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NO MATTER WHAT, TROUBLE always comes round.

Time is running out. 

With Troy in the clutches of his girlfriend's abusive ex, he knows she's more vulnerable than ever. What's happening to her while he's tied up? Who's protecting Sadie while he's locked in the back of a van somewhere? Every minute that ticks by, she becomes more vulnerable. Every hour that passes gives Luke another chance to finally get Sadie at his side. And the fearful fury of that reality fuels him forward.

All Troy knows is that he has to get back to her. All he knows is that Luke can't ever get to her. No matter what it costs him. No matter what it means. No matter what part of him he has to compromise to get to her.
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IS RISKING HIS OWN life to save hers going to be enough?
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Sadie
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“Come on, Sadie, let’s get you inside—Uma! I need help out here!”

I couldn't feel my legs. I heard Paris yelling, but I couldn't feel my legs. I felt the corners of that note, though. Crumpled in my hand. Piercing my palm. Reminding me of the nightmare that chronically kept me alive in all the wrong ways.

“Troy.” I breathed.

“Uma!” Paris roared.

“I’m coming! I’m coming! What’s wrong?” Uma asked.

“Inside. We need to get her inside. Now.”

With arms underneath my own, my head fell forward. And as I stared at the ground, I cried. I let the tears silently fall as I clung tightly to the note. The last shred of hope that Troy was still alive.

Though, he wouldn't be for long.

“Couch. Come on, girl. Help us out a bit.” Paris grunted.

“Holy shit, I need more kickboxing lessons.” Uma wheezed.

The cushions of the couch broke my fall, but it didn’t stop the rattling pieces of my heart from slicing my soul open. I brought the note to my chest and clutched tightly. I didn’t want to let it go. I stared up at the ceiling, trying to snap out of it. Trying to pull myself together. Trying to do whatever it was I could to snap out of my fucking trance.

But I didn’t have the energy anymore.

I simply wanted to wallow.

“Let me see this really quickly,” Paris asked softly.

I felt her fondling the note and I clenched tighter. I shook my head quickly. My breathing grew ragged. I felt as if I were spiraling out of control. Spiraling into an abyss I wanted to finally drown in. I didn’t want to live this life anymore. Not with Troy in trouble. Not with Luke out there, threatening to take people’s lives just to get to me.

How the hell did all of this get so far out of control.

“Uma, grab my phone. Call Wren. The passcode to my phone is four-five-six-five-three-four. Tell him we’ve been contacted by Luke and we need people at this house now,” Paris said.

“On it,” Uma said.

I felt a hand brushing against my skin. Smoothing my hair out of the way. Drying my tears. It was no use, though. I felt empty inside. Empty, yet somehow vibrating with rage. With fear. With anger. With worry.

“Sadie, you gotta talk to me, girl. Look at me,” Paris said.

“I knew this would happen,” I whispered.

She cupped my cheeks. “Look at me. Now.”

“I knew he’d do this. I knew he’d go after him.”

“Listen to me. This isn’t your fault.”

“This is my fault!” I shrieked.

I shot off the couch and leaped to my feet. Still clutching the note to my chest.

“It is my fault, Paris! I’m the one who roped him into this. I’m the one who didn’t keep my distance. I’m the one who kept taking, and taking, and taking. And never giving anything back to him!”

Paris shook her head. “That has nothing to do with—”

“I’m the reason Troy’s going to die. And I’m going to have to live with that. Forever.”

She slowly stood. “He’s not going to die. I promise you that.”

I teetered on my feet before I turned around. Before I stared at the back door. Before my eyes fell onto the freshly painted spot that reminded me of the untold horrors that kept occurring in my life. I felt someone’s hands on my upper arms. Steadying me as I swayed. And as Paris wrapped her arm around my shoulders, I drew in a broken breath.

“For all we know, he’s already dead,” I whispered.

I should’ve pushed him away when I had the chance. I should’ve pushed them all away. Then, I was Luke’s only target. The only other person wrapped up in this fucking nonsense. I shouldn’t have let Troy around me. Or Paris. Or Wren. Or anyone who I had come into contact with over the past few weeks. Hell, I should’ve told Uma not to move in with me. That she was better off without me.

Forgive me, Troy.

“Here, drink something,” Uma said.

I shook my head no as I continued staring out the window.

“Uma, did you call Wren?” Paris asked.

“They’re on the way. Maybe ten minutes out?” Uma asked.

“Leave me alone,” I said softly.

“Girl, we aren’t going anywhere. Wren and the guys are headed here to help,” Paris said.

I stepped toward the window. “No one else needs to be around me.”

“Come on. Let’s give her some space before they get here,” Uma said.

I gazed out the window as the snow slowly fell. Beautiful, massive flakes of powder that should’ve warned my heart inside. And yet, the only thing I thought about was whether or not Troy had enough food. Enough heat to keep him warm. Was he freezing to death right now? Had his body already been tossed in a ditch somewhere.

A lone tear streaked my wet cheek as a knock came at the door.

“Where’s the note?” Wren asked.

“She’s clutching it. A bit too tightly too,” Paris said.

“We need to check it for fingerprints. Anything that could possibly lead us to where this man is,” he said.

“If you can get it from her, be my guest,” Uma whispered.

I didn’t have any issues handing the note over to Wren, though. My hand kept cramping up on me anyway. I knew they wouldn't find anything, though. Nothing but my tears, my own fingerprints, and those few words.

“Dust it for prints and run a black light over it,” Wren said.

And as they worked, I continued staring out the window.

“What do you mean, there’s nothing?” Wren asked hotly.

“There has to be something,” Paris whispered.

“Maybe there’s something back in the mailbox?” Uma asked.

“How the fuck is there nothing on this? Are there cameras outside with this security system? Maybe it caught something? Or someone?” Wren asked.

“There are no cameras,” I said plainly.

The entire house fell silent as I slowly turned around.

“There are no cameras, there were no footprints outside, and once this snow starts to stick, it’ll wash away whatever might be out there,” I said.

“I’ve still got my guys outside searching,” he said.

I nodded slowly. “Okay. I’m going upstairs.”

“Do you want someone to come with you?” Uma asked.

I looked over at her. “I’m tired, Uma. And we all know that Luke somehow knows the cops are here. I’m sure he’ll strike again. Maybe he’ll send me a piece of Troy’s finger or some shit.”

“Don’t you dare say shit like that.” Paris glowered.

“Well, then maybe when I start to push you away, you’ll actually let me,” I said flatly.

I slipped through the crowd and made my way for the steps. And as I walked away from the crowd, my mind spun. Luke wouldn’t be so brazen as to leave Troy somewhere to deliver a note, would he? I mean, he had to be thinking through this. At least, a little bit. Maybe not much, but enough to execute this with some sort of precision. But what if we could disrupt that precision? Catch him off guard?

What’s the one thing he isn’t expecting?

“I want to meet him,” I said.

With my foot on the first step, I turned to face the crowd that had gathered in my home.

“What?” Uma asked.

“What did you say?” Paris asked.

“No, I’m not letting you do that,” Wren said.

“With all due respect, you don’t control me. But, hear me out,” I said.

“You’re not meeting with that psycho,” Paris said.

“Even if it means Troy’s life?” I asked.

The room fell silent and I drew in a deep breath.

“Luke is maniacal right now. But he’s doing this with great precision. The crazier he gets, the clearer he’s thinking. So, we need to disrupt that flow,” I said.

“And you think meeting up with him does that,” Wren said.

“What’s he not expecting us to do? If he’s not expecting us to do it, then it’s a wrench in his plans,” I said.

“No. We’re not losing you too,” Uma said.

“Now, hold on a second,” Paris said.

Wren shook his head. “Troy would kill me for putting you in that position.”

“But, he’ll be dead himself if you don’t,” I said. “Seriously. I can wear a wire or something. Get him on recording. Wear a video camera. Whatever you want. But, you know Luke isn’t just going to give up. So, how do we do it? How do we make something like this happen?”

“She’s got a point, sir,” one of the other officers said.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

He looked at me. “George Kiner, ma’am.”

“Officer Kiner, what do you think about this plan?” I asked.

“We’d have to run it by Chief before anything. He’d have to approve something like this,” Wren said.

“Then, I suggest you get him on the phone,” I said.

“This is insane! Are we really going to dangle her like bait?” Uma asked.

“We have to make sure she’s one hundred percent safe,” Paris said.

“Are you serious?!” Uma squealed.

“Paris, I haven’t been one hundred percent safe since meeting Luke. I’ll be fine. Let me do this for Troy,” I said.

The room fell silent again before Wren pulled out his phone. Officer Kiner walked off into a corner with him and Uma came racing toward me. She gripped my upper arm. Making me wince. Making me remember all the times Luke had done that to me to shake some sense into my brain.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

I laughed bitterly. “Okay? Really? No. I’m not. But, if this is what’s going to get Troy back? I’m all in.”

“What can I do to help?” Paris asked.

The three of us stood on the steps as Wren continued talking on his phone down the hallway.

“Keep Uma from intervening too much,” I said with a grin.

Uma snickered. “Fat chance, dickhead.”

Paris nodded. “You know Troy can take care of himself. So, make sure you take care of you during this. All right?”

He didn’t seem like he could when he got knocked out. “Of course.”

“All right. Reluctantly, Chief’s signed off on this little excursion. There’s a detective from the police station up the road headed here now. She’ll talk us through everything that’s about to happen,” Wren said.

“She?” Paris asked.

Wren grinned. “The departments aren’t a complete sausage fest sometimes.”

Uma snickered. “Could’ve fooled me.”

I nodded. “Then, we wait.”

I stood by the door, continuously gazing out the window. Every once in a while, the girls would come over and rub my back. Wren would come over and pat my shoulder. Or, Officer Kiner would simply come stand next to me. But, all I wanted was for this fucking detective to show up. I needed her to get here. I needed this to work. And as Uma placed a mug of coffee in the palm of my hand, I saw a car pull into the driveway.

A cruiser, of all cars.

“She’s here,” I said.

“Come on. Let’s go sit down and have this conversation,” Paris said.

“I don’t know if I can sit. I’m buzzing with too much energy now,” I said.

“Then, let’s back away from the door and give the woman some space when she comes inside.”

I nodded slowly. “Good idea.”

Wren answered the door. “Detective. Thank you for coming over on such short notice.”

The woman stepped inside my home and her eyes found me in an instant.

“This her?” she asked.

“It’s me,” I said.

She walked over to me, her eyes studying me carefully. She walked around my body, as if she were casing me for a damn meal. I was shocked at the woman’s age. I don’t know why I expected someone younger. Or more vibrant. But, with the woman’s stark white hair and the deep wrinkles on her face, there was something peaceful about her. Even in the stern way she looked at me.

“Detective Malabar,” she said.

She held out her hand and I shook it.

“Sadie Powers,” I said.

She dropped my hand. “I know. I read your file before coming over.”

“Good to know.”

“Something like this is usually cut and dry. But, we always plan for contingencies. You said you were willing to wear a wire, so I’ve got one in my cruiser. If I strap it to your chest, it’ll pick up most everything. So long as you keep your voice even and enunciate.”

“I can do that.”

“I’ll make sure a police cruiser that’s tapped into your microphone is stationed the next street over. Concealed, but ready to jump at a moment’s notice should something happen.”

Uma jumped in. “I’m sorry. You’re talking as if the encounter is going to happen here.”

Malabar shrugged. “He’s already been here once to deliver a note. What’s to say he won’t come back?”

Paris stepped in. “I’m sticking around, then. I’ll stay in the room with Uma. Or in the spare upstairs.”

I nodded. “That’s fine.”

Malabar sighed. “We can’t have any intervention, though. At least, intervention that isn’t planned.”

“Unless she’s in danger,” Uma said.

“You leave that to the police. Understood?” Malabar asked.

Paris nodded, cutting off Uma. “Understood.”

“Good. All right. Miss Powers, do you have any questions?”

I wanted to know if Troy was hurt. Or scared. Or cold. Or hungry. I wanted to know if he’d come out of this alive. If he’d be all right. That’s what I wanted to know. I wanted to know everything about him. And yet, no one knew anything.

Including whether or not he was still alive.

“No, I don’t have any questions. I mean, other than when we’re going to get started setting this up,” I said.

Malabar grinned. “We can get you set up with a wire now, if you’d like.”

“Do we draw him in somehow?” Uma asked.

“Yeah, like ... lure him in or something?” Paris asked.

I shook my head. “We don’t have to.”

The room grew stone-cold as I closed my eyes.

“We don’t have to
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