying to talk or even breathe against the pressure of my hand.

      “Kane?”

      Anaïs. 

      I drop him, coughing and stuttering on the ground. I turn to see her running toward me. 

      “Baby,” I whisper into her hair as I hold her.  She curls into me and her shoulders shudder. 

      I’m shattered. I can’t breathe. If Gideon wanted to kill me, now would be the time. I feel everything at once, burning in my blood, a rolling, rapid churning that drains me. 

      I want to kill everyone… to kiss her and hold her and fuck her. I won’t be whole until she’s wrapped around me until I’m so deep inside of her that we can’t be separated. I need to show her, to love her, to make her feel me. 

      Everything around us is static, white noise that I can barely hear. 

      “I apologize for this horrible misunderstanding, Kane,” Gideon is dusting off his piss-colored pants. I need to get her away from here right now. 

      “I hope you can understand my position. I’m sorry for the inconvenience this caused and the fear that everyone felt. I thought I was rescuing her…” He continues. I know where he’s going with this. Mother fucker. Taking her hand, I turn to walk toward the car, but she’s standing firm, watching me. 

      “Kane, wait,” her voice is so soft and small that I almost don’t hear it. 

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 

      She knows. He already told her. I underestimated him. Everything is suddenly crystal clear. He’s
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