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      My boots beat a steady thunk, thunk, thunk against the sidewalk, the sound muted somewhat by the powdered snow and the surrounding walls of brick buildings. It’s fucking freezing out here.

      But it was colder at home, and not because the seals around the windows leak—marrying Michael was the biggest mistake of my life. No matter what happens with us, I’m sure he’ll refuse to pay his car payment once I hang a “Closed For Business” sign on my vagina. I’m also stuck with a massive rent payment for a place he insisted we needed to keep us in the artistic district—for his real estate business that never materialized.

      “Fuck you, Michael,” I whisper to the bricks, but at least they have the decency not to talk back. How much walking will ease the rage in my guts? How much fury can I stomp out by actually stomping? I’ve been walking for hours… I think. I lost track of time somewhere before my toes went numb.

      The hair prickles on the back of my neck—someone’s watching. I whirl, but there’s no one behind me, just the thick, inky dark, the shadows like dirty fog stretching over the ice. Of course I’m alone. Only an idiot would be out here wandering around in a place that smells like the abominable snowman’s anus.

      I turn back, but I only take one step before the tip of my boot catches on something inside a pile of dirty snow. I go sprawling, arms windmilling through the air, but I manage to catch myself against the brick, skinning my palms through my gloves. My left foot is soaked is icy water.

      Shit.

      I don’t want to go home, but I suppose I have to now. I’ve already lost thousands of dollars and the last five years of my life to Michael—I’d rather not lose any body parts.

      I sigh and turn around, prepared to march home and give him another piece of my mind, but…huh. The road here is still empty, but that’s not the problem—it doesn’t look familiar. Not at all. Most of the businesses here are closed, the single streetlamp at the end of the road barely illuminating the cobblestones on the far end. Closer to where I’m standing, pockets of oil and ice glitter like tiny waves in the emergency security lights from inside the hobby store to my left. There’s another security system in the jewelry store to my right, and dim blue glowing from inside a dozen other shops, all stacked to the gills with knick-knacks or T-shirts or shoes or pastries.

      Where the hell am I?

      I reach into my coat pocket for my cell phone but come up empty. Of course. I left in such a hurry that I barely had time to grab my hat; I’m not even wearing a scarf. I lean my shoulder against the brick that just assaulted my palms. Think, Izzy. Think. The streets here run north and south, and I didn’t turn corners too many times. Twice, maybe, but right at the start. If I turn around and go straight back, eventually something should look familiar. No need to panic.

      But I am panicking, just a little. Two hours in the freezing cold might actually lead to frostbite. A cab…that would be better. I haven’t seen one driving by, but someplace has to be open—a gas station or a 24-hour party store should have a phone.

      I push myself off the wall and hustle back towards home, or where I think home is, the wind whipping my hair against my cheeks and stinging the end of my nose. I tug my hat down as low as I can, but I’m shivering. Maybe it’s the darkness down here—the streetlights don’t reach all the way to the end of this road. Maybe it’s my feet. The water in my boots seems to have dropped my temperature to levels my body will no longer tolerate. I wrap my arms around my shoulders and hug myself. I could use a hug anyway, truth be told. A hug and permission to kick Michael square in the fucking taint.

      The wind hisses against the brick and bites at my flesh through my coat, but there’s another sound too…a subtle scraping like the gusting ice is tossing cardboard boxes around the alley. I squint down the dark tunnel to my left.

      At first, I only see the blackness, but as I watch, I’m able to make out a series of shapes. People? Yes, people. Larger men, lugging something toward a truck, the twin lights on the running board barely visible beyond the workmen.

      They don’t see me; they’re working diligently, clearly involved in their own agendas. But they obviously work here. They’ll know exactly where I am, and more than that, one of them will have a phone. The wind blasts against my face, throwing me into a fresh round of shivering. The world smells of ice—bitter.

      I head in their direction, but between the wind and the rumble of their delivery truck and the grating of the huge box they’re dragging along the pavement, I don’t think they can hear the dull patter of my rubber-soled boots. None of them are facing me—their heads are all turned away.

      I pick up my pace. The wind isn’t as intense in the alley, the north-south gusts blocked by the buildings. I stop twenty feet from the delivery men and clear my throat. Still, they do not turn, but they have to hear me—they have to know I’m there. Why not acknowledge my presence? Rude.

      But then…one does.

      The man nearest me stands slowly. I thought he was facing away from me, but he’s not. They’re all in black, head to toe, which is why I thought I was looking at the back of his head. But now I can see the glitter of two eyes beneath his mask. A ski mask? No, a helmet, visor up. And this close, I can see what they’re loading too.

      They weren’t dragging a box across the cobblestones—the front gleams too brightly. Metal. A safe, the door now hanging open on one hinge as one of them scoops the contents into a knapsack. And what I thought was a running board isn’t the back lights of a truck. Motorcycles, four of them, lined up in a row.

      The other images come in slowly pulsing flashes. The back door beside them is a dull, hazy silver, but the spot where the knob should be is a gaping hole. Something glitters on the ground like a string of diamonds. Actually…maybe it is diamonds. A necklace?

      The jewelry store. They’re robbing the jewelry store.

      And the robbers are all staring. Straight at me.

      Oh no. Oh no, no, no.

      I back away slowly, but the moment I move, a horrific squalling sounds from my right, a jarringly loud shriek—the alarm. One of them grabs the sack from the ground, slings it onto his back, and heads for the bikes. A second follows suit as the first jumps onto his hog. The one nearest me stands still, watching or maybe waiting for instructions.

      I turn, prepared to run, but the one on the bike is already pointing at me. “She comes!” he yells, the word slightly muffled by the helmet. “No witnesses.”

      No witnesses? What the fuck does that mean? Are they going to…kill me? I’m already half a dozen steps away, but the outlaw is faster and stronger; he slings me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. And then he’s running, my head bouncing against his back while I kick him in the chest.

      Fuck. Oh fuck. But at least he’s warm. It’s a stupid as hell thing to think, but I’m no longer shivering. And there has to be a way out of this—if they wanted to kill me, they’d have shot me dead right here. I’ll jump off when he tries to get me onto the bike.

      But he doesn’t pause to climb onto his motorcycle. The moment he slows his pace, a dark shadow comes out of the alley to my left and slips zip ties around my wrists. And then I’m flying, swinging off his shoulder and onto a bike between the legs of an already settled rider. The man behind me tugs my hat down—I can’t see. My legs are locked around a bike, my wrists are pinned together in my lap, my eyes are useless behind the hat. And then all other thoughts are drowned out by the roar of the hog.

      My heart is thundering in my ears, and for the first time in hours, I’m not feeling the cold; I’m barely feeling the rage in my guts that’s been plaguing me since I left Michael at the apartment—at my apartment.

      I’m not sure if I’m terrified…I think I am. But I’m also exhilarated. Call it thrill-seeking, call it a death wish, call it endorphins, or the side effects of coming off months of near-constant unbridled fury, but it doesn’t really matter what it is. I’ve been stomping around for hours trying to get the tension in my chest to release and now, all of a sudden, I can breathe.

      At least, for the moment. Until they decide I’m a risk.

      “I didn’t see anyone’s face,” I say.

      “What?”

      “I don’t know what you look like.” I’m yelling it into the wind. I doubt he can hear me.

      But he answers: “Can’t take that chance.”

      The rage returns for a single, blistering heartbeat. “Oh fuck you,” I snap. “I’m not a threat to you. You just want power.” And…he has the power, doesn’t he? His arms are strong—a cage. His chest is a rock behind my back, crushing my shoulders. I shift in the seat, the vibration of the bike between my legs suddenly stronger, erotic, a shuddering pleasure that I should not be feeling. What is wrong with me?
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