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      Wow! Mind just blown! A complete mindf**k…

      ~GoddessWithanAttitude on Spades

      

      “Literally perfection.”

      ~Read with Aimee on My Heart Still Beats

      

      “Helen Hardt is a master at making you fall for the bad boy.”

      ~Words We Love By on Savage Sin 

      

      “Hardt spins erotic gold…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “22 Best Erotic Novels to Read”

      ~Marie Claire Magazine on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Intensely erotic and wildly emotional…”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “Christian, Gideon, and now…Braden Black.”

      ~Books, Wine, and Besties on Follow Me Darkly

      

      “This red-hot tale will have readers fanning themselves.”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Blush

      

      “Scintillating…”

      ~Publishers Weekly on Bloom

      

      “Helen's intelligent writing style and skills have made this story a must-read.”

      ~FireSerene Reads on Bloom

      

      “It's hot, it's intense, and the plot starts off thick and had me completely spellbound from page one.”

      ~The Sassy Nerd Blog on Rebel

      

      “This book was fantastic! It was steamy, funny, romantic, and just about any other emotion you can think of…”

      ~Steamy Book Mama on Lily and the Duke

      

      “Craving is the jaw-dropping book you need to read!”

      ~New York Times bestselling author Lisa Renee Jones on Craving

      

      "Completely raw and addictive."

      ~#1 New York Times bestselling author Meredith Wild on Craving

      

      “Helen Hardt has some kind of skill I don’t have the words to describe. Her writing is addictive. She sucked in my mind and I just don’t want to read anything but her right now!”

      ~OMGReads Blog

      

      “Helen Hardt…is a master story teller.”

      ~Small Town Book Nerd
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            PROLOGUE

          

          SAVANNAH

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not coming anywhere near me!” I glance around quickly, looking for something, anything, to use as a weapon.

      I pick up the Jane Austen I was reading, using it as a shield.

      “Put that down, Savvy,” Miles says. “Eat your damned dinner. I can’t have you fainting from hunger.”

      He’s right. I can’t faint. I want to be completely conscious for whatever he has in mind for me. If I’m unconscious, I can’t fight back.

      “Eat,” he says again.

      I take the tray and set it on the small table in the living area.

      A fork.

      Good.

      And a spoon.

      No knife.

      The salmon is flaky and doesn’t require a knife. Not that he would have given me one anyway.

      I force myself to ingest the food. All of it. And the water.

      I rise. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      He blocks the door to the bedroom. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “Would you rather I piss on you?”

      I regret my words as soon as I say them. With my luck, I just turned Miles on with that threat.

      “Fine. Go.”

      I head into the bathroom and close the door.

      Of course there’s no lock.

      And of course he can see everything I’m doing anyway.

      Fucking cameras.

      Is it really that important to watch me take a crap?

      But I’m glad I ate the food. Already I’m feeling stronger. Healthier.

      I made a deal, and I’ll see it through, but I won’t make this easy or enjoyable for him.

      Then I laugh out loud.

      Enjoyable for him? He’s already enjoying this. Whether I lie like a dead fish or fight him to the end, he’ll enjoy it. He’ll get off.

      I flush the toilet and look in the mirror once more. My skin is pale, my hair is stringy, and the anxiety of the last several hours is imprinted deeply into my eyes.

      I see myself as whoever is watching me sees me.

      A pawn.

      A weakling.

      A mere thing.

      I can’t escape. I made my choice.

      I chose the wellbeing of Falcon over my own.

      And as much as I hate what’s about to happen to me, I can’t bring myself to regret it.

      I leave the bathroom, enter the bedroom⁠—

      Miles is there already, standing by the bed, naked, his hard cock jutting out and ready.

      I swallow, forcing the food to remain in my stomach.

      I lie on the bed, and he lifts my satin gown over my hips, hovers over me, his face menacing.

      “Tonight you’re mine, Savannah Gallo. Welcome to hell.”
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            FALCON

          

        

      

    

    
      In every prisoner’s life there’s that one day they can recall that changed everything. That put them on a different path.

      For me it was the day Zion came to my cell block.

      Zion, I knew, would be trouble.

      Different from the way Fletcher or Bruno had been trouble for me.

      It only took me that one time in the cafeteria to get Fletcher in line, and Bruno? After I freed Tommy Ortiz from his tyranny, he stayed in line as well.

      But Zion…

      The first day I saw him, I knew.

      He was as burly as they come, solid muscle, but a good five inches shorter than I was.

      Already I saw it in him. Small man’s complex. He’s the guy who has to exert his dominance over everyone to compensate for his lack of height.

      He had a shock of sandy brown hair, and a nearly pretty face—one that would’ve made him a target if he weren’t so burly.

      You can tell a lot by how a man walks. Especially on the inside.

      A lot of new prisoners come in with a hunched posture, which doesn’t bode well for them. Those who can come in while walking upright with a straight back are trying to look brave so they won’t be a target.

      They walk briskly, swinging their arms freely. They look straight ahead while not making eye contact with anyone.

      If they’re good at this act, they won’t see a lot of trouble in prison.

      These are the guys that fly under the radar, are left alone.

      The ones who look at the ground, shoulders slumped—those are the targets. The ones whose screams I try to ignore at night. The ones for whom prison is a whole different experience.

      But then there are those like Zion.

      Those who come in walking upright, a slow even gait, and they look everyone—everyone—in the eye.

      The kind that assesses everyone with a single glance. Separating the strong from the weak. Ready to assert dominance over the situation, whatever it may be.

      That was Zion.

      He walked past Bruno, eyeing him. And then past Fletcher, who is bigger than I am.

      Until he got to me.

      He looks me up and down, his gaze taking in everything about me. Judging me. Sizing me up as a competitor. I curl my hands into fists, my gaze never wavering from his.

      I look him in the eye. Always in the eye. These criminals only take about a millisecond to respond to that split-second you take your attention away from them.

      I don’t speak to him.

      I don’t speak to anyone until they speak to me. It’s kind of my calling card.

      But he sizes me up, cocking his head.

      He’s waiting for me to say something.

      He’ll be waiting a long time.

      Finally, he speaks. “How’s the fucking food here?”

      “We just hired a new gourmet chef. He used to work at a Michelin three-star place,” I say with sarcasm.

      He raises an eyebrow. Interesting. Not everyone can do that. But I can. However, I keep my eyebrows right where they are.

      “What are you in for?”

      “Killed a motherfucker.”

      The lie I’ve learned to tell. I’m innocent, but innocence on the inside is a sign of weakness. Plus I don’t mention that it was manslaughter. I let them think it was fucking murder.

      He waits for me to ask why he’s here.

      I don’t.

      Larkin stands on one side of me, Tommy Ortiz on the other.

      Zion gestures to Tommy. “He yours?”

      “He is. Hands off.”

      Tommy suffers from the same problem that Zion himself does. Pretty features. The kind that make prison hell.

      But Tommy is under my protection now. And Zion won’t get anywhere near him.

      He gestures to Larkin on my other side. Larkin isn’t pretty. He’s rough, with a crooked nose that’s been broken so many times it no longer looks normal. He has a scar slashed across his face. He looks mean enough, but he’s a softy on the inside. The man’s all beta, which is why he hangs with me.

      “What about this one?”

      “I’m nobody’s bitch,” Larkin says gruffly.

      “Did I ask you?” Zion closes the distance between himself and Larkin.

      Do not step back, I say to Larkin subliminally, hoping he gets the message.

      He does.

      He’s a natural beta, but I’ve shown him how to survive in here.

      “What about the rest of these losers?” Zion asks.

      “Nobody touches anybody in my cell block,” I say. “You want to shove your cock up somebody’s ass? Get yourself transferred.”

      The eyebrow again. This time, I use my height to my advantage. I shove my shoulders back, lift my chin. Because what I say is fact. Nobody gets fucked on my block. It’s bad enough I have to listen to the screams from the other ones.

      I run a tight ship. But sometimes, when we’re all locked up at night, things can go wrong. A rogue guard sometimes finds an inmate he likes, or he takes a bribe from another inmate.

      Then it’s up to me, the next morning, to take care of things. But I don’t always know who’s at fault. I rely on my men.

      The grapevine in my block is pretty damned good.

      “I don’t answer to anybody,” Zion says.

      “Good enough. Don’t fuck up, and you won’t have to.”

      A sly smile curls his lips. “I don’t think you understand what I just said.”

      I cock my head, turn my jaw into granite. “You think I don’t? I went to college. Did you?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did.”

      “Then I think we both know what I meant and what you meant. Only one problem.” I glance around for a second and then fix my gaze back on Zion. “All these men here? They’re on my side.”

      “You think?”

      “I know your type. You think you’re the first little guy I’ve seen come in here and try to make waves?”

      “Five minutes alone with me, and you’ll no longer think I’m so little.” He grabs his crotch.

      Seriously? He’s threatening me? With his fucking dick size?

      No cock gets near me.

      “I’m thinking five minutes alone with me, and you’ll be a dead man.”

      He grins, and I swear to God if I look closer I’d see saliva in the corners of his mouth. “I’d like to make you shriek like a fucking wildcat.”

      Yeah. I’m done with this piece of shit. “You’re going to want to get the fuck away from me now.”

      “I don’t take orders from a pretty boy.”

      I hold back my chuckle. The only pretty boy here, other than Tommy, is fucking Zion himself. Trying to be the tough guy. Keeping muscle on that tiny frame so people take him seriously.

      If he’s thinking about raping anybody in the cellblock, he’ll be sorry.

      And he sure as hell won’t get anywhere near me.

      “You show Savage some respect,” Larkin says.

      “How about I show your ass my cock?” Zion taunts him.

      “Make all the threats you want,” I say. “You mark my words. You even try to carry any one of them out? You won’t see the light of the next fucking day.”

      “Big words.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You think you know what big is? Think again.”

      That gets him. His eyes go wild, as if he’s mad. “You watch it, Savage. Yeah, I know who you are. Falcon Bellamy. And I know you ain’t in for no murder.”

      “You did your homework,” I say. “So fucking what?”

      “You think you’re so fucking tough. You don’t know what it’s really like to be a criminal. What it feels like to shove a knife into someone’s flesh, watch them bleed out. After you’ve fucking taken their pussy and ass in every way possible.”

      So he’s a rapist. Good for him. He won’t get along well here. Not in my cell block. We don’t take kindly to rapists.

      They’re only above child molesters on our totem pole of who are the worst degenerates of humankind. Even murderers fare better. At least their victims don’t have to live the rest of their life in fear.

      “Keep talking,” I say. “You’re close to signing your own fucking death warrant.”

      “Big words,” he says again.

      “Original words on your part.”

      The irony seems lost on him.

      He finally backs away, standing straight and tall, still meeting my gaze. “You need to watch it, Bellamy.”

      “His name is Savage,” Larkin says through gritted teeth.

      “The only thing I’m going to call him is fresh meat.” He grabs Tommy’s arm, yanking him toward him. “And I’m taking you.”

      “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear.” I stalk toward Zion, force him to let go of Tommy, and then lead him to the concrete block wall, where I grab a fistful of his orange jumpsuit. “You don’t touch any of my men. Have I made myself clear now?”

      With his right hand, Zion grabs my wrist.

      And I’ll give him one. He is fucking strong.

      But I’m stronger. And meaner.

      I wasn’t always mean like Zion, but you learn to be mean on the inside. You do it for survival. You do it to protect those who are too weak to protect themselves. And you do it to put shitheads like Zion in their place.

      “Quite a grip you’ve got,” I say. “But it won’t get you anywhere here. Stay away from all of them…or I’ll fucking kill you.”

      My words aren’t even menacing. I say them matter-of-factly. I’ve found they have more effect that way.

      Let them think I’m a little off my rocker. Let them think whatever they want.

      All I need to do is watch my back, and the backs of the rest of the men on my block.

      Not too difficult.

      Not for Savage.
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        * * *

      

      “All wireless alarm systems rely on radio frequency signals sent between door and window sensors to a control system that triggers an alarm when any of these entryways are breached,” Leif says quietly. He points to several circled areas on a blueprint of the McAllister estate. “The signals deploy any time a tagged window or door is opened, whether or not the alarm is enabled. But when enabled, the system will trip the alarm and also send a silent alert to the monitoring company, which contacts the occupants and the police.”

      I shake my head. “How is this even possible?”

      “It is. All the systems use different hardware, but they are essentially the same.” He scans the immediate vicinity. “This isn’t that advanced. It’s been around since the nineties. I can jam the signals to prevent them from tripping an alarm by sending radio noise to prevent the signal from getting through from sensors to the control panel.”

      “It all sounds like gobbledygook to me.”

      “It did to me at first too,” Leif says. “But it’s actually pretty simple once you understand how the tech works.”

      “Right.”

      Leif plays with his gadgets, listening intently. A few lights flicker on and off, and he taps in different codes. This goes on for several minutes until he smiles. “Got it. The whole thing is disarmed, including the cameras and microphones. But now we have to get in and out before they discover this.”

      “How could they discover it?”

      “Depends. If they have actual humans manning the cameras, they’ll see it quickly. If they don’t, it’ll be a while.”

      “And how do we know whether people are watching?”

      “We don’t, Falcon. That’s why we fucking hurry.” He pulls out another gadget. This one looks like a small pistol with several pointy metal rods sticking out of it.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a lockpick gun, just in case disabling the system didn’t unlock the gate.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “Sometimes the gate is on a different frequency so cars can come and go via a remote control without unlocking the whole system. That’s probably the case here.”

      We walk toward the gate, staying in shadows as much as we can. In the distance, several dogs bark.

      “Where do you think the hounds are?” I ask.

      He cups his hand around his ear and listens. “Could be in the back, but they sound farther away than that. There’s probably a couple dogs in the back and one or two in the house as well.” He pats the bag of jerky in the pocket of his hoodie. “We’ll take care of them.”

      “Just how quickly does the doggie downer work?”

      “Too damned long, but it’ll do the job.”

      Leif and I make it to the gate.

      “Yeah, it’s still locked.” He pulls out the gun, clicks it a few times. “We’re in.”

      My heart is racing like a fucking madman’s. I don’t even know for sure that Savannah’s here, but I feel like she is.

      I feel like she’s close.

      And I feel like she’s in danger.

      The moon hangs low in the night sky, and it casts a pale glow over the sprawling mansion. I follow Leif as he slowly opens the wrought-iron gate and enters the property. He follows the shadows, keeping us cloaked. Our black attire blends seamlessly into the darkness. A cool breeze sweeps over us, makes the trees in the yard rustle.

      “Armed guards?” I whisper.

      “Probably,” he says, his voice so low I can barely hear him. “But they won’t know security is down yet. We just have to stay out of their sight. Stick to the shadows.”

      “Won’t they see the security lights are out?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “There’ll be a backup generator that takes over the main system.”

      “Then how the hell are we going to get into the house?”

      “Leave that to me,” Leif says.
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            SAVANNAH

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to hell.

      I close my eyes, prepare my body for what is about to happen.

      No gun is being held to my head, no knife to my heart.

      My life is not in danger.

      What am I supposed to feel?

      Disgust?

      Yeah, I feel that.

      But fear?

      No. I’m not afraid. He won’t kill me. He has to marry me first, for whatever reason his family deems important enough to force this.

      I just wish I were stronger, capable of overpowering Miles and his horrid body.

      His breath is minty fresh, which only angers me. He’s a rapist, damn it. His breath should smell like rotted garbage.

      Falcon won’t be coming for me. He doesn’t even know where I am.

      Besides, I did this for him.

      I made this deal with the devil to make sure he doesn’t go down for murdering Abel, and Miles had better damned well keep that promise.

      Falcon.

      Think of Falcon.

      It’s Falcon about to fuck me.

      Not Miles McAllister.

      Only Falcon.

      My Falcon⁠—

      My eyes shoot open.

      Except this isn’t Falcon, and not even the best imagination in the world can convince me that the man ready to thrust into me is anyone other than who he is.

      Miles McAllister.

      His shoulders are narrow, and while he clearly goes to the gym often, his muscles don’t rip out of his shirt the way Falcon’s do. His hair has an oily sheen to it, like he’s skipped a few showers. But even with those physical differences, I could close my eyes and imagine Falcon.

      But I could never get past his face. He’s not a bad looking guy, but even the handsomest man in the world would look ugly if he had a heart as dark as Miles’s. Especially his eyes. They’re like two bottomless whirlpools, waiting to swallow up any unsuspecting swimmers that come within their grasp. Eyes that could kill with a simple glance.

      I stare straight into those mean blue eyes. “So you’re a rapist now?”

      “You made a deal,” he says through clenched teeth.

      “I made a deal to marry you. Not to be raped by you.”

      He cocks his head. “What the fuck do you think marriage is, Savvy? We’re going to fuck.”

      “Yeah. After we’re married. This wasn’t part of the deal, Miles.”

      Will he buy it?

      Probably not, but at least I’ve got a moment’s reprieve.

      An extra moment to try to figure out how to get out of this mess.

      A moment ago I wasn’t regretting this decision, but now?

      The idea of anyone inside me other than Falcon Bellamy has me ready to hurl. My belly cramps—an intense pain, like a knife slicing into my stomach.

      Acid rises in my throat, but I swallow it down.

      Big mistake, because rhythmic contractions start in my gut and diaphragm.

      The salmon, the salad, the⁠—

      All of it.

      All of it’s coming.

      Then it explodes with projectile force out of my mouth and right into Miles’s face.

      I retch once, twice, three times until Miles, the bed, and I are all covered in puke.

      “My God!” Miles spits the vomit from his mouth. “Fucking disgusting. Jesus!”

      He scrambles off the bed and into my bathroom. I hear the whoosh of the faucet on the sink.

      The acrid scent of puke erupts around me. I wrinkle my nose, feel nauseated again, but then I inhale once more.

      Still disgusting, but in a way it’s sweeter than a rose in bloom because it got Miles McAllister off of me.

      I’ve no doubt he’ll be back because for some reason he needs to marry me.

      Some reason I need to figure out.

      But it’s not going to happen tonight.

      My green silk nightgown is covered in barf. I get off the bed, pull off the comforter.

      It looks like it didn’t seep through to the sheets, so that’s good.

      I’m not sure what to do, because I won’t be able to open my door to get the comforter out of here. Still, the stench will overwhelm me eventually, so I need to at least get it as far away from me as possible. I drag the soiled comforter out of the bedroom and through the sitting area to the door and⁠—

      I gasp.

      The door is cracked, but only slightly. No sliver of light from the hallway is visible. Only about an inch of the wood is visible, with no actual crack where I can pull it open.

      He really fucking didn’t make sure the door was closed and locked? Anyone could have walked in on him raping me?

      Maybe that’s it. Maybe he wanted someone to walk in on us. Just the chance of being caught would have added an extra layer of thrill to this sicko. Any unwitting servant who accidentally walked in would catch an eyeful of him dominating his woman, his rightfully won conquest.

      Jesus.

      Could I open it the rest of the way? There’s no doorknob on this side—only a brass plate with a keyhole.

      The water is still running in the bathroom, and then I hear Miles turn on the shower.

      He’ll clean himself up and then no doubt come back for me and throw me in so I’ll be clean when he finishes what he started.

      I have to be gone by then.

      I leave the comforter in a heap on the floor and try to figure out how to get the door open without making it close back on itself and click the lock into place.

      I glance around the room at the books, the desk, the tables, the couches.

      Nothing.

      I’ve already gone through all the drawers. There’s nothing in this room that I can use as some kind of lever to pry it open. I’m going to have to just hope that I can get enough of a grip with my fingers to pull the door back enough to open it and get out.

      I try and⁠—

      “Damn!” I say out loud, and then cover my mouth.

      Sure enough, all I did was loosen it enough and then lose my grip so the door closed back on itself, the lock clicking in place.

      Tears spring in the bottom of my eyes. My one shot, and I blew it.

      I draw in a breath, sniffle, and force the tears back.

      There’s got to be another way. All I have to do is find it.

      I can’t give up. Falcon never gave up in prison, and I won’t give up now.

      I swallow down nausea as it creeps back up on me.

      I feel like I need to throw up again, but there can’t possibly be anything left in my stomach. Not after everything that spewed all over Miles.

      I can’t help a slight smile at that thought.

      Miles covered in puke. My puke. That’s how he’ll always think of me from now on… Even if I don’t escape, I’ll always have that.

      Of course, that might just make him more pissed, which doesn’t bode well for me. My smile fades.

      Damn it, Savannah. Think!

      Ugh. All I can think of is Miles, who will be coming out of the shower at any moment⁠—

      I drop my mouth open. Miles! Of course!

      He has to be able to get out of here. He has a key. Where are his clothes?

      I sneak back into the bedroom. The bathroom door is open, but he can’t see me from the shower. At least I hope he can’t. The shower door glass is frosted, right now it looks like his head is down and he’s washing his hair.

      Still, I’m as careful as I can when I find his pants. I shake as I go through the pockets. First I find his wallet. Good thing to have. Then, in another pocket, his phone and a key chain with a few keys on it. I grab the keys and hurry back to the door.

      I turn back and snatch his phone as well. Don’t want to make it easy for Miles to call for help once he realizes I’ve escaped.

      I run back to the door and shakily lift the keys to the lock.

      First key doesn’t work.

      Fuck.

      Second key⁠—

      Yes!

      The lock disengages, and because I’ve got the key in the lock, I’m able to pull the door open. I turn the key again, locking the mechanism, and then close it from the outside, locking Miles in. I have his key, and there’s no keyless entry on this door. I suppose they couldn’t take the chance that I’d guess the code. After all, what more is there to do in a room than go through every permutation? I’d eventually get it after days and days of doing the same thing.

      I look down at my vomit-stained nightie. Why didn’t I think to change my clothes? Why didn’t I think to grab my purse?

      Because all I could think of was escaping. There’s nothing in my purse to help me anyway. They took my wallet and my phone.

      At least I have Miles’s wallet and whatever’s inside plus his keys and phone. I don’t have time to look through it now. Miles won’t be able to get out of the room, but he’ll be able to use the intercom and get someone to let him out quickly.

      I need to get out of this house. But first things first. I need to find something to wear, or at least to cover my nightie.

      I walk quickly through the hallway, and once I’m away from my door, I no longer hear the shower running. In fact, I hear nothing.

      Is that good or bad?

      I have no idea, and I can’t take the time to ruminate on it. I need to find something to⁠—

      I jerk at a sound coming from down the hallway.

      I grab the first doorknob and I say a silent thank you to the universe when it opens.

      I slip inside.

      It’s dark. Probably another guest room like the one where they were keeping me. Will I find clothes in the closet?

      Once my eyes adjust, I look quickly at the door. It’s the same. No knob. No way to lock it or unlock it from the inside without a key.

      I can’t think too much about that. Most likely there will be bars on the windows, just as there were in my room. At least I can hide here for a moment and check the closet.

      I walk through the sitting area to the bedroom, not daring to turn on the light. The bed is empty, thank God. I open the closet door and⁠—

      Nothing.

      Fucking nothing.

      I don’t dare speak. What if someone monitors these rooms? What if the intercom is on?

      Holy shit, what if there’s a camera?

      I slide along the edges of the room until I’m back to the door. I draw in a deep breath, not even caring that I smell like puke.

      I need to get out of here soon, so no more looking for clothes. It’s this nightie, puke and all, or nothing.

      And it sure as hell won’t be nothing.

      I swallow, gather my courage, and⁠—

      Fuck, fuck, fuck!

      The door is closed, and with no knob, I can’t open it, even though it’s not locked.

      Maybe I can use Miles’s phone. I grab it.

      It’s locked. Of course. With an eight-digit code.

      I can still make a call to one of his emergency contacts. Of course, they’re all going to be family.

      And I can’t call 911. Any cop who ended up coming to my rescue would surely be one who’s been bought by the McAllisters. Plus their sirens would alert all of the family members and servants that something is up.

      Damn it!

      I throw the phone across the room.

      I shake my head, my heart falling to my gut. I lean into the wall on the left side of the door and slide down into a sitting position, burying my head in my hands.

      I’ll be punished for this.

      I told Miles I’d come with him willingly, and the first chance I got, I tried to make a run for it.

      They’ll find me soon, and God only knows what they’ll do to me.

      I sit in the crouched position, my stomach empty, my hair a mess, my nightie caked with dried vomit.

      And I accept my fate.
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      Still walking in the shadows, Leif and I case the mansion. We pace all the way around, looking at each point of entry as Leif assesses it.

      We don’t encounter any hounds, but Leif throws a piece of the tainted beef jerky every couple of steps to ward off any who might show up.

      “I think this one,” Leif says when we find a door.

      “Why this one?”

      “It appears to be a door to the servants’ entrance. It’s far less grand than the main entrance, and off to the side. The McAllisters wouldn’t want any of their distinguished guests to enter through here. We’ll be less likely to run into anyone we can’t buy off.”

      “Christ,” I say under my breath.

      “Hey,” he says. “None of that shit. We’re going to get through this.” He pats me on the shoulder. “We’re going to get your lady back, man. The Phoenix always rises.”

      I hope to God he’s right.

      I sure as hell don’t want to go back to the slammer, but I’ll do it if it means saving Savannah.

      Leif messes with his lockpick, and within a few seconds, the door is open.

      I’m expecting a couple Dobermans to lunge out and go for our throats, but they don’t, thank God.

      “All right,” Leif says. “No talking at this point. Not even a whisper.”

      “How do we communicate then?”

      “With our hands.”

      Yeah, right. That’s not going to work, but I don’t want to be the one to tell Leif.

      We walk in and are greeted with the hallway and two staircases, one going down and one going up. The servants’ quarters are clearly not as elegant as the main part of the mansion. The entryway is small and dimly lit. The floor beneath our feet is weathered and scuffed linoleum and the walls are plain and painted in muted, peeling colors. It’s an area of functionality rather than beauty, a stark reminder of the social hierarchy within the mansion.

      I raise my eyebrows at Leif. This place obviously has a first floor, but we can’t access it from here.

      “If they’ve got her here,” Leif says. “She’s either in the basement or on the second floor. She’s definitely not on the first floor.”

      “Thought you said no talking,” I say.

      “I did. But we need to figure out where to look first.”

      “Is she a prisoner?”

      “I don’t know. You know more about these people than I do.”

      I look at the floor. “Except I don’t, man. I don’t know shit about the Texas Mafia. I didn’t even know there was a Texas Mafia.”

      “They came for her,” Leif says. “They came to your house, with guns, for her. So yeah, I’d say she’s a prisoner, but probably not the kind of prisoner they keep in the basement.”

      I say no more, because I know exactly what he means. She is definitely a prisoner, but her chains will be invisible. Invisible bindings of husband and wife.

      Over my fucking dead body.

      “Second floor,” I say, my teeth gritted.

      He nods. “I agree.”

      We stealthily walk up the stairs.

      It’s dark outside, but not that late yet. Servants are probably going to be wandering these hallways, so we have to be ready.

      I run my hands over the gun in my waistband. I can fire any piece, but I prefer to be dealing with a gun that I know. I’ve never fired this one.

      Still, if I have to, I’ll do it. For Savannah.

      I’ll gladly go back to hell to free her.

      She’s come to mean so much to me in such a short time. I love her. She’s the other half of my soul.

      We reach the top of the stairs. Leif looks around. It’s a hallway, with doors speckled on each side. Servants’ quarters, no doubt.

      They wouldn’t be keeping Savannah here. She’s a prize and would be kept in the highest luxury. This is just a way for us to get into the house.

      We walk through the hallway and get into the main wing. It is as plain as the entryway. Simple overhead light fixtures flicker throughout, and the air has a sterile tinge to it.

      I peek into one of the rooms. It is furnished with simple wooden tables
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