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DISCLAIMER
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Content Warning

This book contains themes of sexual activity, abduction, stalking, psychological manipulation, and violence, including depictions of captivity and death. Reader discretion is advised.
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The iron was cold, but Jessica Marlowe’s muscles burned with a familiar, welcome fire. She stood on the deadlift platform at Iron Haven with chalk dust clinging to her palms like a second skin and stared down at the barbell as if it had personally offended her. 

Three hundred and fifteen pounds. A new personal record. A number that, for the last six months, had lived in her mind as both promise and insult, waiting for the day she would either claim it or admit it owned her.

Today, the gym was anything but empty.

The midmorning crowd had settled into its usual chaos. Music thumped from the overhead speakers, a generic rock playlist that blurred into the clank of dumbbells, the hiss of machines, and the low thunder of plates being racked too hard by men who wanted everyone to know they had touched something heavy. To her left, a trainer drove a red-faced client through sled pushes. To her right, a cluster of college kids took turns filming each other on the bench press, their grunts dramatic, their form dangerous, their phones angled for maximum social media glory.

Jess ignored them all.

This was her church, and the deadlift platform was her altar. The ritual never changed. Breathe. Grip. Pull the slack. Drive through the floor. Lockout. Control the descent. The barbell demanded honesty. You could not fake a deadlift. You either lifted the weight, or you did not. There was no charm, no excuse, no partial credit for wanting it badly enough.

She rolled her shoulders and felt the density of muscle there, the years of discipline carved into her frame. 

At five-seven, she was not the tallest woman in the gym, but she was unquestionably one of the strongest. Her quads were thick with power, her hamstrings defined like cables, her back a landscape of muscle that shifted beneath her skin when she moved. She was thirty-three years old, a physical therapist by day, a former bikini and figure competitor, a woman who had once learned the hard way that a body could betray you, break down, and force you to rebuild from the inside out.

Now she helped other people rebuild. Knees after surgery. Shoulders after tears. Backs after car wrecks. Bodies after age, after accident, after pride had written checks the spine could not cash. But here, on the platform, she was not the therapist, not the wife, not the steady voice telling someone to breathe through the pain.

Here, she was the engine.

“You got this, Jess!”

The voice cut through the music. She glanced toward the cardio machines and saw Mark, one of the regulars, paused on his elliptical to watch. He was an accountant in his forties trying to bulk up, the kind of man who asked for form tips, showed up even when he hated it, and treated every five-pound increase like a military promotion. She liked him. He meant well. Still, his encouragement turned the lift into a performance, and Jess preferred her victories private.

She nodded once, then turned back to the bar.

The air smelled of chalk, rubber, disinfectant, and clean sweat, the perfume of work. She stepped to the barbell, feet hip-width apart, the steel directly over the middle of her shoes. She bent at the hips and took her grip just outside her knees. One hand over. One hand under. The knurling bit into her palms, rough and honest.

She pulled the slack out of the bar.

The plates clicked.

Her hips set. Her spine locked. Her lats engaged, drawing her shoulders down and back. Her gaze fixed on a tiny scuff mark on the far wall, a mark she had stared at for seven years, ever since she had first joined Iron Haven as a nervous twenty-six-year-old recovering from a competition injury and trying to prove to herself that pain had not won.

Drive through the floor.

She pulled.

The bar rose in a clean, brutal line. 

The weight felt impossible for the first inch, a stubborn mass of iron determined to stay married to the earth. Then her body answered. Glutes firing. Hamstrings screaming. Traps pulling against her spine. Hands clamped to the bar as force traveled from the floor, through her legs, up her back, and into her grip.

The gym disappeared.

For one suspended second, there was no music, no crowd, no Mark, no phones, no world beyond the bar and the body moving it.

Then came the lockout.

Jess stood tall, shoulders back, the barbell resting against her hips. Her chest was open. Her head was neutral. Her legs were straight but not locked. For that perfect instant, she owned the weight. Three hundred and fifteen pounds of iron, fully under her control.

She lowered it with discipline, not drama, but the plates still hit the platform with a thunderous clang that rolled through the gym.

A smattering of applause broke out. Mark whooped from the elliptical. Even the college kids stopped pretending they knew what they were doing and stared at her. One of them lowered his phone as if realizing he had been filming the wrong person.

Jess stepped back from the bar, chest heaving, and allowed herself a small smile.

Three-fifteen.

She had done it.

She reached for her water bottle, still riding the warm rush of triumph, when a woman moved into her peripheral vision.

The first thing Jess noticed was that she was beautiful. Not soft beautiful. Not the kind of pretty that invited easy compliments. 

She was striking, almost severe, tall and slender with sharp cheekbones, pale blue eyes, and hair the color of dark honey pulled back in an immaculate low ponytail. She wore expensive leggings and a matching sports bra that showed off a lean, toned body built more by Pilates and careful deprivation than heavy iron. Her posture was flawless, almost rigid, as if every movement had been rehearsed before a mirror.

“That was incredible,” the woman said.

Her voice was smooth and quiet, nearly swallowed by the gym noise. She stepped closer, just enough to be heard.

“I’ve been watching you. Your form is flawless. Like a machine.”

Jess wiped sweat from her face with a towel, a little embarrassed by the intensity of the praise. Compliments happened sometimes, especially after a big lift, but something about this woman’s attention felt heavier than admiration.

“Thanks,” Jess said. “It’s just a lot of practice.”

“No.”

The woman shook her head. Her gaze moved over Jess with a precision that made the hairs at the back of Jess’s neck rise. It was not quite sexual, not quite clinical, but somehow both.

“It’s more than that. It’s dedication. Most people here are playing. They move weight because they think they’re supposed to. You work. There’s a difference.”

Jess gave a polite laugh and reached for her water bottle, using the movement to put a little space between them.

“Well, I appreciate that.” She took a long drink, then capped the bottle. “Are you new here? I don’t think I’ve seen you around.”

The woman’s smile was immediate and perfect.

“Valerie,” she said. “Valerie Kane. And yes, I’m new. I just moved to the area. I was looking for a gym with serious people. Not the usual scene.”

She glanced toward the college kids with a faint, dismissive curve of her mouth. Her nails were short, unpainted, and perfectly manicured. No jewelry. No visible tattoos. Everything about her was clean, controlled, deliberate.

“You’ll find that here,” Jess said. “The early crowd is usually more serious. Late evenings too. Middle of the day gets a little messy.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Valerie’s eyes had not left her face. They moved slowly, memorizing. 

Jess had dealt with intense people before. Clients in pain. Competitors hungry for attention. Men who mistook kindness for invitation. Women who confused admiration with intimacy. This felt different. Valerie did not look at Jess like someone meeting her for the first time. She looked at her like someone finally standing close to something she had already claimed.

“Do you compete?” Valerie asked. “You have the look.”

“I used to. Bikini, then figure. I stopped about four years ago.” 

Jess shrugged, modesty covering the old pride that never completely went away. 

“Now I lift for myself. And for my patients. I’m a physical therapist. It helps to understand the engine if you’re going to fix it.”

“How pragmatic,” Valerie murmured.

The word came out slowly, almost lovingly, as if practicality were a strange little artifact she had picked up and turned over in her hand.

“So you rebuild people.”

“Something like that.”

Jess checked her phone. A text from Daniel lit the screen.

Please tell me you’re almost done. I’m starving and the leftover situation is officially tragic.

The message softened her instantly. She smiled before she could stop herself.

“I have to run,” she said. “My husband is apparently helpless in the presence of leftovers.”

She expected Valerie to laugh.

Valerie did not.

“Husband,” she said.

The word came out flat. Empty. For a fraction of a second, the pale blue eyes changed. The warmth vanished from them, replaced by something cold and bright. Then the smile returned, smooth and convincing.

“How lovely,” Valerie said. “I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

“Probably.”

Jess hoisted her gym bag onto her shoulder and headed for the locker room. The adrenaline from the lift still sang in her veins, mixing now with the comfort of Daniel’s text. She did not look back. She had no reason to.

If she had, she would have seen Valerie Kane still standing where Jess had left her.

Perfectly still.

Her arms hung loose at her sides. Her head tilted slightly as she watched Jess walk away. Her gaze traced the line of Jess’s spine, the shape of her shoulders, the swing of her ponytail, the power in her calves. Her attention had nothing to do with fitness and everything to do with hunger.

In her right hand, held low against her thigh, Valerie clutched her phone.

The screen was dark now, but she did not need to look at it. She knew what was there. A video of Jess’s deadlift. The setup. The pull. The lockout. The breath. The strain. The smile afterward, small and private and unaware.

Valerie had filmed the entire thing.

She had filmed Jess before today too, from treadmills and corners and benches and reflections in mirrors. She had captured squats, rows, stretches, laughter at the smoothie bar, glances toward the front door when Daniel was coming to pick her up. She had watched from across the street. From the grocery aisle. From behind tinted windows.

But today was different.

Today Jess had spoken to her.

Valerie’s thumb moved slowly along the edge of the phone.

“See you soon, Jessica,” she whispered.

No one heard her. The music was too loud. The gym was too full. She was invisible, as she had trained herself to be.

She turned toward the locker room, not to follow Jess all the way, not yet, but to change and leave. She had what she came for. Another piece of the collection.

Another step closer.

By the time Jess came out of the locker room twenty minutes later, Valerie was gone.

Jess barely noticed.

She pushed through the glass doors into the bright Los Angeles morning, her gym bag over one shoulder and her phone in her hand. Daniel had sent another text, this one a photograph of an empty refrigerator with the caption: Evidence of neglect.

Jess laughed aloud as she walked through the parking lot.

She typed back, You are a grown man with a badge and a gun. Make a sandwich.

His reply came almost instantly.

That sounds like a confession that you don’t love me.

She was still smiling when she reached her car.

For one brief, ordinary moment, the world was exactly what it had always been. Sunlight on windshields. Traffic murmuring beyond the gym entrance. Someone laughing near the smoothie shop. A woman loading groceries into an SUV. Jess Marlowe, strong and loved and tired in the best possible way, digging through her bag for her keys.

Then she noticed her rear tire.

Flat.

Not low. Not soft. Flat.

“Damn it,” she muttered.

She crouched beside the car, touching the rubber with two fingers. A thin silver puncture mark showed near the sidewall. Not a nail, not from what she could see. It looked too clean, too deliberate, but that was ridiculous. Tires picked up things. Roads were full of metal and glass and every other small disaster waiting to happen.

She stood and looked around the parking lot. No one seemed to be paying attention. The grocery woman had driven away. The smoothie shop door had closed. A delivery truck idled at the far curb.

Jess unlocked the car and tossed her gym bag onto the passenger seat. She could call Daniel, but he was on shift and would immediately turn a flat tire into a tactical event. She could call roadside assistance. She could change it herself. She knew how. Her father had made sure of that before she had even gotten her license.

She opened the trunk and leaned in for the spare.

A shadow moved behind her.

Jess sensed it before she heard it, a shift in the air, a presence too close. Her body reacted before her mind named the danger. She started to turn.

A cloth clamped over her mouth and nose.

The smell hit first. Sharp. Chemical. Sweet in a way that was wrong. Her hands flew up. She slammed an elbow back and felt it connect with something soft. Someone grunted. The cloth slipped for half a second, and Jess sucked in air.

She drove her heel down hard and twisted, catching a glimpse of dark honey hair, pale eyes, a face twisted not with anger but with ecstatic concentration.

Valerie.

Jess swung again, but Valerie was not alone.

An arm locked around Jess’s throat from behind. Not Daniel. Not anyone she knew. Strong enough to hold her, not strong enough to keep her if she had more time. Jess dropped her weight and drove backward, smashing whoever held her into the open trunk. The grip loosened. She nearly broke free.

Then something sharp pinched the side of her neck.

A needle.

Jess tore away and staggered, one hand clamping over the sting. The parking lot tilted. Sound stretched and warped. The sunlight became too bright, breaking into pieces across the windshields.

“No,” she gasped.

Valerie stepped into focus and then out of it again.

“I’m sorry,” Valerie whispered, though her face did not look sorry at all. “I didn’t want it to happen this way. But you’re stronger than the others.”

Jess tried to run. Her legs answered for two steps, then betrayed her. She hit the side of her car hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs. Her hand scraped down the paint. Her fingers found the door handle, missed it, found it again.

Fight.

The word flashed through her mind with brutal clarity.

Fight, Jess.

She shoved herself upright and reached for Valerie, but her arm moved as if underwater. Valerie caught her wrist with both hands, pressed it gently against her own chest, and held it there.

“You’re magnificent,” Valerie said.

The world narrowed.

Somewhere nearby, the delivery truck’s engine rumbled louder. A sliding door opened. Hands caught Jess under the arms. Her knees buckled. Her phone slipped from her fingers and landed beneath the car, screen lighting once with Daniel’s name before going dark.

Jess tried to scream, but the sound came out as a low, broken breath.

Valerie’s face hovered above her, softening as Jess sank.

“Sleep now,” she whispered. “When you wake up, everything will finally make sense.”

The last thing Jess saw was the open mouth of the delivery van.

Then the darkness took her.
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Valerie Kane drove for nearly an hour before she allowed herself to believe it had actually happened. The delivery van moved through the darkness with a low, steady vibration that traveled up through the seat and settled in her bones. Behind her, somewhere beyond the steel partition and reinforced cargo space, Jessica Marlowe lay unconscious, hidden beneath a gray moving blanket and the careful weight of Valerie’s planning. 

Los Angeles had fallen away mile by mile, its lights thinning behind her until the city became nothing more than a pale stain in the rearview mirror. Traffic disappeared. Storefronts vanished. The world narrowed to highway, headlights, and the soft mechanical hum of a stolen van carrying the one person Valerie had wanted more than breath.

She should have felt panic. She had expected panic. For years, she had imagined this drive in a hundred different forms, every one of them shaped by danger: police lights, witnesses, accidents, Jess waking too soon, some small, overlooked detail undoing everything. But what she felt now was not panic. It was exhaustion braided with triumph, a deep trembling satisfaction so powerful she had to keep reminding herself to hold the wheel with both hands and stay exactly at the speed limit.

“You fought beautifully,” she said, her voice quiet inside the cab.

Jess did not answer, but Valerie smiled anyway.

Of course she had fought. Valerie would have been disappointed if she had not. The others had fought too, in their own ways, but Jess had been different even in those final seconds beside the car. 

The sedative had been in her bloodstream, the cloth pressed over her mouth, the van waiting open behind her, and still she had almost broken free. That strength had thrilled Valerie more than it had frightened her. It proved everything. It proved Jess was the one she had believed her to be, the one she had watched through years of workouts and errands and ordinary mornings, the one whose discipline had turned her body into a weapon and her life into something worth taking.

After another thirty miles, fatigue began to blur the edges of Valerie’s vision. She had been awake too long. The abduction, the route change, the false plate, the careful use of side roads and blind spots had taken more out of her than she wanted to admit. The compound was still hours away, and the idea of continuing without checking on Jess became intolerable. 

Valerie guided the van off the highway and onto a deserted service road that curved into scrubland and darkness. She drove until the road dipped low between two ridges, then killed the headlights and sat for a moment, listening.

Nothing moved.

Satisfied, she climbed out, walked around to the rear of the van, and opened the cargo doors just wide enough to slip inside before anyone distant, or imaginary could see what she had carried away from the world. The interior smelled faintly of rubber matting, metal, and Jess’s sweat. Valerie pulled the doors shut behind her and switched on the small utility light.

Jessica lay exactly where Valerie had secured her, wrists bound, ankles restrained, breathing deep and slow under the sedative. Even unconscious, she looked powerful. Her shoulders pressed against the blanket. Her arms, thick from years of training, seemed almost too solid for captivity, as if muscle itself might eventually remember what had happened and rise against the bonds. 

A loose strand of hair had fallen across her face. Valerie sat beside her and stared, unable to move for several long seconds.

No photograph had ever captured this. No video from across a gym. No long-lens image taken through a windshield. No stolen moment preserved on a memory card and pinned to corkboard beneath perfect lighting. Jess was real now. Close enough to touch. Close enough to study without distance, without mirrors, without crowds, without Daniel appearing to ruin the frame with his easy smile and husband’s confidence.

Valerie reached out and brushed the strand of hair away from Jess’s face. The contacted created a stir between her thighs.

“There you are,” she whispered.

Jess did not stir. Her skin was warm beneath Valerie’s fingertips, and the simple fact of that warmth nearly undid her. For years, Valerie had lived on fragments. A laugh overheard outside Iron Haven. A grocery receipt pulled from a trash bin. A photograph of Jess stretching her left shoulder after a hard workout. 

She spent hours watching the same video of her deadlifting three hundred and fifteen pounds while the world around her applauded without understanding what it was witnessing. Valerie had understood. 

Valerie had seen what others missed. Strength was not merely strength. Strength was devotion made visible. Strength was proof of will. Strength was the body confessing that it had been forced, shaped, punished, and remade into something superior.

Jess was the purest expression of that truth Valerie had ever seen.

Valerie pulled the milk crate closer and sat, her eyes never leaving Jess's face. The soft rise and fall of Jess's chest. The way her head lolled slightly to one side, then the other, as if even unconscious, she was aware of Valerie's presence.

She knows I'm here, Valerie thought. Even now, she knows.

She let her hand drift downward, past her hip, beneath the waistband of her panties. Her eyes traced the line of Jess's jaw, the curve of her lower lip, the hollow of her throat. Every breath Jess took was a gift. Every heartbeat was a promise.

"You want this," Valerie whispered, her voice trembling. "You want me. You've always wanted me."

She imagined Jess's hands in her hair. Jess's thighs wrapped around her head. Jess's voice—that low, commanding voice—telling her what to do, how to move, how to please her.

The fantasy crested, and Valerie gasped, her body arching, her fingers pressing deeper. The world dissolved into white light and the sound of her own ragged breathing.

When she opened her eyes, she was on her knees beside the cot. Her thighs trembled. Her skin was slick with sweat. And Jess was still unconscious, still unaware, still hers.

Valerie stared at her hand—at the evidence of what she'd done—and felt something she couldn't name. Shame, maybe. Or hunger. Or both.

She reached out and wiped her fingers on the gag, watching the fabric darken.

Then she collapsed across Jess's body, pressing her cheek to Jess's chest, listening to the steady thrum of her heart.

* * *
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VALERIE WOKE TO RED and blue light washing across the inside of the van. For a moment, she did not understand where she was. Her cheek rested against Jessica Marlowe’s chest, the slow rise and fall beneath her face steady enough to remind her that the sedative still held. 

The darkness inside the cargo compartment was thick and close, smelling of metal, rubber flooring, and Jess’s skin. Outside, beyond the tinted rear windows, the night should have been empty.

Then the lights pulsed again.

Valerie lifted her head.

A sheriff’s cruiser sat behind the van, its roof lights cutting red and blue through the dark with mechanical patience. Valerie remained still, every part of her suddenly awake. Panic would ruin her. Panic made noise. Panic created mistakes. She pressed herself into the shadows along the cargo wall and watched through the narrow angle of the rear glass as the deputy stepped out of the cruiser.

He stood for a moment beside his open door, studying the delivery van the way a man studies something that does not belong where he has found it. The service road was too narrow, too dark, too far from town. The van sat alone in a pocket of scrub and blacktop, its lights off, its engine silent, its bulk interrupting the night.

“You’re out of place,” he said.

The words carried softly, meant more for himself than for anyone he expected to hear. 

Valerie’s face did not change. 

She had survived for years by understanding men in uniforms, men with questions, men who believed suspicion and authority were the same thing. He was not frightened yet. He was curious. Curiosity could still be managed.

His flashlight swept across the vehicle, gliding over the tires, the side panels, the bumper, then lingering on the rear doors. Valerie lowered her gaze to Jess. Still unconscious. Still breathing. No movement beneath the blanket. No sound. Good. Everything depended on silence.

The deputy tried the first rear handle.

Locked.

He tried the second.

Also locked.

He stepped back and leaned toward the rear window, cupping one hand around the flashlight to cut the reflection. The tint was too dark. The cargo space behind it held its secrets. He stared for several seconds anyway, close enough that Valerie could see the faint outline of his face distorted through the glass. Then he moved away, pulled a notepad from his breast pocket, and copied down the plate number.

Valerie watched him return to his cruiser.

He settled behind the wheel and reached for the radio. She could not hear what he said, only the low murmur of his voice through the sealed doors and the brief crackle of dispatch answering. Then he leaned toward the computer mounted beside him and began to type.

His attention dropped.

Valerie moved.

She slipped through the cargo compartment with practiced quiet, stepping around Jess’s unconscious body and easing herself into the narrow passage toward the cab. The door opened without a click. She had oiled the hinges herself because small sounds destroyed careful work. 

Cold night air touched her face as she stepped out into the darkness and closed the door behind her with the gentleness of someone leaving a sleeping child’s room.

The deputy never looked up.

The cruiser idled ahead of her, its engine humming, its lights still painting the road in violent color. Valerie moved along the side of the van, staying low, keeping herself outside the hard reach of the cruiser’s headlights. By the time she circled around and reached the rear quarter panel, the deputy was still bent toward the screen, waiting for the system to answer him. She slipped through red and blue flashes, then came up along the driver’s side.

The window was nearly closed, open only an inch for air.

Valerie leaned forward and tapped lightly on the glass.

The deputy startled hard enough to jerk back from the computer. His hand twitched toward his belt before his eyes found her face. Confusion came first. Then recognition that she was a woman. Then the automatic recalculation men made when danger arrived wearing softness.

Valerie had left the top buttons of her blouse undone. Leaning toward the window placed her in the glow of his dashboard, close enough for the open fabric to draw his eyes before his training could drag them back to her hands. She saw the glance. She had counted on it.

He rolled down the window.

“Ma’am?” he asked. “Can I help you?”

Valerie smiled, tired and grateful and harmless.

“I hate to be a pain in the neck, but I was hoping you could.”

Before he could answer, the radio crackled.

“Charlie Seven, be advised. That plate comes back stolen. Vehicle is wanted in connection with a possible abduction investigation out of Los Angeles.”

The deputy froze.

For half a second, the words hung between them without meaning. Then his face changed. Curiosity vanished. Routine vanished. The man in the driver’s seat understood, all at once, that the van was not abandoned, the woman at his window was not helpless, and whatever was locked behind those rear doors had brought him to the edge of something terrible.

His hand moved toward his weapon.

Valerie was faster.

The Ka-Bar came up from below the window line and drove into his throat before his fingers reached the grip. His eyes widened, not with pain at first, but with stunned disbelief. His body tried to do three things at once: pull away, reach the wound, draw the gun. None of them worked. The knife had stolen the order from him. The sound that escaped his mouth was wet and broken, more surprise than speech, and the radio kept talking as if procedure still mattered.

Valerie held him there for a moment, close enough to watch the life in his eyes begin to lose its shape.

Shock became terror.

Terror became pleading.

Pleading became nothing.

She withdrew the blade only when his hands weakened and slipped uselessly from his throat. 

He sagged forward, shoulder bumping the wheel, blood darkening his uniform and the edge of the seat. The cruiser’s lights continued to flash over both of them, turning the inside of the car red, then blue, then red again, as if the night itself were trying to signal for help.

No help came.

Valerie stood beside the open window and listened. No engines on the road. No voices in the dark. No second cruiser. Only the idling patrol car, the faint tick of cooling metal from the van, and the radio calling for a man who could no longer answer.

She wiped the blade on his uniform, watching his chest for any final sign of resistance. There was none. Only then did she look back toward the van. Jess was still silent inside. Still waiting.

Valerie slipped the knife away and smiled faintly.

The journey could continue.

The patrol car was heavier than the van, more awkward on the narrow road, but the ditch beyond the scrub line was deep enough to hide it from passing headlights. Valerie dragged the deputy into the passenger seat, wiped what she could, and drove the cruiser off the shoulder with the door open and her body angled awkwardly across the wheel. 

The front end dropped into the ditch with a crunch of brush and metal. It would not stay hidden forever but forever was not required. She only needed hours. By the time anyone found him, the van would be gone, the plate gone, the road behind her swallowed by darkness and distance.

She returned to the delivery van shaking from exertion, not remorse. Her sleeve was stained. Her hands were wet. She stripped off the jacket, sealed it in a plastic bag from the emergency kit, and scrubbed her fingers with bottled water and disinfectant wipes until the skin burned. Only then did she open the rear doors again.

Jess lay untouched by the violence. The sight calmed Valerie at once. She climbed inside, lowered herself beside her, and looked down at the face that had already cost one man his life tonight.

“You see?” she said softly. “This is what people don’t understand. They think love is soft. They think it asks permission.”

Jess breathed in slow, sedated rhythm.

Valerie smiled and touched her cheek again, lighter this time, almost tender. 

“Real love does what it has
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