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CHAPTER ONE

	

	The Chicago night pulsed around Sarah Wren as she gripped the wheel of her beat-up sedan. Her breath came in quick, shallow bursts, but she kept her focus on the black SUV up ahead. It was just a few car lengths away, weaving through downtown traffic like a predator stalking its prey. She could feel the adrenaline coursing through her veins, her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

	“This is it,” she muttered, snatching up her voice recorder and hitting the button. “Downtown Chicago. The SUV’s heading west on Lake. License plate number…fuck, I can’t see it.” She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing as the SUV made a sharp right turn onto a side street. “I have got a lead on the Slade's Syndicate. Following at a safe distance.”

	Safe. That was a joke.

	Sarah's stomach twisted, part instinct, part fear. For weeks, she’d been chasing this story—a web of corruption involving high-profile politicians and a crime syndicate run by Dominic Slade. She’d gotten too close too many times, made enemies in high places. And now, they were close, too. Closer than ever.

	She pressed harder on the gas, the engine whining in protest. Her sedan wasn’t built for speed. Hell, it wasn’t built for much at all anymore. But it had grit, and right now, so did she. The SUV up ahead slowed briefly, allowing her to close the gap.

	“Come on…just give me something.” She could almost taste the scoop—the article that would bring everything crashing down, that would blow open Chicago’s underbelly. She’d expose the politicians, the mobsters, everyone who’d thought they could get away with murder, both literal and figurative.

	And then it happened. The second car—a dark, unmarked sedan—came out of nowhere.

	“Shit!”

	She yanked the steering wheel hard to the left as the sedan cut her off, but it was too late. The impact was sudden and violent. Her body jolted forward, the seatbelt locking tight across her chest. Metal screeched against metal as the masked men in the car rammed her, forcing her into a narrow alley. The streets outside disappeared, replaced by brick walls closing in on either side.

	“Fuck! Fuck!” Sarah’s heart hammered in her chest, her pulse loud enough to drown out the screeching tires and honking horns. She reached for her phone, her fingers fumbling as she dialed 911. But before she could hit send, the sedan rammed her again. The car lurched forward, skidding across the wet pavement.

	The alley was tight—too tight for a clean getaway. And now, the second car had pinned her in. There was no way out. The SUV was gone. The lead. Everything.

	She slammed on the brakes, her body jolting forward as the car shuddered to a halt. For a split second, everything was silent, the only sound her ragged breathing. Then the doors of the second car flew open.

	Two men, masked and dressed in black, rushed toward her. Their steps echoed off the walls, quick and sure. She barely had time to react before they were on her. One of them smashed the driver’s side window with the butt of his gun.

	“No, no, no!” Sarah screamed, her hands coming up instinctively to shield her face. The glass exploded inward, cutting her skin, but the adrenaline masked the pain. She kicked at the door, trying to fight them off, but it was useless.

	They yanked the door open, dragging her out of the car with brute force. She hit the ground hard, her back slamming against the cold, wet pavement.

	“Let go of me!” she shouted, struggling against their iron grips. Her hands flailed, reaching for anything—a weapon, a lifeline, something to fight back with. But they were stronger, faster, and more prepared.

	“Shut up,” one of the men growled. His voice was low and gravelly, like a smoker who’d seen too many nights in dark bars. “You’re coming with us.”

	“Like hell I am,” she spat, kicking at him. Her foot connected with his shin, but it didn’t slow him down. If anything, it made him angrier. He grabbed her hair, yanking her head back with enough force to make her vision blur.

	She gasped, the sudden pain shooting down her spine. Her recorder slipped from her hand, skidding across the ground and smashing into a million pieces.

	“No!” she cried, her voice raw. All her notes—all her evidence—gone.

	The second man, silent until now, crouched down beside her. He reached into her jacket, pulling out her phone and throwing it against the wall. The screen shattered, pieces scattering like confetti in the rain.

	“Listen, sweetheart,” the first man said, leaning in close. His breath smelled like cigarettes and cheap whiskey. “You should’ve minded your own business.”

	She glared up at him, her chest heaving. “Fuck you.”

	“Yeah, well, you can say that later when you meet the boss,” he sneered, tightening his grip on her arm. “He’s been waiting for you.”

	“Dominic Slade?” She managed, her voice hoarse. Fear twisted in her gut, but she forced herself to hold his gaze. “He’s not going to get away with this. You think I’m scared of him?”

	The man laughed, a cold, mirthless sound. “You should be.”

	Sarah’s mind raced. She had to think. Had to do something. But her body wasn’t cooperating, her limbs heavy, and her muscles screaming from the rough treatment. The alley was quiet now, the sounds of the city muffled by the walls that seemed to be closing in around her.

	She had one shot.

	The second man bent down to grab her, and in that split second, Sarah made her move. She twisted, kicking out with all her strength, catching him off guard. He stumbled backward, cursing under his breath.

	But the first man was quicker. His fist connected with her jaw, and the world spun. She tasted blood, her body crumpling under the force of the blow.

	The pain was sharp, but it didn’t knock her out. Not yet.

	“Get her in the car,” the man barked. His voice was distant, like he was speaking from the other end of a tunnel. “Hurry the fuck up.”

	They dragged her toward the sedan, her legs useless beneath her, her mind struggling to stay focused. She fought to stay conscious, to keep the darkness at bay, but it was closing in fast. She couldn’t let this be the end. Not here. Not now.

	As they shoved her into the back seat, the last thing she saw was the lights of downtown Chicago, flickering in the distance like a far-off memory.

	And then, nothing.
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	Sarah regained consciousness moments later, her head pounding like someone had taken a hammer to it. There was a sharp ache at the back of her skull where the man had hit her, and her mouth tasted like iron. Blood? She couldn't tell. The world was dark, muffled—everything felt wrong.

	Her wrists were bound tight. She tested the rope, feeling it dig into her skin. Not a chance of getting loose. Her heart pounded, chest tight, but she forced herself to breathe slowly, deeply. Don’t panic. She had to think.

	Where am I?

	The answer came with a low, steady hum beneath her. The van. The memory hit her in pieces—being dragged, thrown into the back, the smell of cigarettes, cheap cologne, and fear. The thick, suffocating fear that had clung to her ever since she’d been shoved inside. Now, blindfolded and bound, Sarah was trapped. No one knew where she was. No one was coming.

	She listened, straining to pick up any sound over the roar of the engine. The van sped through the night, bumping over potholes and cracks in the road. There were two men in the front; she was sure of that. They hadn’t spoken much since the van had started moving, but she had caught enough—just enough to keep her mind racing.

	Dominic Slade. The name cut through her haze, standing out like a neon sign in the dark.

	Slade. It made sense now. She had been closing in on him, on his whole operation. She had chased leads for weeks, made connections between the crime syndicate and half of Chicago’s elite, politicians, businessmen, and even cops. But Slade? He was the monster pulling all the strings behind the scenes, the man everyone feared to even mention. And now she was caught in his web.

	Her stomach turned, but she clenched her fists, biting down hard on the inside of her cheek to focus. Fear was useless now.

	“Think, Sarah,” she whispered to herself under her breath, her voice barely audible over the rumbling engine. “Think.”

	The van jolted over another bump, and she shifted in the back, trying to get some sense of her surroundings. The floor beneath her was cold metal, and the walls pressed in tight on either side. It smelled damp, like sweat and desperation. She could hear the low murmur of the men up front. Their voices floated back to her in fragments.

	“...too risky… Slade said…”

	“I don’t give a shit what Slade said,” the other man cut in, his voice sharp. “She saw too much.”

	Sarah clenched her jaw. They were talking about her, weighing her life like it was a loose thread in their plans. Too risky. She had seen too much. Maybe they were right. She had gotten too close to Slade’s operation, closer than anyone had ever gotten. She should’ve known he wouldn’t let her keep digging.

	

	She shifted again, straining against the ropes binding her hands. She had to find a way out of this. The blindfold pressed tightly against her eyes, disorienting her. Without her sight, she felt the world closing in, shrinking to the sound of the van’s engine and the weight of her fear. But she had learned long ago to trust her instincts, to listen when she couldn’t see.

	The men up front went quiet again, but there was something about the silence. It wasn’t comfortable. It was tense, like they were waiting for something. Or maybe deciding something.

	"Slade’s not going to like this,” the first man muttered. His voice was rough, like he’d smoked one too many packs in his life. “If she talks…”

	“She isn’t going to talk,” the other one snapped. “Not if we do this right.”

	Do this right? What the hell did that mean? Sarah swallowed hard, her throat dry. They were taking her somewhere. Somewhere far enough away that it’d be hours before anyone knew she was gone. If they did this “right,” no one would ever find her. A chill ran down her spine, but she kept her face still, expressionless. They couldn’t know she was listening.

	The van swerved, taking a sharp turn, and her body slid across the floor. She bit back a groan, her ribs aching as she hit the side panel. Sweat beaded on her forehead, but she blinked it away beneath the blindfold. Focus.

	Her mind ran through the possibilities. Where were they taking her? It didn’t matter where. She needed to buy time. Time to think, time to figure out a plan, time to escape.

	Suddenly, the van slowed, and the engine’s hum dropped to a low rumble.

	“Shit,” one of the men cursed. “This sucking traffic.”

	Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. Traffic. That meant they were still close to the city, right? The van hadn’t been driving for long. They weren’t far yet.

	“Are you sure this is going to work, man?” The first voice broke the silence. “What if we’re caught?”

	“We’re not getting caught,” the second man snapped, his voice thick with frustration. “You worried now? After everything we’ve done? We’re in too deep. We follow the plan.”

	Sarah’s pulse quickened. A Plan?

	The van jolted forward again, picking up speed. She could feel the vibrations of the road beneath her, the sound of traffic fading as they moved further from the city. Her stomach twisted as she tried to picture the map in her head. Every street, every back road she’d memorized during years of chasing leads. She wasn’t sure how long it had been since they started driving—an hour, maybe two? Time was slipping away. She couldn’t let it.

	She shifted again, testing the ropes on her wrists. Her skin burned where the coarse fibers bit into her, but she kept going. She had to try. Had to stay awake, stay alert, and focus.

	The van hit a bump, and her blindfold slipped, just a fraction of an inch. Enough for her to see the faintest sliver of light.

	Her breath caught. A small flicker of hope, but it was something. If she could just…

	The van slowed again, this time coming to a full stop. The engine clicked off. Sarah’s heart raced.

	She could hear the men moving up front, the clink of metal, and the shuffling of feet. Doors creaked open, and a rush of cold air hit her face.

	This was it. Wherever they had taken her, it was time.

	The back doors of the van swung open, and she tensed, her body rigid. Footsteps approached, heavy and deliberate. She could feel their eyes on her even before they spoke.

	“Time’s up, sweetheart,” one of them said, his voice dripping with a sick kind of satisfaction. “Slade’s waiting for you.”

	Sarah swallowed hard, her throat dry. There was no running now. No escaping. All she had left was her will—and maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.
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	Sarah’s knees slammed into the cold concrete as she was dragged across the threshold, her arms twisted behind her back, wrists still bound. The metallic clang of the door closing behind her echoed in the cavernous space, the noise settling heavy in her chest. Blindfolded for what felt like hours, the thin fabric had become a suffocating reminder of how far she was from any shred of control.

	Suddenly, rough hands yanked the blindfold free.

	She blinked, disoriented. The room was dim, lit by a single bulb hanging precariously from the ceiling. It flickered, casting long shadows that twisted along the warehouse walls. Cold air seeped through her clothes, raising goose bumps on her skin. She could smell it—rust, dampness, and the unmistakable tang of metal. Somewhere in the corner, water dripped, each plunk like a countdown to something she wasn’t prepared to face.

	“Sit,” the gravelly voice ordered from behind her. A shove followed, sending her stumbling toward the only piece of furniture in the room: a rusted chair bolted to the floor.

	“Fuck you,” Sarah spat, even as she struggled to regain her footing. She turned to face her captor—a tall man with broad shoulders, his face obscured in the dim light. His silence unnerved her more than any threat could have.

	He stepped closer, looming over her, and for a split second, she thought he might strike her. But then, without a word, he turned and walked out, the door slamming shut with a deafening bang. A key rattled in the lock.

	The stillness that followed was unbearable.

	Sarah stood there, trembling slightly, her breath shallow. The weight of her situation hit her in waves, but she shoved the panic down. Not now. Not yet. She needed to think.

	Her eyes darted around the room, taking in every detail. The walls were bare, cinder blocks stained with years of neglect. No windows, except for one small window at the far end of the room. No obvious exits except the one door, now bolted shut from the outside. A single table stood in the corner, empty, as if waiting for something—or someone. The dim bulb overhead buzzed faintly, its weak light barely cutting through the darkness.

	She could feel her heart thudding in her chest, each beat a reminder of how little time she had. Slade—the name lingered in the back of her mind like a dark cloud. Dominic Slade, the man who was supposed to be a ghost, untouchable and untouching in all of Chicago. Sarah had spent the last six months following crumbs—leads that no one else dared to touch, connections that seemed impossible to prove. But she’d gotten close. Too close.

	And now she was here. In the middle of nowhere. With no idea what would happen next.

	She yanked at the ropes binding her wrists, ignoring the sting as they cut deeper into her skin. Her throat tightened. She’d been in dangerous situations before, but this? This was different. She wasn’t just chasing a story anymore; now, she was part of it.

	A creak echoed from somewhere outside the room. She froze, listening. Footsteps. Heavy. Two sets, maybe three. Her pulse quickened. They were coming back.

	Suddenly, the door swung open again, and the man from before stepped inside, flanked by another figure—a shorter man, his face partially hidden beneath a baseball cap pulled low. The taller one didn’t speak; he just motioned toward Sarah with a jerk of his head.

	The smaller man stepped forward, a sneer playing on his lips. “Look at you, all tied up. Thought you were some hotshot reporter, huh?”

	Sarah glared at him, her jaw clenched tight. “What’s the plan? Are you going to rough me up for answers, or is this Slade’s idea of a sick joke?”

	The man grinned. “Oh, she’s got fire.” He leaned closer, his breath sour. “But you aren’t in charge here, sweetheart. You don’t get to ask the questions.”

	“I’m not telling you shit,” she shot back, voice steady, defiant.

	“Don’t worry,” he replied, voice low, dripping with mock amusement. “We aren’t asking you to. Not yet, anyway.” He glanced over his shoulder at the silent brute by the door, who stood watching the exchange with cold indifference.

	“What’s the matter?” Sarah pressed. “Is Slade too scared to face me himself?”

	The man’s grin faltered, his eyes narrowing. For a moment, Sarah thought she’d hit a nerve, but then he laughed—a cruel, humorless sound. “You think you’re special? Think Slade gives a damn about some nosy bitch digging around in his business?”

	He stepped closer, his hand gripping her chin roughly, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Here’s how this is going to go: you sit tight, wait like a good little girl, and maybe—**maybe**—we’ll let you walk out of here in one piece. Or, we can do this the hard way.”

	Sarah didn’t flinch. She held his stare, refusing to show even a flicker of fear. “Do what you want,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’ve already got everything I need on Slade. Even if you kill me, it’s over for him.”

	His grip tightened, but she didn’t break eye contact.

	Finally, he let go, shoving her back toward the chair. “You talk too much,” he muttered.

	She stumbled but caught herself, straightening with a sharp intake of breath. “You have no idea what’s coming, do you? Slade’s a dead man walking, and if you’re smart, you’ll get out while you still can.”

	The man’s smile faded completely now. He turned to the taller figure by the door, jerking his thumb toward Sarah. “Keep an eye on her. Boss will want to know she’s still breathing when he gets here.”

	Without another word, he stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

	The silence returned, heavy and suffocating. Sarah’s mind raced. Slade’s coming here. She had to get out, and fast. The taller man stood in front of the door, arms crossed, watching her with an unreadable expression. He hadn’t said a word the entire time.

	She swallowed hard, forcing herself to stay calm. There’s always a way out. She just had to find it.

	Glancing around the room again, her eyes landed on the chair. It was bolted down, solid, but the metal looked rusted in places. Maybe—just maybe—it could give her some leverage. She edged closer, her hands still bound behind her, testing the strength of the ropes again.

	“Don’t even think about it,” the man by the door said suddenly, his voice low, his first words since the abduction.

	Sarah froze.

	“Sit down,” he growled. “Slade will be here soon.”

	Sarah stared at him, heart pounding. This wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

	And as she sat down in the chair, she knew one thing for sure—whatever the outcome will be, she wouldn’t go down without a fight.

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	

	The cold from the warehouse floor had seeped into Sarah's bones by the time the door creaked open again. She sat in the metal chair, her wrists still raw from the ropes binding them behind her back. Her eyes locked on the door as it swung slowly, deliberately, open.

	He walked in without a sound, tall and composed. Dominic Slade.

	The man was every bit the predator she’d imagined—a wolf wrapped in impeccable dark clothes, his hands tucked casually into his coat pockets. His hair was slicked back, not a strand out of place, and his movements were unhurried, controlled. The faint sound of his footsteps reverberated off the cold concrete as he made his way toward her. His presence alone seemed to change the room, thickening the air, pulling everything into his orbit.

	The light overhead flickered, casting shadows that danced briefly across his face. He stopped a few feet from her, tilting his head slightly, his gaze raking over her with unsettling calmness.

	"Sarah Wren," he said, voice low but unmistakably clear. "I have to say, you’ve caused quite the mess, haven’t you?"

	Sarah swallowed, keeping her posture straight, trying not to let the chill running down her spine show. Her heart thudded against her ribs, but she wasn’t about to let him see her fear.

	She met his eyes—cold, calculating, devoid of anything human. "I’ve been called worse," she said, her voice sharp, carrying more bravado than she felt.

	Slade smiled, but there was no warmth in it. "I’m sure you have," he said softly, like they were sharing some private joke.

	He took a step closer. "You think you’re clever, don’t you?" His tone was conversational, but something dark simmered beneath it. "Digging into things you don’t understand. Poking around where no one’s supposed to look."

	Sarah’s throat tightened. She had imagined this moment a hundred times—how she would face him, how she would demand answers—but now that he was here, the reality was heavier, sharper. She could feel the weight of it pressing down on her, each breath harder to take than the last.

	"I understand plenty," she said, forcing her voice to steady. "You’ve been laundering money through shell companies for years. Politicians. Judges. People in places you can’t reach without a price tag. I’m not stupid, Slade."

	His eyes glittered, his amusement evident. "No, not stupid. But arrogant." He circled her now, his gaze never leaving her face. "You’ve got guts, Sarah. I’ll give you that. Most people would’ve backed off by now. But not you." He leaned in slightly, just enough for her to feel his breath against her skin. "You had to keep digging."

	"And now what?" She shot back, leaning away from him as far as her restrained body allowed. "What happens next? You kill me? You think that’ll solve all your problems?"

	Slade chuckled softly, the sound sending a shiver down her spine. "Kill you? No. That would be...boring."

	Her pulse quickened. "So what, you’re just going to keep me here? For how long? What’s the plan, Slade? You think I don’t know how this works?"

	He straightened, his expression darkening. "You still don’t get it, do you?" His voice lowered, each word deliberate, razor-sharp. "This isn’t just about you, Sarah. It never was. You’re not the story anymore. You’re now a pawn."

	She blinked, the words slicing through her bravado. "A pawn?" The question slipped out before she could stop it.

	"Dominic Slade doesn’t play small games, sweetheart," he said, his voice cool and calm, as if he were explaining something to a child. "You think you’ve been chasing me. But the truth is, you’ve been exactly where I wanted you the entire time."

	Her stomach dropped. For the first time since the abduction, a flicker of real panic shot through her. "Bullshit," she spat. "You didn’t plan this. You couldn’t have."

	Slade’s smile widened, and he leaned closer again, his voice dropping to a near whisper. "You’ve been in my sights from the beginning. Every source you met, every trail you followed... I left those crumbs for you. I wanted you to get close, to see just enough." He straightened, his eyes boring into hers. "And now you’re here. Right where I need you to be."

	Her breath hitched. No. That’s not possible. She had been so careful, so methodical. She couldn’t have missed something that big. She couldn’t have been led like a lamb to slaughter, could she?

	"I don’t believe you," she said, though the edge in her voice wavered.

	Slade’s smile didn’t falter. "You will." He turned, taking a few slow steps toward the door before pausing, his back to her. "You’re part of something much bigger now, Sarah. You’ve crossed a line you can’t come back from."

	Her pulse pounded in her ears, her mind racing. "What does that mean?" she demanded, her voice sharper now, desperate for answers. "What line? What are you talking about?"

	Slade looked over his shoulder, his eyes dark and unreadable. "You’ve made yourself very valuable to certain people. People who don’t like loose ends."

	"People?" She latched onto the word, her mind spinning. "What people?"

	But he was already walking out the door. "I wouldn’t worry about them right now," he said casually, as though discussing the weather. "You’ve got bigger problems."

	He paused just outside the threshold, turning slightly to meet her gaze one last time. "I’ll be in touch," he said, and then, without another word, the door clicked shut behind him.

	The silence that followed was suffocating.

	Sarah sat there, her wrists still bound, the cold concrete beneath her feeling somehow even colder now. Her mind reeled, every word Slade had said replaying in her head on a loop. A pawn. This was never about you. Bigger problems.

	She’d always known the risks—had prepared herself for the consequences of chasing someone like Slade. But this? This was something else entirely. This was a game she hadn’t even realized she was playing.

	And now she was stuck in the middle of it.

	She let out a shaky breath, her mind racing for a way out. The panic was still there, gnawing at the edges of her resolve, but she pushed it down. She had to.

	Because if Dominic Slade was right—and God, she hoped he wasn’t—then her only chance of survival was staying one step ahead of him.

	And right now, that seemed impossible.

	But she wasn’t giving up. Not yet. Never.

	Her gaze hardened, and she shifted in her chair, testing the ropes again, her mind already racing for a plan.
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	The next morning, the warehouse was silent. Sarah’s body ached from the cold, her muscles stiff from the long hours tied to the chair. She had barely slept, every small sound jerking her awake, her mind racing through the same questions over and over. Where was he? What was his next move?

	The light hanging from the ceiling flickered again as the door creaked open. She straightened instinctively, eyes narrowing as Dominic Slade stepped in, the same cold precision in his stride as the night before. His black shirt was crisp, his dark coat brushing against his thighs as he moved with the effortless control of someone who knew they were in charge.

	"Morning, Sarah." His voice was too smooth, as if they were old friends meeting for breakfast rather than enemies locked in a power struggle.

	She glared at him, her jaw clenched. "Glad you could fit me into your busy schedule."

	Dominic chuckled, moving to the center of the room and dragging a lone chair with a sharp scrape across the concrete. He sat down slowly, leaning back, one ankle crossed over his knee. "You didn’t think I’d leave you here alone forever, did you?"

	"I don’t know, Slade," she shot back. "I figured you’d get bored torturing journalists and move on to your next big plan."

	His smile didn’t reach his eyes. "You give yourself too much credit. You’re not here because you’re a journalist. You’re here because you’ve stuck your nose into something bigger than you could ever understand."

	Sarah let out a bitter laugh, shaking her head. "Please. Spare me the mysterious villain act. I know exactly who you are. A common thug with a little too much money and a lot of bad ideas."

	Dominic’s gaze hardened, though his posture remained relaxed, as if her words barely scratched the surface. "A thug? Is that what you think?" His voice was softer now, but there was a razor’s edge to it. "You think I’m just some brute in a suit, taking orders from the same corrupt men you’ve been writing about? That’s cute."

	Sarah’s heart pounded in her chest, but she refused to look away, refused to show the crack in her armor. "I don’t care who’s giving the orders, Slade. You’re still just a cog in the machine. A little sharper than the rest of the goons they send out to clean up messes, but not by much."

	Dominic leaned forward slightly, his hands resting casually on his knee. "You’re so sure of that, aren’t you? That you have me all figured out." His eyes were piercing now, cutting through her defenses. "Tell me something, Sarah. How do you think all of this ends?"

	She blinked, the question catching her off guard. "What do you mean?"

	"You’ve been digging for months. Following every trail, pulling at every thread. Exposing pieces of the puzzle, thinking you’re going to take down some big conspiracy. But have you stopped to ask yourself who’s really playing the game? Who’s really pulling the strings?"

	Her stomach tightened, but she kept her expression neutral. "I’ve uncovered enough. People know what’s going on now. You can’t hide forever."

	Dominic’s lips curved into a slow, mocking smile. "You think you’ve uncovered anything I didn’t want you to see?"

	Her chest constricted. He’s bluffing. He has to be.

	"You’re full of shit," she said, though her voice wasn’t as strong as she wanted it to be. "I followed the money, the connections, all of it. You’re just trying to psych me out because you know you’re about to go down."

	Dominic laughed, a low, amused sound. "Go down? Sarah, you really don’t get it. This isn’t about me. It’s about what I’ve built, what I’m going to do. The men you’ve been chasing, the politicians you think are running the show—they’re the real thugs. The real parasites. And I’m not just going to expose them. I’m going to burn them to the ground."

	Her pulse quickened. "What are you talking about?"

	He stood now, pacing slowly, his hands sliding into his pockets as he circled her. "You’ve spent so much time looking at the players, but you’ve never questioned the game itself. These men—they don’t care about you, or me, or anyone else. They play with people’s lives, make decisions that ruin families, and start wars just to pad their bank accounts." He stopped directly in front of her, his eyes burning with something more dangerous than anger—conviction. "I’m going to make sure they pay."

	"You’re no different from them," she said, her voice trembling despite herself. "You’re just as corrupt. You’re just another monster."

	Dominic shook his head slowly. "No. I’m worse."

	She blinked, her mouth opening to respond, but the words caught in her throat. He was close now, towering over her, his presence swallowing the room.

	"I know exactly what I am," he said quietly. "I’ve done things you can’t even imagine. But I’m not pretending to be something I’m not. I don’t hide behind laws or titles. I don’t lie to the people I hurt." His gaze bore into her, and she felt a chill snake down her spine. "I’m not the one pretending to be the good guy here."

	Her mind raced, her thoughts a tangled mess of fear and confusion. This wasn’t what she had expected. She had imagined Dominic Slade as a ruthless criminal, someone who operated in the shadows, pulling strings from behind the scenes. But now... now she wasn’t so sure. Was he telling the truth? Was there something more going on than she had realized?

	She forced herself to stay calm, to push the panic down. "You’re delusional if you think you can take on the people in power. They’ll crush you before you even get close."

	Dominic smirked. "You’re still not listening, Sarah. They don’t see me coming. They’ve been too busy looking in the wrong direction. And when they finally realize what’s happening, it’ll be too late."

	"And where does that leave me?" she demanded, her voice sharp again. "What am I in all of this? A pawn in your game? Or are you just going to kill me and tie up your loose ends?"

	He crouched in front of her now, his face inches from hers, and for the first time, she saw something behind his cold exterior—a flicker of something human. "You’re not a loose end," he said softly. "Not yet."

	Her breath caught in her throat, and for a moment, she didn’t know what to say. She had expected threats, violence, maybe even death. But this... this was different. It was unsettling in a way she hadn’t anticipated.

	"I don’t want to be part of your game," she whispered, hating the way her voice broke.

	Dominic stood, his expression unreadable once again. "Too late for that," he said, his tone final. "You’ve already made your move. You became part of my game the moment you started coming after me."

	Without another word, he turned and walked toward the door, leaving her alone once again in the cold, suffocating silence of the warehouse.

	This time, though, the silence felt different. It wasn’t just fear that gripped her now. It was doubt. Doubt about everything she thought she knew, about the man she had thought was a monster.

	And doubt about whether she would survive what came next.

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	

	

	Somewhere in downtown Chicago, Jason Cooper sat in his apartment, the muted hum of the city filtering through the cracked window. The ticking of the clock on the wall seemed louder tonight, its sound punctuating the heavy silence that had settled in the room. His phone buzzed on the table, and his hand reached for it with a practiced, almost automatic motion.

	A text from his partner. 

	“Jason, call me. It’s about Sarah.”

	His heart stalled. He stared at the screen, the letters blurring together as his mind struggled to catch up. Sarah. He hadn’t heard her name in weeks, not since that last fight, when everything had finally imploded between them. He told himself he’d moved on—that leaving her had been the right decision. But seeing her name now, he felt a sharp tug in his chest, something dark and bitter unfurling inside him.

	He fumbled for the phone, his fingers shaky as he dialed. The ringing seemed to stretch for too long until, finally, it clicked on the other end.

	“Jason,” the familiar voice came through, flat and grim. It was Greg, his partner at the precinct.

	“What’s going on?” Jason’s voice was hoarse, his throat dry.

	Greg sighed heavily. “It’s Sarah. She’s... missing.”

	Jason froze, the room suddenly feeling too small, too claustrophobic. Missing? No. Not Sarah. Not her. “What the hell do you mean, ‘missing’?” he asked, his words laced with panic, the disbelief hitting like a punch to the gut.

	“She was investigating that Slade case,” Greg said. “Her editor filed a missing person’s report earlier today when she didn’t check in. All efforts to reach her had proved abortive, and she was not at her apartment either. We’ve been looking into it, but...” He trailed off, the unspoken hanging thick between them.

	Jason’s pulse quickened. “But what, Greg?”

	“We think she’s in trouble, man. Real trouble.”

	Jason slumped against the couch, his mind spinning as Greg’s words sunk in. Trouble. The word cut through him, sharper than anything he could have imagined. He knew Sarah—knew she was stubborn, relentless when it came to chasing a lead, never one to back down. But missing? His chest tightened with guilt, the weight of everything between them crashing down all at once.

	He ended the call, letting the phone slip from his fingers onto the couch. His hands moved to his face, dragging down slowly as he tried to breathe, tried to make sense of the panic rising in his throat.

	Images of Sarah flooded his mind—her smile, the sharpness in her eyes when she was deep in thought, the way she’d stand her ground in an argument, never backing down, even when he was sure she should. Even when it put her in danger.

	God, I fucked up.

	He’d tried to protect her. That’s what he kept telling himself. But it wasn’t protection, not really. He’d been suffocating her, controlling her every move. She’d said it herself, hadn’t she? That night. The fight.

	He could still hear her voice, still see her standing in the doorway of his apartment, her arms crossed tightly over her chest, her face flushed with anger.

	"Jason, you don’t get it, do you?" Sarah’s voice had been sharp, like she was trying to hold herself together, to keep from breaking. "You can’t keep treating me like some case you have to solve. I’m not a fucking victim. I can handle myself."

	He’d been pacing, his frustration boiling over. "I’m not saying you can’t handle yourself, but this shit you’re digging into—it’s dangerous. Slade is dangerous."

	"You’re not my protector," she had snapped back. "I don’t need you to save me."

	"Maybe you do!" he had yelled, the words spilling out before he could stop them. And that had been the final straw. The moment everything shattered.

	She had left that night, slamming the door behind her, and Jason had stood there, staring at the empty space where she’d been, feeling like he’d just lost the one thing that mattered most.

	Now she was gone. He disappeared into the void of his worst fears, and the guilt hit him like a tidal wave, dragging him under.

	He got up, pacing the room, his hands pulling at his hair as the memories clawed at him. How had it all gone so wrong? He’d loved her—still loved her, though he’d never said the words. He hadn’t known how. Instead, he’d let his fear of losing her turn him into the very thing that drove her away.

	Jason stopped in front of the mirror, staring at his own reflection. His eyes were bloodshot, his face pale and gaunt. He barely recognized himself anymore. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all his fault. If he’d just let her be—if he hadn’t tried to control her every move, maybe she wouldn’t be missing now. Maybe she’d be safe.

	He clenched his fists, his nails digging into his palms. I have to find her.

	Grabbing his jacket, he headed for the door, his mind already working on what he knew about the case, about Slade. Sarah had been digging into something big—bigger than either of them had realized. He’d heard the whispers around the station and knew the kind of people Slade was connected to. But he hadn’t known Sarah was still chasing that story, not until now.

	He had to get to the precinct, had to start pulling strings, making calls, and doing whatever it'll take to track her down. He owed her that much. He owed her everything.

	As he stepped into the cold night air, the city felt different. The usual buzz of the streets, the distant rumble of cars, the flashing lights—none of it registered. All he could think about was Sarah, somewhere out there, alone and in danger. And he, the one person who should have been there for her, who should have kept her safe, had failed.

	The guilt gnawed at him, relentless and sharp, but it also fueled something deeper. He wouldn’t let this end like the others. He wouldn’t let Sarah become another name on the long list of unsolved cases, another ghost haunting him. He’d find her. He’d bring her back, no matter what it would take.

	The streets blurred as he made his way to the station, his thoughts racing. He replayed every conversation they’d had, every fight, every moment he had pushed her away in the name of protecting her. He hadn’t been protecting her—he’d been protecting himself. From the fear of losing her, from the fear of being vulnerable. And now, because of that, she was gone.

	His phone buzzed again, Greg’s name lighting up the screen.

	“Any news?” Jason answered, his voice tight with barely concealed panic.

	“Not much. But we’ve got a few leads,” Greg said. “Look, Jason, I know this is personal for you, but you need to keep your head clear, okay? We’ll find her.”

	Jason swallowed hard, his throat tight. “It’s not just personal, Greg. It’s everything.”

	He hung up before Greg could respond, pushing through the station doors and heading straight for his desk. He pulled out files, maps, anything he could think of that might help. He had to retrace Sarah’s steps and figure out where she’d been and who she’d talked to. She had to have left some kind of trail, something he could follow.

	Hours passed in a blur of papers and phone calls, his desperation growing with every dead end. He could feel the weight of his own failures pressing down on him, the knowledge that he might have been the reason she was in danger to begin with. If only he hadn’t pushed her away. If only he’d been the man she needed instead of the overprotective asshole who drove her out of his life.

	The night dragged on, the station growing quieter as the other detectives went home, leaving Jason alone at his desk. He stared at the map in front of him, his vision blurring as exhaustion began to take hold. But he couldn’t stop. Not until he found her.

	 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	

	

	Dominic sat across from Sarah, his sharp eyes cutting through the light like knives. He was calm, too calm. Like a predator who already knew his prey had no escape. His suit was immaculate, a stark contrast to the grimy room.

	The warehouse was cold and damp, its walls dripped with condensation, and the air was heavy with the scent of mildew and steel. Sarah’s wrists burned from the rope that had kept her tied to the chair for hours, maybe longer. She couldn’t tell. Time blurred in places like this—spaces where light barely touched and silence stretched so thin it made every creak, every shuffle of footsteps, feel like a gunshot.

	"You’ve been quiet for a while," Dominic said, his voice smooth, almost casual. He leaned back, crossing his legs as if they were in a boardroom, not a rundown warehouse in the middle of nowhere. "We can sit here all night, Sarah. But it’s easier if you just talk."

	Sarah’s eyes darted around the room, looking for any sign of escape, any weak spot. But the men standing at the door, their arms folded, their eyes watching her every move, made it clear—there was no way out. Not yet.

	"I don’t have anything to say," Sarah finally muttered, her voice hoarse from hours of silence.

	Dominic smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. "See, that’s where you’re wrong. Everyone has something to say." He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, closing the space between them. "Especially when they’re in too deep."

	Sarah’s heart pounded in her chest, but she refused to flinch. She wasn’t going to let him see her break, not like this. Not after everything she had uncovered. She knew the risks when she started investigating the syndicate, knew what kind of men she was dealing with. But Dominic? He was different. Calculated. Dangerous in ways she hadn’t fully anticipated.

	He reached into the folder sitting on his lap, pulling out a photo. It was grainy, but unmistakable. A shot of her talking to one of her sources—someone she thought was deep enough in the shadows to avoid detection.

	"You’ve been busy, Sarah," Dominic said, laying the photo on the table between them. "Asking questions you shouldn’t. Digging where you don’t belong."

	Sarah’s stomach twisted, but she kept her face blank, forcing herself to meet his gaze. "That’s my job."

	"No," Dominic corrected, shaking his head slowly. "Your job is to write stories. Make people feel good about reading the morning paper. This?" He tapped the photo with one finger, his nails perfectly trimmed and polished. "This is something else entirely."

	Sarah felt the weight of his words pressing down on her. He was right, and they both knew it. But she couldn’t back down now, not when she was so close to the truth. She swallowed hard, trying to steady her voice. "You’re scared."

	Dominic chuckled, the sound low and dismissive. "Scared? Of you?" He motioned to one of the men by the door. "Untie her."

	The man hesitated, glancing between them before stepping forward. He pulled out a knife and sliced through the ropes binding Sarah’s wrists. The sudden release sent a rush of blood to her hands, the sting making her wince, but she didn’t move. Not yet.

	Dominic leaned back in his chair, watching her rub her wrists. "Let’s level the playing field a little, shall we? Now you’re not tied up. We’re just two people talking."

	Sarah stared at him, her mind racing. The ropes were gone, but the power in the room was all his. He wanted her to feel vulnerable, wanted her to think she had some kind of control, but she knew better.

	"You think I don’t know what you’re up to," Dominic said, his voice dropping, becoming more intimate, like he was sharing a secret. "But I do, Sarah. I know everything."

	"Then why are we here?" She shot back, her voice sharper now, anger bubbling up despite her best efforts to stay calm. "If you know everything, why the games? Why not just get rid of me?"

	Dominic’s smile returned, colder this time. "Because I want to see how far you’ll go before you break."

	Sarah’s breath caught in her throat. He wasn’t just toying with her for information—he was testing her, pushing her to her limits. But why? What did he gain from keeping her alive, from letting her continue this dangerous dance?

	"Tell me," Dominic said softly, leaning forward again. "What did you think you were going to find? Justice? The truth?"

	"I thought I’d find out how to stop you," Sarah said, her voice barely above a whisper. But the words were steady. She wasn’t backing down now.

	Dominic laughed, shaking his head. "Stop me? You can’t even protect yourself."

	And then, he pulled out another photo. This one made Sarah freeze. It was her family. Her mother, her father. And her sister. A photo they took together years ago.

	Dominic laid it on the table with a deliberate slowness, watching her closely as he did. "I know about Emily," he said, his voice soft now, almost tender. "I know what happened to her."

	Sarah’s chest constricted, her breathing suddenly shallow. Emily. She hadn’t heard that name in years. She had buried it deep, too deep for anyone to pull it out. But here it was, laid bare in front of her. She could feel the tears prick at the corners of her eyes, but she blinked them back, refusing to let him see that he’d hit a nerve.

	"Fuck you," she spat, her voice shaking with fury.

	Dominic didn’t flinch. He just watched her, like a predator observing its prey, waiting for the right moment to strike. "Your sister was in too deep too. Just like you."

	"Don’t talk about her," Sarah growled, her fists clenching at her sides.

	"Why not?" Dominic asked, his voice maddeningly calm. "It’s relevant, isn’t it? You’re just like her. Chasing shadows, thinking you can change the world." He leaned closer, his eyes gleaming. "But the world doesn’t change, Sarah. People like me—like us? We make sure of that."

	Sarah’s vision blurred with anger, but she forced herself to stay calm, to breathe. She wasn’t going to let him drag her down. Not again. Not after everything.

	"You didn’t know her," she said, her voice barely steady. "You don’t know anything about what she wanted."

	Dominic raised an eyebrow, the smile fading from his face. "I know more than you think. She was a fighter, just like you. But fighters don’t always win."

	The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. Sarah wanted to scream, to throw something, to break the tension that was closing in on her, but she couldn’t. All she could do was stare at the photo on the table, the faces of her family, her sister’s smile frozen in time.

	Dominic stood, straightening his jacket, his eyes never leaving her. "You’ll talk eventually. They all do."

	He turned to leave, his footsteps echoing through the empty warehouse, but Sarah didn’t flinch. She sat there, fists clenched, her heart pounding in her chest. He might have thought he had control, but this wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.

	As the door slammed shut behind him, Sarah exhaled slowly, her mind racing. She would find a way out of this. She had to.
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	Just as Dominic and his men stepped out, leaving Sarah alone, she glanced around, the weight of their interrogation still pressing against her chest, making her ribs feel tight.

	She had to get out of here.

	Her pulse quickened as her eyes landed on the small window at the far end of the room. It wasn’t much, barely big enough to crawl through, but it was open. Just a crack, but it was enough. Her legs felt heavy, her body aching from hours of tension, but she pushed through the pain, moving towards the window with a quiet determination.

	One step at a time.

	She stumbled over a chair in her path, its metal legs scraping across the concrete floor like nails on a chalkboard. She froze, waiting, listening for any sound of footsteps returning. But the silence remained. They hadn’t heard. Not yet.

	Her eyes darted between the window and the door, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. If they came back now, if they saw her…

	She grabbed the chair and lifted it, the cold metal biting into her palms. Her fingers were raw, wrists still aching from the ropes. She swung the chair once, then twice, the muscles in her arms screaming in protest. On the third swing, the glass shattered, pieces falling like rain onto the concrete floor below. The noise echoed in the hollow room, louder than she’d expected, but there was no time to second-guess.

	Sarah climbed onto the chair, her movements frantic, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Freedom was right there, just a few feet away. She could feel the cool air on her skin and taste it in her dry mouth. She threw her legs up, scraping her knees as she clambered through the broken window, her body awkward and exhausted but desperate. She landed hard in the courtyard outside, the shock of the fall sending a jolt of pain up her legs, but she didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

	Run.

	Her legs were shaky, weak from hours of being bound, but they moved. One foot in front of the other, the gravel crunching beneath her as she darted across the courtyard. The sky was dark, no moon to light her way, but she didn’t need it. She knew that this was her only chance.

	Just run.

	Her heart pounded louder than her footsteps, louder than the wind. She didn’t know where she was going—didn’t need to. Anywhere but here. Anywhere but with Dominic.

	But it wasn’t enough.

	A heavy hand clamped down on her shoulder, pulling her back with a force that knocked the air from her lungs. She screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the night as she was yanked to the ground. She twisted and kicked, trying to tear herself free, but another set of hands grabbed her legs, dragging her across the dirt like she weighed nothing. She fought, but her body was too weak, too drained. Her vision blurred as exhaustion set in, her limbs refusing to obey her desperate mind.

	"No! Let go of me!" Her voice cracked, strained from the fight. But they didn’t stop. They hauled her back towards the warehouse, her heels scraping against the ground, leaving a trail behind her.

	Inside, the door slammed shut, the cold, unforgiving walls of the warehouse swallowing her whole again. She was thrown to the ground, her hands bracing for impact as she hit the hard concrete, the breath knocked out of her for a second time. She coughed, tasting blood at the back of her throat.

	And then, there he was. Dominic. Standing over her, calm as ever.

	He sighed, the sound more disappointed than angry. "I thought we were past this, Sarah."

	Sarah lifted her head, her body trembling from adrenaline and fear. Her hair hung in her face, wild and tangled, but her eyes still burned with defiance. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.

	"Fuck you," she spat, wiping the blood from her lip with the back of her hand.

	Dominic’s jaw tightened, but his expression remained eerily calm. He crouched down in front of her, close enough that she could see the glint of something dangerous in his eyes. "I’m trying to help you," he said, his voice steady, almost soft, like he was explaining something to a child. "But you’re making it really hard."

	Sarah let out a bitter laugh, though the sound hurt her chest. "Help me? You’re keeping me prisoner, Dominic. You think this is some kind of twisted therapy?"

	His smile was cold, a tight line that didn’t reach his eyes. "No, Sarah. I think it is survival." He stood up, towering over her again. "You don’t understand the position you’re in. This isn’t a game. If you keep running, they’ll kill you. You know too much."

	Her breath came in ragged bursts as she pushed herself up onto her knees, fighting to keep her voice steady. "I don’t care. I’d rather die than stay here with you."

	He tilted his head, studying her like she was some kind of puzzle he hadn’t quite figured out. "I don’t believe you." His voice was a whisper, but it hit her harder than any punch. "You’ve got too much to live for, Sarah. Too much to lose."

	Her throat tightened at the words, the image of her sister flashing in her mind. Emily. Gone. Taken from her. And now, Dominic knew. He knew how to twist the knife, how to make her feel like there was no escape, not even in death.

	"You don’t know a damn thing about me," she bit out, her voice shaking with barely contained rage.

	Dominic’s eyes darkened, and he crouched down again, his face inches from hers. "I know enough," he said quietly, his voice like ice. "I know you’re not going anywhere. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not until I decide."

	Sarah clenched her fists, her whole body shaking with the effort to hold herself together. She couldn’t show him her fear, couldn’t let him see that he was winning.

	"You can’t keep me here forever," she whispered, her voice breaking despite her best efforts.

	Dominic stood again, adjusting his cuffs as if they were having a casual conversation, like they weren’t locked in this violent power struggle. "No, not forever. Just long enough for you to understand."

	"Understand what?" Sarah demanded, her voice rising. She couldn’t keep it in any longer; the frustration, the terror—it was all spilling out. "That you’re some kind of sick control freak? That you enjoy watching people suffer?"

	His smile returned, that same cold, calculated smirk. "No, Sarah." He turned, walking toward the door, pausing just before he left. "That I always win."

	The door slammed behind him, the sound reverberating through the empty warehouse, leaving Sarah alone again, her chest heaving, her throat burning with the scream she couldn’t let out.

	She was trapped.

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	
	
	The next day, the safe house air was thick, heavy with tension. Sarah sat slumped on the cold floor in the warehouse, her wrists still aching from the ropes that had been removed only minutes ago. Every muscle in her body screamed from the failed escape attempt, but the pain was nothing compared to the fury bubbling inside her.

	Dominic entered, a brown paper bag in hand. He approached Sarah, who sat slumped on the cold concrete floor, every inch of her tense. He held out the bag, his eyes searching hers, but she only stared back, silent and unmoving. After a beat, he sighed and set the bag on the table beside her, stepping back without a word.

	He stepped back, standing a few feet away, facing her, hands shoved into the pockets of his tailored slacks. The man moved with a kind of quiet menace, the calm before a storm that never quite hit. That’s what made him terrifying. He didn’t need to raise his voice, didn’t need to lash out. His power came from the way he could freeze the room with just a look, with words that sliced through her defenses like they weren’t even there.

	“Why?” Sarah’s voice cracked as she spoke, raw from the fight, from screaming into the night as Dominic’s men dragged her back. “Why are you doing this?”

	Dominic turned slowly, his face unreadable, that same irritating calm etched into every line of his features. He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he let the silence stretch between them, filling the space until it became unbearable.

	“I told you,” he said finally, his voice smooth like silk. “I’m trying to help you.”

	“Help me?” Sarah laughed bitterly, her throat tight. “Is that what you call this? Abduction, threats? You’ve got a real twisted sense of charity.”

	Dominic’s mouth twitched, the faintest hint of a smile playing on his lips, but his eyes stayed cold. “If I wanted to hurt you, I could’ve done that already. But I didn’t.” He took a step closer, his polished shoes tapping softly against the floor, the sound reverberating in the empty space. “I haven’t laid a finger on you, Sarah.”

	“No,” she shot back, her voice louder now, more desperate. “But you’ve made sure your goons do the dirty work, right? What’s the plan, Dominic? Keep me here until I lose my mind, until I beg for mercy?”

	His eyes narrowed, just for a second, but it was enough to send a shiver down her spine. Dominic had this way of making her feel like she was being dissected, like every word she said only fueled some dark curiosity in him. He was always watching, always calculating.

	“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said quietly, but the promise behind the words was laced with something far more sinister. “But if you try that again…” He paused, his gaze locking onto hers, and for the first time, his voice dropped, colder, sharper. “You won’t like the consequences.”

	Sarah’s stomach twisted, but she refused to look away. She clenched her fists, nails biting into her palms. Her body was screaming for her to shut up, to just survive, but something inside her wouldn’t let go of the fire, wouldn’t let him see her broken.

	“What are you going to do, Dominic?” She challenged, her voice trembling with the weight of defiance. “Kill me? Because I’d rather be dead than stuck here with you.”

	For a moment, a flicker of something crossed Dominic’s face—something almost like frustration—but it was gone as quickly as it came. He moved closer, his movements slow and deliberate, until he was right in front of her, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from him. He knelt down, his eyes level with hers, and the intensity in his gaze sent a jolt of something through her that she didn’t want to acknowledge. Something dangerous. Something magnetic.

	“Sarah,” he murmured, his voice a whisper now, but every word cut deeper than the last. “I don’t need to kill you. I don’t need to do anything. You’ll destroy yourself if you keep fighting me.”

	His words hung in the air, settling over her like a weight. Her chest tightened, her breath coming in short, shaky bursts. She hated him—God, she hated him—but there was something about the way he looked at her, the way he spoke, that made it hard to think straight. He wasn’t yelling, wasn’t violent, but the control he had over the situation made her feel small, helpless. And that terrified her more than anything.

	She shook her head, biting back the tears that threatened to spill. “You’re a monster,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “You don’t care about me. You don’t care about anyone but yourself.”

	Dominic’s expression softened, just for a second, and that’s what made her hate him even more. He could turn it on and off like a switch, going from cold to almost tender in the blink of an eye. It was maddening.

	“I care more than you think,” he said softly, his tone almost sincere. “But you need to understand something, Sarah. You’re in over your head. You don’t know the kind of people you’re dealing with. I’m not your enemy here. I’m the only reason you’re still alive.”

	“Bullshit,” Sarah spat, her voice raw with anger. “You’re just as bad as they are. Worse, because you pretend like you’re some kind of savior, but you’re not. You’re just a manipulative bastard who gets off on controlling people.”

	Dominic’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t respond right away. He stared at her for a long moment, and she could see the wheels turning in his mind, could feel him calculating, deciding what to say next. It made her sick, the way he could be so composed, so unaffected, while she was falling apart.

	“You’re right,” he said finally, his voice low and even. “I’m not a saint. I’m not even a good man. But I’m the man standing between you and something far worse. And whether you like it or not, you’re going to have to trust me.”

	Sarah barked out a laugh, the sound bitter and hollow. “Trust you? After everything you’ve done? You’re delusional, Dominic.”

	He stood up slowly, towering over her once again, and the air in the room seemed to shift. His eyes never left hers, and for the first time, she saw a flicker of something else there—something darker, some kind of attraction.

	“You don’t have to like me,” he said, his voice dropping to a deadly calm. “But you will listen to me. Because if you don’t, the next time you try to run, I won’t stop them.”

	The words hit her like a punch to the gut, and she swallowed hard, her throat tight. There it was—the real threat. He wouldn’t hurt her, but he’d let them do it. And the way he said it, so casually, like it was just a fact, made it even worse.

	Her breath came in shallow gasps, her mind racing. She hated him. Hated him for making her
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