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      This one is for the reader who asked me for this specific opening: a girl is in trouble and dials the wrong man, and he comes to save her anyhow.

      

      I wish I remembered who you are or where you contacted me, because this opening is for you.

      

      If you’re reading this, please get in touch so I can put your name here!
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            Heads Up!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve read any of my books, you know I tend to tread on the lighter side of dark. My characters like to be spicy and funny, and I’ve never felt I needed to include any warnings.

      This book is different. In the following pages you’ll find murder, child abuse (off page), non-con touching (on page), torture (on page), human trafficking (on page), girls getting beat up (on page), and general skullduggery. This book might not be for everyone, so please consider your own needs before reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This one… has been hard for me to write. I spent so long with Brooks Peterson that I started to feel her on me like a second skin, know her reactions better than I knew my own, and write her like I was born for it.

      Letting go of her at the end of Salvation was like saying goodbye to my other half.

      So picking up here, with Corinne, was a sort of unique challenge, a combination of a brand new character and the end of one I loved so dearly. To say I was scared would be an understatement.

      I didn’t need to worry.

      Very few characters have introduced themselves to me as quickly as Corinne did, and I think she may idolize Brooks almost as much as I do.

      I’m not kidding when I say that if Brooks had a younger sister (she doesn’t) and got to raise her (she didn’t), but also tried to protect her, Corinne is how that sister would have turned out. All the brains, none of the street smarts. Too much courage, not enough experience. A dream to be like Brooks… and an absolute failure at accomplishing it.

      Corinne, it turns out, has even worse ideas than Brooks, and that’s saying something. I can’t wait for you to meet her.

      One quick note: I designed the Boudreaux series to work along a very specific timeline, and that means that Escape takes place at the same time as the end of Pursuit and the entirety of Salvation. If you noticed how many times Lucien and Brooks mentioned not knowing where Beau and Corinne were during Salvation, congratulations.

      You’ve just found them.

      Have fun spotting the cameos by Brooks in this one, because I had a whole lot of fun matching up timelines and making sure she was still making an appearance.

      Of course at the end of the day, this is Corinne and Beau’s book.

      And boy do they make a mess of it.

      -Q

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Corinne

        

      

    

    
      Eighteen Years Ago

      

      “Mama, more ice cream.”

      The little girl looks up at her mother, enormous brown eyes shining as she asks it, her voice the piping flute of a four-year-old who’s never been told no about anything.

      Her mother, a statuesque blond woman with blue eyes and fair skin, gives the girl a quick glance and then turns her gaze to the neighborhood around her as if she’s searching for something. When her eyes come back to the girl, they’re grinning. She drops to her knees and uses the end of her sleeve to wipe at the girl’s mouth, sticky with the remains of the chocolate ice cream she’s already eaten.

      “More?” she asks, her voice exaggerated as she pretends at shock. “You think you need more ice cream?”

      The little girl, not catching onto the sarcasm, nods solemnly, which makes the woman laugh out loud.

      “Corinne, you’ve already had an entire cone!” she breathes, her voice still coated in laughter and her eyes shining with amusement. “Where are you going to put another one?”

      The girl leans forward, all earnest eyes and pursed mouth, and says, “In my mouth, Mama.”

      This brings more giggles from the woman, who takes the girl in her arms and snuggles her quickly, her laughter blowing through the girl’s dark tresses on its way to the world around them. The girl squirms at the contact, though it’s just an act. The truth is, she loves when her mother hugs her like this. Loves her mother’s laughter and big, exciting ideas. Her mother is beautiful and blond the way the little girl wishes she was, and has never told her daughter no about anything. She’s always been excited for another adventure, her own mind running along the things they could possibly do. A trip to the zoo to see the penguins? Absolutely. A field trip to the park where the best swings live? Any day of the week. A midnight snack that requires them to sneak into the pantry in the kitchen when the entire world is dark and sleeping?

      Her mother always says yes.

      So right now, as she giggles into her mother’s neck at the tickling fingers in her ribs, she knows she’ll get the ice cream she’s asking for, even though she’s already had a whole cone to herself. She has no doubt that she’ll get more ice cream now than she did before–at her mother’s insistence, of course.

      It’s always been that way.

      Her mother has always been her safety, her home, and the one she could run to when the world outside is scary. In the middle of the night when she gets worried about the demons who might live under her bed, her mother comes and shines a light through the darkness to show her that there are no demons. And during the day, when kids at school are mean to her, her mother shows her how to make jokes and impress those kids with her ability to outthink them.

      Her mother is all sunshine and laughter and the sweetest smells, and Corinne has never considered that it could be any other way.

      She’s thinking about what sort of ice cream she wants–if she should get more chocolate, or if she’d like strawberry instead–when the world turns upside down and everything goes wrong. Suddenly there are cars roaring by in the street, their engines too loud and their colors too dark, and the people around them are shouting and running like something bad has happened. The guards that are always with them are screaming her mother’s name, and Corinne’s, and running toward them, their enormous black boots pounding the ground like they’re angry at it.

      And there’s something louder. Something scarier. Explosions of sound unlike anything she’s ever heard before, accompanied by flashes of flame from the car windows. These make the people around her duck and run harder, and her mother tugs her to the ground and covers her with her own body, her voice hoarse as she shouts for help.

      “Stay down, Corinne,” she whispers into the girl’s ear. “Stay down, there’s a good girl.”

      And though her voice is calm and her breathing sure, the sunshine has left it and all the laughter is gone, and Corinne knows that something is very, very wrong. Because her mother has been serious with her before when she’s done something wrong–forgotten to clean up her toys or brush her teeth–but she’s always been full of summer breeze and sunshine.

      And now her voice is dark and hollow, as if someone came and stole everything good out of the world.

      “Mama?” she asks, her own voice quavering.

      A soft touch to her face. A whisper that everything is going to be alright. And then more of that roaring sound from the cars, and suddenly her mother’s body is jerking on top of her, like her mother is trying to run while laying down. It jerks for several moments and then goes still, and Corinne barely breathes underneath her, confused and alarmed. Waiting for her mother to tell her what’s going on.

      But her mother’s voice doesn’t come.

      And moments later her mother is being yanked off her, and the world becomes bright again for a moment, only to go dark when someone pulls Corinne off the ground and tucks her up against his body.

      “Corinne, Christ, are you okay?” a voice gasps. “Have you been hit?”

      Lucien. It’s her brother, Lucien, and he sounds scared.

      He also asked a question, and Corinne loves him enough that she fights to keep her brain together enough to answer him rather than asking what’s wrong with their mother and why she was dancing on the ground.

      “Lucien?” she whines. “I’m okay. I’m–”

      “Thank the devil,” he breathes. He doesn’t ask anything else, but presses her tighter into his body and then turns and runs from where she was lying on the sidewalk, his hands steady and his feet hitting the pavement in a rhythm that matches her own heart.

      And as he runs, she looks over his shoulder at what they’re leaving. Her mother is laying on the sidewalk, surrounded by the guards that always follow them, and beyond her, in the street, sits a dark car with a man in it. He’s watching everything, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses, and before Corinne can form any additional thoughts, the car shoots down the street and away.

      But the girl watches him, her eyes fixed on a single white spot on the back of the car. A rose, she realizes. A white rose painted onto the back of the car with what looks like two axes behind it. She’s never seen it before–she likes roses, so she’d remember if she had–but something about it feels wrong.

      Evil.

      Like it’s the reason her brother is running down the street and leaving her mother laying on the sidewalk, the men around her muttering and a pool of blood spreading out under her body.
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      Ten Years Later

      

      I cast a quick, surreptitious glance around the park, looking for any lurking guards–or worse, my brother–and, when I don’t see them, turn back to the group of girls in front of me. There aren’t that many today–only six–but it doesn’t matter.

      Brooks Landry is in the middle, and she’s the one I’ve come to see.

      The girl is sixteen now, and though she doesn’t live in the city anymore, she’s here often. Her mother took her to New York four years ago for reasons no one has ever told me–I am, after all, merely the girl in my family, and therefore not worthy of information like that–but I remember her when she lived here before, a shy, quiet girl who did her best to stay out of people’s way.

      New York has changed her.

      She’s still blonde, though a slight sheen of red in her hair tells me she’s starting to try different colors, and she’s no longer the girl who tries to fly under the radar.

      This time, when she came back to New Orleans to visit her father for the summer, she brought toys and a way of turning her words that tells me she’s spending more time fighting to express her opinions than hiding. I’ve heard her mother ran back to her Irish roots in New York, and that the mob welcomed Brooks like she was their long-lost daughter. They didn’t turn her around and send her back to the drippy, gothic city where she was born.

      Instead, they took her under their wing.

      And I want to know more of whatever they’re teaching her.

      She casts a quick grin at one of her friends now, and does something quick with her hands. A butterfly knife flies into the air, somehow comes open, and lands back in her palm with the blade out and the handle secured between her fingers, and the girls around her laugh with delight.

      Brooks just smiles that cat-like smile, looking as though she never had any doubt that she’d catch the knife exactly the way she wanted to. And that right there is what brought me back today. Brooks may not live in New Orleans anymore, but her father is still here, the head of the Landry clan, and her mother sends her down here to spend summers with him. Two summers ago, I ran into her in this very park, her hand in my brother’s, and though he was spitting mad that I was out on my own–forbidden, according to him and my father–and had seen him with Brooks, who no one was supposed to know about, she’d given me a sly smile and I’d known immediately that if I found her alone, she wouldn’t tell on me.

      I’ve been stalking her every summer since then, seeking her out and asking her every question I can think of. I don’t have any sisters, only an overbearing father and an overprotective brother, and Brooks has become the breath of fresh air that only comes once every year.

      The one and only person who will tell me the truth when I ask for it.

      Brooks spins at that moment, twirling so that her reddish blonde hair reaches out around her in a fan, and when she comes to a stop, she’s serious.

      “You have to be careful,” she says, flipping the butterfly knife open and closed as she speaks. “If you lose your grip on it, it’ll slice your fingers quick as you can say damn.” She does something complicated with her hand, another flip, and the blade is buried in the handles and hidden away. Then she shifts and slides the thing into the top of her boot, the movement so quick I almost miss it.

      When she looks up again, her eyes are full of mischief.

      “But if you get quick enough, it’s the best weapon around. And the thing about men is they never expect a girl to have a weapon. So they’ll never see it coming.”

      She yanks the knife from her boot again, flips it open, and stabs up into the air, her movements quick as lightning and twice as smooth, and the girls around her screech and jump back like she’s actually scared them.

      Idiots.

      They’re like a bunch of debutantes, each of them flightier than the last, and for a moment I wonder why the hell she even hangs out with them. They’re not exactly the hooligans I’d expect her to find. But then my eyes light on Kate Fontenot, daughter of the most famous madame in New Orleans, and Brooks’ own cousin Camille, and I change my mind. Most of the girls might be brainless debutantes, nothing more than society girls, but Brooks has the important girls around her.

      The ones who’ll do anything she asks.

      I turn my eyes back to the girl in question, considering, and wonder how the hell she does it. How does she know so much, and how does she get away from her father and come out here to hold court with her friends? It’s all I can do to get five minutes alone, and I’m only free right now because my brother was making trouble on the other side of the park and required the guards for a moment.

      On a normal day, they won’t let me out of their sight for more than five minutes.

      Like I said, the only girl in the family. I guess that makes me too valuable to leave on my own.

      Or something.

      Brooks’ eyes turn to me suddenly, bright blue and considering, and I’m caught staring before I can snatch my gaze away. Instead of making fun of me, though, she lets a slow grin touch her lips. She gestures for the other girls to go do something else and sidles over to me, all lanky grace and evil intentions.

      Brooks Landry doesn’t look like the kind of girl who’s ever done anything badly, and I envy her for that.

      “You out here taking lessons?” she asks casually, flipping the butterfly knife open and closed as she watches me.

      I shrug. “Figure a girl’s got to know how to protect herself in this world.”

      She chuckles softly. “That she does. But your father and brother would kill you if they found you with a weapon like this.”

      I hate that she’s right, but there’s no use arguing it. “Probably kill me even deader if they knew I got it from you.”

      This brings a laugh from her, loud and joyous and unapologetic, and I smile, despite myself. She’s friends with my brother but that doesn’t mean he wants her having access to me, and something about the way she’s laughing at this makes me want to take her hand and make her promise to get into trouble with me every day for the next ten years.

      When she grows serious, though, I lean in, desperate to hear what she’s going to say.

      “A butterfly knife is too hard to hide for someone as small as you,” she says quickly. “It would never work. But I’ve got something better. Something easier to hide. Come here, Corinne Boudreaux. I’ll show you.”

      She takes my hand and turns toward her bike, and I follow her, my whole mind focused on Brooks Landry and whatever weapon she’s about to give me.

      Because in this city, when you’re the only girl in the Boudreaux family, you need to know how to defend yourself if you need to.

      While hiding the ability from both your father and your brother, and all their guards.
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      I take a moment on the front step and force myself to breathe.

      Fuck knows I won’t be able to do it once I get into the party, and I’m going to need plenty of oxygen to actually carry this off.

      I smooth a hand down the dress I chose–deep red and clingy, the way my best friend Daphne likes them–and take a moment to go over my plan again.

      Unfortunately, it’s not much of a plan, and part of me hates that. More than part of me. All of me hates that. Because I don’t generally go running into situations this dangerous without at least considering how I’m going to get back out of them.

      Only today, there wasn’t time. I was following my brother for an hour before I figured out what he was doing–getting ready for a party he hadn’t told me about–and decided that I needed to follow him, just to figure out why I wasn’t told. Then there was getting to Daphne’s, finding a dress that fit, and getting back to the house before Lucien left, and then the matter of figuring out how to follow him when I don’t have a driver’s license or transportation of my own.

      In short, it’s been a crowded couple of hours.

      Making a plan for what I was going to do once I got here sort of fell by the wayside.

      And if I stay out here on the front step of the Landry mansion much longer, thinking about how I don’t have a plan, the lack of a plan is going to be the least of my worries.

      Stand here much longer and my brother is going to find me lollygagging at the front door, and that will be the end of the entire night.

      This thought pushes me forward and I hold out a hand for the door when someone on the inside opens it. Two steps and I’m sliding through, out of the humid heat of a New Orleans night and into the dryer, hotter heat of a house filled with... heat lamps?

      I look around, confused, and try to get my bearings. The house is brightly lit with so many lamps I can’t count them, the ceiling festooned with magnolia branches and silk hangings, and in the corners I spot actual heating lamps. They add a soft orange glow to the room, the heat rising off them in waves, and I stare for a moment, considering, before I look away. The house is done in blacks and burgundies, the wallpaper gothic, and I frown. I’ve never been in this house before, and the difference between the normal furnishings and the bright lighting and festive decorations is stark.

      Dom Landry has taken his old-fashioned, melodramatic house and dressed it up for this party. Made it something it’s not.

      Honestly, it just deepens my suspicions about what Brooks and Lucien came here to do.

      I reach to my right, take a mask from the bowl, and put it to my face. Of course this is a masquerade. If people are doing the things my brother suspects, they’ll be desperate to hide their faces. Christ, if they’re doing what he thinks they are, they’re here hiding their identities, names, and motives, too.

      Or at least they should be.

      I shiver and push my way into the crowd, holding the mask tightly against my face. The truth is, I don’t want to be seen any more than anyone else. I want to get in and out before anyone–most importantly, my brother–figures out I’m here. Brooks, I think. Find Brooks and figure out what she’s doing. Even better: Find Lucien and watch his movements. See who he talks to. Find out what he knows.

      Find out what’s actually going on here.

      I move through the foyer toward the staircase that leads up to the second floor, taking in the number of people and their masks and smirking to myself. The masks don’t do as much to hide their identity as they think they will, and I’ve identified many of them in no time. The mayor is here, along with his mistress. The chief of police and the man who pays for the police to do his bidding. Several of the more powerful men in the city–legitimate businessmen and those who do their business in the darker underworld–and several music stars.

      All smiling and murmuring to each other as if nothing is wrong with a heated party in the middle of a New Orleans summer. As if Dom Landry isn’t involved in sex trafficking and probably holding this party as a front for transporting girls somewhere else in the city.

      I come to a staircase that leads down several steps into what looks like a large sitting room and follow it, my eyes on the crowd as I look for deep green satin.

      The color Brooks was wearing when she left Lucien’s house for this party.

      As I come to a stop at the top of the staircase, though, I realize that I’m staring around more intently than I should be. Sure, I could just be looking for someone, but I can’t afford to draw too much attention, and looking like I’m desperate will probably do just that.

      “Rookie mistake,” I hiss, and change my stance, forcing myself to stand up straighter and relax my shoulders. I tip my chin up, let my hands open more gracefully at my sides, and breathe out.

      Elegant, Corinne, I tell myself firmly. Be elegant. Refined. Tasteful.

      Look like a woman who would have been invited to this party.

      Look like someone who fits into this world, or you’re going to get caught.

      Rather than a girl who’s never been to a party in her life and is only here because she followed her brother without him realizing it.

      I take one step down the stairs, then another, and by the time I reach the bottom I’ve got the mask I’ve been practicing since I was fourteen on and am walking more gracefully. I look around, letting my gaze dance through the people in the room as I take them in, and glide forward, all charm and grace while I filter through the facts I have. Brooks Landry–now Peterson–has been absent from New Orleans for years, but suddenly appeared again two days ago, taking up a room in my brother’s house and pushing her way into his schedule like she had every right to it. And Lucien hadn’t argued with her. Instead, he folded her into his home as if they had an agreement...

      And opened up a war room in his basement.

      And in that room, he keeps chart after chart on the girls he’s tracking. Copies of schedules on the walls, monitors with feeds from cameras around the city. He and his men have been watching those feeds like hawks, collecting information he’s only partially shared with me. He’s given me just enough to tease me, and not enough to satisfy my curiosity.

      So, like any younger sister who needs more information, I started gathering it. I’ve been in his computers and have a good idea of what he’s looking at, and how he’s going about it. I know about the men he has in the city, looking into things, and the spies he has with Dom Landry’s organization.

      The information Brooks came down here with.

      I stifle a shiver at the truth of it. Because all the signs point to a trafficking ring in the city, specializing in girls from high-end families. The men running it seem to be kidnapping them here and storing them for a specific amount of time, then sending them to unknown destinations. I’d taken one look at that and realized that it was why Brooks came back to town.

      She’s hunting, and Lucien is helping her.

      Neither wanted me involved, and Lucien had outright forbidden my presence in his war room after he found me snooping, but when I realized that I knew some of the names in their files–that some of the girls were my friends–I decided that I wasn’t going to let them keep me out of it.

      After all, Lucien’s disapproval has never stopped me before.

      I smile at that and turn to my right, still searching for the sheen of green satin. Brooks came here without Lucien’s real permission–very like her–and I want to know why.

      I want to know what she’s doing and how I can help.

      Because if I can talk to Brooks alone, offer to cooperate with her, tell her that I have friends who are missing and I need to find them, I know she’ll say yes.

      More than that; I know she’ll tell me exactly what I can do and how to do it. She’s never stopped me before. Hell, she’s the one who taught me how to defend myself should a man ever try to take me. If I offer my help right now–my brain–she’ll already have a plan for how to use me.

      Devils, she may actually be expecting me to show up.

      At that moment, I catch a sight of green silk flowing around a corner, and I leave my thoughts behind and stride quickly toward where I saw it. Everyone else is wearing some shade of black or gray, so I have no doubt the green belongs to Brooks, and based on the layout of the house, I think she must have gone out onto a patio of some sort. I turn and slide between men twice as large as me, doing my best to go unnoticed, and as I walk, I start to realize that everyone here isn’t as alike as I thought.

      Most of the people wear masks, yes, and I recognize some of the more powerful men and women in the city. People from the higher classes who rule our dark, twisted streets.

      But they’re not the only ones here.

      I count at least ten men who aren’t wearing masks, and though they’re wearing tuxedos, just like everyone else, they aren’t wearing them well. The material is rougher, the fit not quite right. Their shoes are dirty rather than polished, and when I look, I can see the outline of guns under their jackets.

      Tattoos trailing from under the cuffs of their shirts.

      Rough stubble on their faces.

      When one of them turns his eyes toward me, they’re cold and dark and flat like those of a snake.

      Something twists in my stomach and I stumble at his look, then catch myself and keep moving forward.

      Those men aren’t here for the caviar, my instincts tell me quickly. And the last thing I need is for them to actually notice me.

      Because when you’re a girl of twenty-two who comes from an important family, in a city that may or may not have a sex trafficking ring occupying its lower levels, you don’t exactly want suspicious men to take an interest in you.

      I keep my face down and head for the door Brooks went through, praying to the devils of our streets that the man will forget about me entirely and cursing the red of my dress. Gods, why didn’t I choose the black one instead? Why did I put on the most striking color in Daphne’s closet rather than realizing that most of New Orleans society prefers black, and that would fit in better?

      Because I liked the way the red played against my dark hair, I remember. I thought I looked beautiful.

      And that simple fact has put me in a room full of men and women clad in black while I’m wearing red. A candle flame amongst the coal.

      A burning brand in dark soil.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter, suddenly rethinking all of this. I should have known better than to come here without a plan, half-cocked and bearing only some of the information I need. Maybe I should have talked to Brooks beforehand. Offered to help her so she could bring me in. I should have listened to Lucien when he said this was too dangerous.

      Hold.

      That thought brings me out of my spiral and I actually grin. Because listening to Lucien is never the right answer.

      I’m three steps from the door to the patio when I almost run into Lucien himself, and I stumble back and turn in the same motion, trying to get out of his way without making myself obvious. To my surprise, he stalks right past me, his eyes on the ceiling and his lip caught in his teeth, and I frown. He looks stressed in a way that’s unlike him–the man never met a situation he didn’t think he could charm his way out of–and I glance down to see his hands clenched into fists like he wants to hit something, or maybe grab something and pull it back.

      Something has upset my unflappable brother, and whatever it is, it’s on that patio.

      I wait until he clears the doorway, watch him stalk up the stairs toward the foyer, and then step into the opening, my eyes already searching for the patio outside and the flash of green silk that will mean Brooks is still out here.
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      It takes me almost no time to find her, and when I do, I understand why Lucien is so upset.

      Brooks is surrounded by three men and one of them has her arms held behind her so she can’t struggle. Another is watching, while the third has a cloth over her mouth, holding it there as if he’s trying to suffocate her.

      But he can’t be, I think quickly. If he was trying to kill her, surely Lucien would have stepped in. And why would anyone be trying to kill Brooks Landry? Her father is one of the most important men in the city!

      One of the most important men, who is throwing a party where sex traffickers are walking around in plain daylight, I realize. And a man who, if Brooks and Lucien are right, is directly involved in that trafficking.

      Oh God.

      Suddenly my brain goes from paralyzed with fear to turned on and flying through the possibilities for what I’m seeing. I stop being the unprepared baby sister following her brother and become the girl who’s getting straight As in all her classes and can run circles around her professors.

      Always has.

      I glance quickly from one man to another, taking in their stances and the looks on their faces. Definitely criminals, definitely up to no good. They’re too shifty to be aboveboard, too grimy to belong at this party. And when I look to Brooks, she’s already slipping to her knees, her eyes roving between the men around her. One of them still has a cloth pressed to her mouth but she’s not fighting him. Just going down calmly, like this is all part of a plan.

      Like she fucking called them here and they’re just doing her bidding.

      How very Brooks.

      And then it clicks. The sex trafficking. The daughter of one of the most connected men in the city being handled like this. Her calm acceptance of it, like this is something she already knew was going to happen.

      They’re not killing her. They’re taking her. And she’s agreeing to it. Fucking God, she’s actually sitting there letting it happen like it’s part of a fucking plan.

      Her eyes shift suddenly to me and widen in surprise and then fear, and moments later, I realize why. I’m not even bothering to hide, and I’m staring right at them. Watching like some sort of fucking amateur. The man at her side turns and sees me, and everything starts to move in slow motion. He looks me up and down, a slow smile growing on his face, and takes one step toward me. I turn my eyes to Brooks and then quickly back to him and take in the small, beady eyes and twisted smile. A tuxedo that doesn’t fit and stubble across his jaw. When I drop my eyes to his shoes, I see that they’re spattered with mud and not polished. Hell, they don’t look like they’ve ever been clean. Those aren’t the shoes one wears to a party.

      They’re the ones you wear when you don’t care about getting blood on them.

      This man doesn’t belong in a party this fancy. He doesn’t even belong in a house like this, in a room with the men who lead this city. He’s a criminal, and he’s here kidnapping girls.

      The problem is, I had all these thoughts five minutes ago when I first saw this guy, and instead of turning and running like any sane girl would have done, I walked past him and right nto the situation where I now find myself.

      Staring at the men kidnapping Brooks and suddenly realizing that I’m next, and that they were probably planning this from the moment they saw me here.

      I look back at Brooks to see the same knowledge in her eyes, and oh Christ, am I in trouble. Because if i’m right, Brooks came here to enter the trafficking ring from the inside. She wants to take the ring down from the inside, and there was only one way to do that.

      But me getting kidnapped with her was never part of the plan. And me being here and putting myself in danger is going to ruin everything.

      I’m turning before I can think about it, my eyes on Brooks and an apology on my tongue. I don’t want to leave her alone out here–it goes against all my instincts–but I didn’t come here to get snatched, and the way that man is looking at me says he’s already putting the pieces together.

      They’ve already got Brooks Landry.

      Now they want Corinne Boudreaux as well.

      I spin and start running but there’s another man right here, and he grabs for me when I’ve only taken two steps. I swerve and step out of his way, nearly falling in the process, and shoot past him, my legs pumping and my breath short in my lungs. Ahead of me I see a series of men like the ones I’m running from and though I came into this party thinking that I needed to look elegant and refined, like I belonged here, I no longer give a single shit about flying under the radar.

      What fucking good is that when the men I don’t want noticing me have already seen me and decided they want me?

      I dodge and swerve through the crowd, stopping only to toss my shoes off when I can’t run in them anymore, and start using the clusters of people as obstacles for the men I’m sure are chasing me. I circle around one cluster three times, hoping to lose the man on my tail, but end up running right into another, and now the people in the party are
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