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            To those who embrace dark humor, twisted imaginations, and the ability to give any villain their happily ever after.
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            Chapter One
Saylor

         
         Once upon a time, I believed in right and wrong.

         
         Before I learned the truth. Learned it in the spray of my father’s blood, felt it hot across my face while I choked on the
            urge to scream. The sound of him dying is still inside me, a metronome to every choice I make.
         

         
         There’s a bone-deep truth. A blood-written truth . . .

         
         It’s not what you do, but why you do it.

         
         The driving force that lives beneath your skin, pulsing with every heartbeat, whispering justifications in the dark hours
            when sleep won’t come. When you understand someone’s why—when you relate to it, fall in love with it, cradle it against your
            chest like a secret—that’s what can turn the villain in any story into the hero.
         

         
         But maybe this is the real question: Who is the villain?

         
         Can you be the villain in your own story? Can you watch yourself make choices that would horrify the person you used to be,
            and still believe you’re doing the right thing?
         

         
         Can you go from rabbit to wolf and convince yourself it was always your true nature, that the innocence was just a costume
            you wore until the world forced you to shed it?
         

         
         I think about this now, when my hands are steady and my conscience is quiet. When the weight of what I’ve done settles into
            my core, and I can look in the mirror without flinching at what stares back. When love means something different than it did
            before. It’s deeper, more honest, written in a language that most people are too afraid to learn.
         

         
         

         They say you can disappear in New York. Become someone new between one subway stop and the next. I should know—I’ve been Saylor
            Mitchell for so long now that sometimes I forget I was ever Sara Mitchell.
         

         
         But here’s the thing about running: You can change your name, dye your hair raven black, build a whole new life, but some things follow you. The phantom weight of your father’s blood on your hands. The sound a throat makes when it’s being cut. The way your real name sits like a stone in your chest, even when no one’s called you that in years. 

         
         These nights performing at the White Note are the only time I feel like both versions of myself can coexist. Where scattered
            applause and clinking glasses create their own kind of percussion, and cigarette smoke curls through the air like visible
            notes. Where Saylor Mitchell sings jazz for tips, but Sara Mitchell’s rage hums underneath every note.
         

         
         I’d considered changing my last name too—new identity, clean slate. But Mitchell was my father’s name, and as much as I needed
            to disappear, I couldn’t bring myself to lose that last piece of him. So Sara became Saylor, but Mitchell stayed. A small
            rebellion against my own survival instincts.
         

         
         The cabaret is dimly lit, smoky, a place where secrets thrive in dark corners. I scan the crowd as I slink across the stage,
            my scarlet-red sequined dress catching the light. My fingers find the compass necklace at my throat—Dad’s compass. Antique
            brass on a simple chain, the face no bigger than a quarter. It clashes with everything I wear, too practical for sequins and
            satin, but I haven’t taken it off since that awful night. North still points north, even when everything else in my life points
            nowhere. I give it a quick touch for luck. Same ritual every night since I started singing here.
         

         
         As the sultry melody from the band fills the room, I adjust the rose in my slicked-back black hair and take hold of the microphone.
            It’s time for me to seduce the crowd and lose myself in the music.
         

         
         I close my eyes and let my body move to the rhythm, swaying my hips and running my hands down my curves. The audience is captivated,
            their eyes following every movement of my body.
         

         
         My voice comes out low and smooth as I sing the first line of “Fever,” a classic jazz song that never fails to get hearts
            racing. It’s not my favorite song—too mainstream for my tastes—but Joey, the club owner, insists I start each set with it.
            Says it draws in the regulars.
         

         
         Sometimes I wonder if the regulars would recognize Sara in Saylor. But Sara was an eighteen-year-old girl from Seattle who watched her father die, who ran to New York with nothing but the clothes on her back and a fake ID she bought at Port Authority. Saylor is twenty-three, trying to be confident, and attempting to never look over her shoulder. Sara hid in closets. Saylor owns every stage she steps on. Not that anyone here knows there’s a difference. 

         
         The music shifts into something slower, sultrier. My hips follow the rhythm as I work through the standards. Songs that pay
            rent and keep me invisible. Each performance is a balancing act between being memorable enough for tips but forgettable enough
            that no one asks too many questions about where I came from.
         

         
         I open my eyes and scan the crowd again, checking faces out of habit. Making sure no one looks too interested, too familiar,
            too dangerous. Every time I check faces, I expect to see one of them—the Crow who leaned close to wipe his blade on my father’s
            shirt, his grin etched so deep I still see it when I close my eyes. I see my father’s back as he shoved me into the closet,
            hear his whispered command to stay quiet, stay hidden.
         

         
         Obedience saved me. Cowardice haunts me.

         
         But that’s when I see him.

         
         He’s not a Crow from that night, but there’s something about him . . .

         
         Sitting alone at a corner table, he stares through the audience, pinning me in place. I almost miss my next line—something
            that never happens. But this man is throwing me off balance for some unknown reason.
         

         
         Dark hair falls across his forehead, and there’s something dangerous in the curve of his smile that’s hidden by a thick beard
            that makes me want to run my fingers through it. It’s long and dominates his face, but I can still make out the distinct line
            of his jaw beneath it. His mustache is subtly curled at the ends, giving the villain vibe I didn’t know I wanted—maybe even
            needed—until now. This is a man who clearly is comfortable in his own skin, who exudes confidence and danger in equal measure.
         

         
         His suit is impeccable, but there’s a wildness in his presence that tells me he’s anything but tame.

         
         The suit is obviously expensive, perfectly tailored. It’s an understated luxury that whispers money instead of shouting it. Most men his age in jazz clubs wear leather jackets, trying to look younger, cooler. But this man doesn’t need to try. 

         
         Dad would have said that confidence belonged to men from his generation, not mine. Maybe he’s right . . .

         
         This guy’s got to be in his forties at least. Old enough to know better than to look at me like that. Old enough that I should
            know better than to like it.
         

         
         I can practically taste the mystery rolling off him in waves.

         
         I’ve had my share of admirers, sure. Being a singer in a jazz club, you get used to the attention. But I’ve never been one
            to mix business with pleasure. Music has always been enough—that and staying inconspicuous, staying safe, staying one step
            ahead of whoever might still be looking for Sara Mitchell.
         

         
         But this man . . . he’s different. His gaze holds mine as I continue to sing, and I feel exposed, as if he can see past the
            stage persona I’ve carefully crafted. As if he can see through Saylor Mitchell straight to the frightened girl who chose her
            new name in a Greyhound bathroom stall with shaking hands.
         

         
         I hold his stare as I continue to sing, my voice growing huskier with each verse. My fingers trail along the microphone stand
            suggestively. I’m performing for the whole room, but in this moment, it’s just for him.
         

         
         As the song reaches its climax, I descend from the stage, weaving between tables like I do every night. The patrons reach
            out, trying to touch me, but I dodge their grasping hands with practiced ease. I’m heading straight for my mysterious observer.
         

         
         I reach his table just as the final notes fade away. Up close, I can see the glint in his dark eyes, the slight curl of his
            lips that hints at cruelty. The lines edging his thick lashes that confirm what the suit suggested—he’s got at least twenty
            years on me.
         

         
         I should care. I don’t.

         
         I smile, a simple gesture that feels more genuine than any I’ve given in this club before. Then I turn and make my way back
            to the stage, my heart racing as I feel the intensity of his stare following my every move.
         

         
         I return to the stage and finish my set, but my mind is elsewhere. As I belt out the final notes of my last song, I steal a glance in his direction. He hasn’t moved, hasn’t taken his focus off my face for a second. 

         
         The applause washes over me as I take my bow, but it’s all background noise. There’s a hum in my ear. The same hum I felt
            that night, minutes before they slit my father’s throat. The one that says danger is coming.
         

         
         But this time, I don’t run.

         
         After my final song, I head to the bar, deliberately passing close to his table. My throat is dry from singing, but that’s
            not the only reason I need a drink.
         

         
         His gaze burns into me. I’m a match and he ignites the flame.

         
         “Whiskey, neat,” I tell the bartender, my body buzzing from my performance and—

         
         “Make that two,” a deep voice says from behind me. The sound is low and rough, like gravel wrapped in velvet. The voice of
            someone who’s lived long enough to know exactly what he wants.
         

         
         I turn, coming face to face with the stranger. Up close, his eyes are even more mesmerizing—dark and cavernous. There’s a
            scar running underneath his right eye that makes me wonder what stories his body could tell. Yes, he’s older than me, but
            in the sexy mmmm . . . daddy way.
         

         
         My father would have chased him off with a shotgun if he knew his little Sara was having the kind of dirty thoughts I’m having
            now.
         

         
         I raise an eyebrow, a smirk playing at the corners of my lips. It’s a façade, I know it, I just hope he doesn’t. “Buying a
            lady a drink? How quaint.”
         

         
         He chuckles, but it doesn’t lighten the darkness and shadows that engulf him. “I assure you, there’s nothing quaint about
            my intentions.”
         

         
         The bartender slides our drinks across the counter. I pick mine up, swirling the amber liquid before taking a sip. The whiskey
            burns pleasantly as it slides down my throat.
         

         
         “And what exactly are your intentions?” I ask, my voice a purr. I don’t even sound like me, but my body and mind seem to be taking over, and I’ve lost all sense of control. Saylor is in charge now. Sara would have already run. 

         
         He leans in close, his breath hot against my ear. “To unravel you. To see what’s beneath the perfectly polished exterior.”
            His hand slides to the small of my back, pulling me closer. The heat of his touch sears through the thin fabric of my dress.
         

         
         Who in the hell says things like this?

         
         I should walk away. I should end the night now. I should . . .

         
         I pull back slightly, meeting his gaze. My body constricts, but I try to remain cool and collected. I’ve played this game
            before, but something about this man tells me the stakes are higher. I can already tell he’s three steps ahead of me, and
            I find it slightly infuriating.
         

         
         “Bold of you to assume there’s anything beneath the surface. I am perfect. Always polished,” I counter, taking another sip of whiskey to aid in the courage I need to continue this banter.
            The scald in my throat matches the fire igniting in my veins.
         

         
         His laugh is dark, almost menacing.

         
         “Oh, I think we both know that’s not true. I saw you up there, singing. I know there are flaws—delicious imperfections.”

         
         “And what makes you think you’re the one who gets to unravel them?” I ask.

         
         I focus on his beard and, with the light cast from the neon signs peppering the bar area, I see now that it’s meticulously
            groomed, the edges sharp and precise. It’s not just a beard, it’s a statement. A mask, perhaps, hiding secrets I’m suddenly
            desperate to uncover. And then I see something more.
         

         
         There’s a hue to the blackness of the hair. A midnight blue that catches the light. His beard is so black that it somehow
            breaks the color spectrum and now shimmers with an otherworldly blue tint.
         

         
         “Blue,” I say.

         
         “I never told you my name.”

         
         “Your name is Blue?”
         

         
         He lifts my hand and kisses it, an oddly old-fashioned gesture that somehow fits him perfectly. “Nice to meet you.”

         
         I laugh at the absurdity of the name, and yet it also somehow seems so right. “Blue what? Blue . . . Beard? What’s your last
            name?”
         

         
         His eyes flash with amusement at my question. “Just call me Blue. And what should I call you? Little songbird? Girl in the red dress who could very well send me to the gallows by the end of the night?” 

         
         I surprise myself by leaning closer, my lips brushing against his ear. “Tonight, you can call me whatever you want.”

         
         Who. Am. I. Right. Now?!

         
         He growls low in his throat, his grip on me tightening. “Dangerous words, love. I might just take you up on that offer.”

         
         I pull back, meeting his intense stare. “I’m counting on it. I’m curious now. Is all your hair blue?” My gaze lowers as I
            lick my lips suggestively.
         

         
         Oh dear god, did I just say that? I’ve lost my mind. I’ve completely lost my mind.

         
         “I don’t usually do this,” I say, surprising myself with my honesty. “Mix business with pleasure, I mean.”

         
         He leans in closer, his presence overwhelming in the best possible way. “And what makes tonight different?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I admit. “Maybe it’s the music. Maybe it’s the whiskey.” I meet his gaze. “Maybe it’s you.”

         
         Blue smirks, finishing his whiskey in one smooth gulp. He sets the glass down with a decisive clink. “Shall we take this somewhere
            more . . . private?”
         

         
         This man could be a psychopath. I’m actually on the run from killers. So while some people would go home with their one-night stands, there is no way in hell I’m going to, no matter how strong
            this man’s pull is on me. I need to be smart. I need to—
         

         
         However . . .

         
         I could always . . .

         
         I down the rest of my drink. Fuck it. I’m going to act impulsively for once in my life. Before I chicken out, I take his hand
            and lead him to my dressing room.
         

         
         The space is small, cluttered with costumes and makeup, but it’s private. As soon as the door clicks shut behind us, Blue
            pushes me against it, his body pressing into mine. His lips crash against my neck, beard tickling my skin as he trails kisses
            down to my collarbone.
         

         
         “Tell me,” he groans against my skin, “what’s a beautiful girl like you doing with a man like me?”

         
         I laugh breathlessly. “Looking for trouble, it seems.”

         
         He pulls back, his gaze connecting with mine. “That’s the answer I was hoping for.”

         
         In one swift motion, he lifts me up, my legs wrapping around his waist. He carries me to the small couch in the corner, laying
            me down with surprising gentleness. But there’s nothing gentle about the way he looks at me, like a predator eyeing its prey.
         

         
         I reach up, running my fingers through his beard. “So, Mr. Blue, are you going to show me if the carpet matches the drapes?”

         
         He smirks, slowly unbuttoning his shirt. “Patience, my songbird. Good things come to those who wait.”

         
         As he reveals more skin, I see tattoos peeking out from beneath his clothes. Intricate designs that seem to shift and move
            in the dim light of the dressing room.
         

         
         He’s marking every single box on my must-need sexy checklist.

         
         
            	✔ Yes.
            

            	✔ Yes.
            

            	✔ Yes.
            

            	✔ Yes, please!
            

         

         In one fluid motion, he sheds his shirt completely. The tattoos cover his entire torso, a tapestry of chaotic colors.

         
         He leans down, capturing my lips in a searing kiss. His tongue explores my mouth, tasting of whiskey and something darker,
            more primal. I moan against him, my fingers tracing the living artwork on his chest.
         

         
         As we kiss, I feel a strange tingling sensation where my skin meets his tattoos. It’s as if they’re reaching out to me, trying
            to pull me in. The room starts to spin, and suddenly I’m not sure if it’s from desire or something more sinister.
         

         
         “Wait,” I gasp, breaking the kiss. “I need to know . . . are you going to kill me?”

         
         He pulls away, visibly stunned but only for a split second. “Do you ask all the men you’re with this question?”

         
         I freeze for a moment, not wanting to reveal that I’ve never done anything like this before in my life. One-night stands have never been my jam, but I’m enjoying this ruse of being daring, bold, and spontaneous. 

         
         “Only the interesting ones,” I reply with an impish raise of my lip, my fingers still tracing the tattoos on his chest. The
            tingling sensation intensifies, and I can’t tell if it’s excitement or fear surging through my body.
         

         
         He leans in close, his breath hot against my ear. “Oh, I do want to devour you. But killing you? That would be such a waste.”

         
         His hand slides up my thigh, pushing my dress higher. “I have much more . . . entertaining plans for you.”

         
         I reach out and place my hand on his lower abdomen. “Maybe I have plans for you.”
         

         
         “Are you going to kill me?” he asks.
         

         
         I laugh, a husky sound that echoes in the small dressing room. “Maybe. But first . . .” I reach for the button of his pants.

         
         With deft fingers, I undo his fly, sliding my hand inside. My breath catches as I feel him, hot and hard against my palm.
            And there, in the dim light of the dressing room, I see it—a faint blue shimmer amidst the dark curls.
         

         
         “Well, well,” I murmur, stroking him slowly. “Looks like Mr. Blue is full of surprises.”

         
         He groans, his hips bucking against my hand. “You have no idea, little songbird.”

         
         Suddenly, he grabs my wrists, pinning them above my head with one large hand. His other hand slides up my thigh, pushing my
            dress higher until it’s bunched around my waist.
         

         
         His fingers then hook into the lace of my panties and pull it aside. When his mouth finds my pussy, I gasp and my hips jerk
            off the couch.
         

         
         “Look at me,” he says against my skin.

         
         I force my eyes open. He’s watching me while his tongue works, and something about that eye contact makes everything more
            intense. His beard scrapes against my thighs—rough, then soft, then rough again.
         

         
         “Blue,” I manage to say.

         
         He makes a sound low in his throat that I feel more than hear. He releases my hands and grips my thighs hard enough to leave marks, spreading me wider. Whatever restraint he had before is gone now. This is hungry and desperate and nothing like I expected. 

         
         When he pushes two fingers inside and curls them, I come hard. My back arches and I actually cry out—loud enough that someone
            in the club definitely heard.
         

         
         He keeps going until I’m shaking and trying to push him away because it’s too much. He finally lifts his head, his beard wet,
            smiling like he just won something.
         

         
         “Tonight is just about you,” he growls. “I like to spread out my fun over multiple nights. Tonight . . . I just want a taste.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Blue

         
         I never visit the same establishment more than once if I can help it, and most definitely not two nights in a row. My profession—scratch
            that—my old profession of hired killer makes me wary of patterns and predictability.
         

         
         But I’m retired now. I’m a new man. Or so I keep telling myself.

         
         The truth is, I wouldn’t be here at all if it weren’t for the phone call. Tommy Vance, low-level information broker with a
            talent for finding people who don’t want to be found. Five years of searching, five years of dead ends and false leads, and
            suddenly he claims he’s got a lead on Sara Mitchell.
         

         
         “White Note cabaret,” he’d said. “Meet me there tomorrow night. I think I found your girl.”

         
         Your girl. As if she belongs to me. As if I have any right to her after what happened to Peter.

         
         The smoke in this place is thicker tonight, clinging to everything like guilt. Every shadow in the corner could be hiding
            threats, every patron could be a Crow who followed me here. Old habits. They die harder than the people I used to kill.
         

         
         I scan the dimly lit bar, my old instincts kicking in despite my best efforts to quell them. The bartender is the same as
            last night. He catches my eye and gives a slight nod of recognition. Damn. So much for anonymity, but it was important for
            me to come to the bar last night to scope it out before this meeting. I like knowing what I’m walking into. In my line of
            work, surprises equal death.
         

         
         I sidle up to the bar, trying to appear nonchalant. “Whiskey, neat,” I mutter, avoiding eye contact with the bartender. He
            slides the drink over without a word, but I can feel his gaze lingering. Taking a sip, enjoying the fire liquid as it sizzles
            down my throat, I check my watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. Where the hell is Tommy?
         

         
         Peter’s dying message plays in my head on repeat: “Blue, they found me. If something happens, promise me you’ll find Sara. Keep her safe. She’s all I have left, and she’s perfect.
               She deserves better than this world I pulled her into.”

         
         I’d been three whiskeys deep in some dive bar, drowning in my own demons after a job gone sideways, when his call came through.
            Let it ring. Figured Peter could wait an hour while I finished feeling sorry for myself.
         

         
         By the time I called back, Peter Mitchell was dead.

         
         The man who was trying to save my soul, and I couldn’t even answer his fucking call.

         
         We were opposites in every way that mattered. He believed in second chances, I believed in permanent solutions. He saw the
            good in people, I saw the targets they painted on themselves. But somehow we’d ended up walking the same dark circles, two
            men from different worlds trying to survive in a business that didn’t have room for conscience.
         

         
         Peter was the light trying to pull me out of the darkness. I was the shadow that followed him, cleaning up the messes his
            decency couldn’t handle.
         

         
         Peter and I met fifteen years before on a job in Prague. I was supposed to eliminate a witness. Some college kid who’d seen
            too much. Peter took one look at the boy, barely eighteen and shaking like a leaf, and stepped between us.
         

         
         “There’s another way,” he’d said, calm as death. “There’s always another way if you want it badly enough.”

         
         He was right. We made the kid disappear instead. New identity, new life, clean slate. Peter paid for it out of his own pocket.
            Never asked for anything in return except a promise that I’d think twice before my next kill.
         

         
         That one conversation changed everything. Peter saw something in me that I’d never seen in myself—the possibility of redemption.
            He was the one who convinced me to walk away, to try building something instead of just destroying.
         

         
         “You’ve got enough blood on your hands for ten lifetimes, Blue,” he’d said the last time we spoke in person, about a week
               before he died. “Maybe it’s time to find out what those hands can create instead.”

         
         Peter believed in second chances the way other people believe in gravity. With absolute, unshakeable faith. He was probably the only decent man I’ve ever known. 

         
         And I failed him when it mattered most.

         
         The singer finishes her set, and the sparse applause dies down. As she slinks off stage, I catch her eye. She winks, a coy
            smile playing on her crimson lips. I raise my glass in a silent toast. Oh yeah, there’s going to be a repeat of last night.
            No doubt about it.
         

         
         Her Amy Winehouse meets Wednesday Adams vibe is everything I ever craved. She’s darkness wrapped in delicate silk, with just
            enough edge to keep me on my toes. And in my line of work, former line of work, I remind myself, staying on your toes is a matter of life and death.
         

         
         Everything about the way she looks is familiar, yet dangerously new. Her dark hair cascades in waves, framing a face that
            could launch a thousand ships—or sink them, depending on her mood.
         

         
         Cliché? Fuck yes, it is. But everything about her pulls that kind of sap from me.

         
         I remember how she tasted last night. It was like licking the lining of a whiskey bottle filled with honey—a bizarre mix of
            sweet and sin that shouldn’t work but somehow does.
         

         
         A hand claps down on my shoulder and I nearly reach for the blade I no longer carry before recognizing Tommy Vance’s nasally
            voice.
         

         
         “Blue. You look like shit.”

         
         I turn to face him. Rat-faced, twitchy, with the kind of nervous energy that comes from a lifetime of selling secrets to killers.
            “You said you had something on Sara Mitchell.”
         

         
         Tommy orders a beer, takes his sweet time settling onto the barstool. The little shit’s enjoying this. “Maybe I do. Depends
            how much you’re willing to pay for maybes.”
         

         
         “Cut the games, Tommy. What do you have?”

         
         “Girl matching her description. Dyed her hair black, used to be lighter according to my sources. Early twenties, showed up
            in the city about five years ago with nothing but a badly forged ID and a story about being from Seattle.” He takes a swig
            of his beer, watching me over the rim. “Been singing in clubs around the city, keeping her head down, blending in with the
            crowds.”
         

         
         My pulse quickens despite my efforts to stay calm. “Where is she?”

         
         Tommy’s grin widens. “That’s the beautiful part. She’s been right under your nose this whole time.”

         
         He nods toward the stage, where the singer is adjusting her microphone for the next set. “Currently going by Saylor Mitchell.
            Stage name or something. Been here almost every night for the past two years, singing her little heart out.”
         

         
         The whiskey glass slips from my numb fingers, exploding against the bar in a shower of crystal and amber liquid. The crash
            cuts through the ambient noise like a gunshot, and half the bar turns to stare.
         

         
         No.

         
         No, this isn’t possible.

         
         But even as my mind rejects it, the pieces slam together with brutal clarity. The familiar way she tilts her head when she’s
            thinking, exactly like Peter used to do when he was working out a problem. The stubborn set of her jaw, the way she sings
            like she’s pouring her soul out through her voice, the same way Peter hummed old jazz standards while he worked.
         

         
         Oh fuuuuuuck . . . I didn’t just go down on a stranger last night.

         
         Holy shit.

         
         I had my mouth on Peter’s daughter. His unsuspecting, perfect, angelic daughter! Made her come with my tongue while she moaned
            my name in that dressing room.
         

         
         Peter always said he’d put a bullet in any man who touched his little girl inappropriately. If he wasn’t six feet under, I’d
            be a dead man.
         

         
         What the fuck did I just do?

         
         As if I didn’t already carry enough guilt about Peter, now I’ve violated his daughter. The girl I swore to protect. The innocent
            he died trying to save.
         

         
         My stomach lurches, and for a moment I think I might vomit right here at the bar. The weight of what I’ve done crashes over me—not just what happened between us, but the complete and utter failure of everything I promised Peter. She’s been here for two years. Two years I could have been watching over her, keeping her safe, honoring my debt to the only man who ever believed I could be better. 

         
         Instead, I’ve been drowning in my own self-pity while Peter’s daughter sang in dive bars, alone and unprotected.

         
         “Jesus,” Tommy breathes, apparently reading my expression. “You know her.”

         
         I can’t answer. Can’t do anything but stare at her as she starts her next song. Her voice carries across the smoky room, raw
            and beautiful and heartbreaking, and I hear Peter in every note. He used to sing to her when she was little; I remember him
            telling me that once, years ago. How she’d fall asleep to his old blues records.
         

         
         This girl learned music from him. Learned to find beauty in dark places the way he did.

         
         The way I never could.

         
         “I need to go,” I manage, my voice coming out rougher than sandpaper.

         
         “Hey, what about my payment?”

         
         I pull out my wallet and drop a thick roll of bills on the bar without counting. “This conversation never happened. And Tommy?”
            I lean closer, close enough that he can probably smell the whiskey and regret on my breath. “If anyone else comes asking about
            Sara Mitchell, anyone, you’ve never heard the name. Are we clear?”
         

         
         He nods so fast his head might fall off.

         
         But even as I threaten him, the cold reality settles in my chest like a stone. If Tommy fucking Vance can find her, so can
            the Crow. It’s only a matter of time before they put the pieces together, before they realize the girl they’ve been hunting
            is singing every night in a Greenwich Village jazz club.
         

         
         She’s not safe here. Hell, she’s not safe anywhere, but especially not out in the open like this.

         
         I leave him at the bar and push through the crowd toward the exit, but I can’t stop myself from looking back. She’s still
            singing, still lost in the music, and she has no idea that the man she let put his mouth on her last night is the same man
            who failed to save her father.
         

         
         In the smoky light of the club, she’s achingly beautiful. Tonight she’s wearing a deep emerald dress that hugs her curves, different from the scarlet sequined number from last night but equally stunning. Her dark hair falls in waves past her shoulders, framing a face that’s all sharp cheekbones and soft lips. She’s smaller than I remembered, probably no more than five-foot-four in those heels, but she owns that stage like she’s ten feet tall. There’s something ethereal about the way she moves, graceful but with an edge that speaks to the darkness she’s been carrying. 

         
         Peter’s eyes, I realize with a jolt. She has Peter’s dark, intelligent eyes, but where his held warmth and humor, hers burn
            with barely contained fury. The same stubborn chin, the same way of tilting her head when she’s lost in thought. But everything
            else about her is uniquely Sara—the defiant set of her shoulders, the way she transforms pain into art with her voice.
         

         
         She’s twenty-three years old and more beautiful than any woman has a right to be, especially one who’s been missing since
            she was barely eighteen.
         

         
         Peter’s little girl, all grown up and hiding in plain sight. The guilt threatens to choke me.

         
         She has no idea who I really am. The same man who’s been hunting her for five years.

         
         The same man who now has to figure out how to keep her alive while fighting the urge to finish what we started in that dressing
            room.
         

         
         If I can’t protect her this time, she’ll be my failure all over again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Saylor

         
         The applause dies down as I step off the stage, the spotlights dimming behind me. Eddie, our piano player, is already loosening
            his tie when I walk over.
         

         
         “Not bad for a Thursday night,” he says, flexing his fingers. “Though you kept scanning the crowd during that last song.”

         
         “Was it that obvious?” I lean against the piano, catching my breath.

         
         “Only to someone who’s been watching you perform for two years.” Eddie starts gathering his sheet music. “Your mysterious
            friend from last night show up again?”
         

         
         I glance around the cabaret. The crowd is thinning but there are still plenty of people nursing drinks at their tables. “He
            was here. Then he wasn’t.”
         

         
         “Ah. The old disappearing act.” Eddie pauses in his packing. “That why you look like someone stole your favorite toy?”

         
         “I don’t look like anything.”

         
         “Right. And I don’t have arthritis in my left hand.” He grins. “So what happened? Guy seemed pretty into you last night.”

         
         “Nothing happened. That’s the problem.” I run a hand through my hair. “He just . . . vanished. Right after my set.”

         
         “Maybe he had somewhere to be.”

         
         “Or maybe I’m reading too much into things.” I lower my voice as a couple walks past our corner. “Eddie, you ever get the
            feeling someone’s watching you? Like, really watching you?”
         

         
         His expression shifts, becoming more serious. “All the time in this business. Why?”

         
         “For the past week, I’ve felt like I’m being studied. Not the usual drunk patron bullshit—something different.”

         
         “Then keep your eyes open. And maybe consider that hooking up with dark strangers in tailored suits isn’t the smartest move
            when you’re already feeling paranoid.”
         

         
         “Oh, so now you’re my life coach?” I cross my arms. “What’s next, Eddie? Going to tell me to eat my vegetables and get eight hours of sleep?” 

         
         He chuckles, shaking his head. “Just saying, kid. Timing seems a little convenient, doesn’t it?”

         
         “What, so I should swear off men because I’m feeling jumpy? That’s a fast track to becoming a crazy cat lady.”

         
         Eddie laughs as he finishes packing up. “Fair point. Just . . . be careful, all right?”

         
         “Always am.” I push off from the piano. “See you tomorrow night.”

         
         But as I watch Eddie head for the exit, that crawling sensation between my shoulder blades gets stronger. Time to get out
            of here.
         

         
         The ride to my apartment is silent except for the low hum of the engine and the city noise filtering through the windows.
            I lean forward in the backseat of the cab, watching the driver’s mirrors. There’s a black sedan three cars back that’s been
            behind us since we left the club. Could be nothing. Could be everything.
         

         
         The driver doesn’t seem to notice my paranoia, or maybe he’s just used to neurotic passengers having breakdowns in his backseat.

         
         When we pull up to my building, I notice another car parked across the street. A man sits behind the wheel, and when our looks
            collide in his side mirror, he looks away too quickly.
         

         
         Something tightens in my chest. This isn’t paranoia anymore. This is confirmation.

         
         I fumble with my keys at the front door, my hands shaking. Was this always going to happen? Had I been living on borrowed
            time, thinking I could stay under the radar forever? Maybe I should have run the first time I felt those eyes on me. Maybe
            I got too comfortable, too careless. Maybe this was always how it would end.
         

         
         The lock that’s been broken for months suddenly seems less like a minor inconvenience and more like a death sentence. What kind of idiot lets something like that slide when she’s running from the people who killed her father? I should have been on the apartment manager’s ass about it from day one. Should have fixed it myself. Should have moved to a building with better security. Fuck, I got sloppy. Complacent. Started thinking like Saylor Mitchell instead of Sara Mitchell—the girl who knew that broken locks could get you killed. 

         
         Maybe I should call the police. But what would I say? That I’m scared? That someone might be following me? Nothing’s actually
            happened. I sound like some paranoid woman afraid of the dark. There’s nothing to report. I’m just in my head, spiraling.
            Calm down. Get a grip. This isn’t the first time I’ve been scared shitless and nothing happened.
         

         
         I climb the three flights to my apartment, listening for footsteps behind me. The hallway seems longer than usual, darker.
            Every shadow could hide a threat, every creak of the old building could mask the sound of someone following me. When I reach
            my door, I freeze.
         

         
         It’s slightly ajar.

         
         I always lock my door. Always. Even when I’m just running downstairs to check the mail.

         
         My heart tries to break free from my ribs as I push the door open and step inside.

         
         The apartment is empty.

         
         Not just empty of people—empty of everything. My furniture, my clothes, my books, even the coffee mug I left in the sink this
            morning. All of it, gone.
         

         
         All except for a large steamer chest sitting in the middle of the room like some Victorian relic. Dark wood, brass fittings,
            and big enough to hide a body.
         

         
         “What the fuck?” The words tear out of my throat, raw and disbelieving.

         
         I spin in a circle, taking in the bare walls where my photographs used to hang, the empty spots where my bookshelf and couch
            should be. Even the curtains are gone. It’s like someone erased my entire existence in the span of a few hours.
         

         
         “This is insane,” I say to the empty room, my words echoing off the bare walls. “This is completely fucking insane.”

         
         But even as I say it, a cold certainty settles in my stomach. This isn’t random. This is them. The Crows. The ones who killed
            my father. The ones I’ve been running from for five years.
         

         
         They found me.

         
         And they’re going to make me completely disappear. Poof. Gone.

         
         I walk over to the steamer chest, my footsteps echoing in the empty space. It’s old-fashioned and ominous, like something
            you’d find in a haunted attic. The lid is unlocked, and when I flip it open, it’s completely empty except for a faint smell
            of cedar and mothballs.
         

         
         What the hell is this thing even for?

         
         “We’ve been looking for you for a very long time.”

         
         The voice comes from behind me, low and smooth with just a hint of an accent I can’t quite place. I spin around to find three
            men standing in my doorway like Death’s own welcoming committee. The one in the middle is tall and lean with graying hair
            and cold eyes that remind me of winter mornings. The other two flank him like bookends—one built like a truck, the other wiry
            and sharp-faced like a snake.
         

         
         “Sara Mitchell,” the middle one says, and hearing my real name spoken aloud after all these years makes my blood freeze. “Or
            do you prefer Saylor Mitchell these days?”
         

         
         These are them. I know it with the same bone-deep certainty that told me something was wrong tonight. The Crows. The bastards
            who destroyed my life.
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, but my voice comes out smaller than I intended.

         
         The middle one smiles, and it’s the kind of smile that would give children nightmares. “Of course you don’t. You’ve done such
            a good job disappearing. Five years is a long time to stay hidden. But you can’t sing in public and expect to remain invisible
            forever.”
         

         
         “The White Note,” the truck-sized one rumbles. “Beautiful voice. Just like Peter said.”

         
         My father’s name on this monster’s lips makes something snap inside me. The fear is still there, cold and sharp, but now it’s
            wrapped in fury. “Don’t you dare talk about him.”
         

         
         “Peter Mitchell was a good man,” the middle one continues, stepping farther into my apartment like he owns it. “Shame he got
            mixed up in business that wasn’t his concern. But then, you know all about that, don’t you? After all, you were there.”
         

         
         The memory slams into me—Dad’s blood, warm and sticky on my face. The wet sound of his throat opening. His eyes finding mine through the crack in the closet door, love and terror warring in his gaze. 

         
         “You killed him,” I whisper.

         
         “We did our job,” the snake-faced one says with a shrug. “Nothing personal.”

         
         Nothing personal. They cut my father’s throat and it was nothing personal.

         
         The rage burns brighter now, hot enough to push back the fear. I take a step toward them, my hands clenching into fists. “You
            want to finish what you started? Come on then. I’m not hiding in a closet anymore.”
         

         
         The middle one laughs, actually laughs. “Oh, you have more fire than your father ever had. Good. That’ll make this more interesting.”
            He nods to his companions. “The trunk.”
         

         
         “Fuck you,” I spit. “And fuck your trunk.”

         
         It happens fast. The big one lunges for me while the snake-faced one circles around. I dodge left, my heels skittering on
            the hardwood, but there’s nothing to grab, nothing to defend myself with in the empty space. I aim a kick at Truck’s knee,
            but he catches my leg.
         

         
         “Let go of me, you knuckle-dragging mouth-breather!” I twist in his grip and manage to rake my nails across his face, leaving
            four bloody furrows down his cheek.
         

         
         He roars and backhands me hard enough to make my ears ring. “Crazy bitch!”

         
         “That’s the best you got?” I laugh, tasting blood. “No wonder it took you five years to find me.”

         
         The snake-faced one circles closer, grinning. “She’s got a mouth on her. Just like daddy did before we shut him up.”

         
         Pure fury floods through me, white-hot and blinding. If I ever get the chance—when I get the chance—I’m going to kill these
            fuckers slowly. I’m going to make them beg. I’m going to make them understand exactly what they took from me.
         

         
         “You want to know what Peter’s last words really were?” the middle one asks, pulling out a syringe. “He said ‘please don’t
            hurt my little girl.’ Pathetic, really.”
         

         
         I launch myself at him, all claws and fury. “You lying sack of—”

         
         The big one grabs me from behind, trying to wrestle me toward the trunk. I sink my teeth into his forearm, biting down hard enough to taste blood. 

         
         “Fuck!” He jerks back. “She bit me! Like a rabid badger!”

         
         “Get her in the damn trunk!” the middle one snaps.

         
         I thrash wildly in Truck’s grip. “I’m going to shove that syringe so far up your ass you’ll be sneezing chemicals for a week!”

         
         But even as I fight, the needle slides into my neck. The middle one’s cold smile is the last thing I see clearly.

         
         “Nothing personal,” he says, echoing his partner’s words.

         
         The world starts to blur at the edges. My legs feel like they’re made of rubber, and I stumble, trying to keep my balance.

         
         “No,” I slur, trying to fight the drug coursing through my system. “No, you assholes, I’m not . . . I won’t . . .”

         
         But I’m already falling, my vision tunneling down to a pinprick of light. The last thing I see before the darkness takes me
            is the steamer chest, its mouth open like a hungry beast.
         

         
         The last thing I think is that I should have run the moment I felt him watching.

         
         I should have listened to the fear.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four
Blue

         
         The axe knows when death is coming.

         
         I can feel it humming against my palm where it rests on the passenger seat, the Damascus steel blade singing a song only I
            can hear. Fifteen years of spilled blood have taught me to trust that song, and right now it’s screaming that something’s
            about to go very, very wrong.
         

         
         The street outside Sara’s building looks normal enough—a few pedestrians shuffling home from work, parked cars lined up like
            sleeping metal beasts, the usual symphony of urban decay. But something feels wrong. The air tastes metallic, charged with
            the kind of tension that comes before violence erupts.
         

         
         I adjust my grip on the axe handle, worn smooth as silk from years of use. Most killers prefer guns—clean, distant, professional.
            But there’s something honest about an axe. When you split someone’s skull with forty inches of hickory and steel, you have
            to mean it. There’s no taking it back, no claiming it was just business. It’s personal, intimate, final.
         

         
         The axe hasn’t tasted blood in three years. Not since I went cold turkey after Peter’s death—well, not immediately after.
            First came the bender. Two months of hunting down every piece of shit who’d ever crossed my path, every lowlife who preyed
            on the innocent. I told myself it was grief, that I was honoring Peter’s memory by cleaning up the streets he’d died trying
            to protect. But the truth was uglier: I was drowning in rage and the axe was the only thing that made the pain stop.
         

         
         The only targets I avoided were the Crow. Oh, I wanted to. Every fiber of my being screamed for Brutus’s blood, for the satisfaction
            of watching my former brothers bleed out in the dirt. But I held back. Told myself when I was thinking clearly their time
            would come, when I could plan properly instead of acting on pure fury. The Crow deserved more than sloppy vengeance.
         

         
         They deserved methodical destruction.

         
         But the truth was darker than strategic patience. Peter wouldn’t have wanted the bloodbath I was painting across the region,
            regardless of how much every bastard I killed deserved it. Not in his name. Not in his memory. Peter believed in justice,
            not vengeance. He believed in protecting the innocent, not becoming the very evil we were supposed to fight against.
         

         
         Something had to stop. I had to stop.

         
         So what does any self-respecting serial killer do when he wants to stop killing? He finds a therapist, obviously.

         
         It took my therapist Dr. Jay Finch six months to convince me that revenge wasn’t therapy, and another year to admit that maybe—just
            maybe—I’d become the kind of monster Peter would have been ashamed to call his friend. Jay specializes in what he calls “murder
            sobriety”—though I’m pretty sure most therapists don’t keep a stress ball on their desk specifically for when their patients
            describe dismemberment techniques.
         

         
         Everything in me is telling me to turn around and drive back to Grimlock, the town I call home on the Pacific coast. A sanctuary
            where the residents understand certain unspoken codes, where people like me can find refuge among their own kind. She’d be
            safe there in ways she could never be safe here. This is insane. I shouldn’t be here, parked outside her building like some
            lovesick stalker, wrestling with the decision that’s been eating at me since I left the club. But she’s not safe in New York.
            It’s only a matter of time before the Crow find her, and when they do—
         

         
         I could walk up to her door like a normal person. Knock. Explain the situation. Ask her to come with me to my estate where
            I can protect her behind twelve-foot walls and enough security to make the Secret Service jealous. But we both know what her
            answer would be. She’d tell me to go to hell, probably in more colorful terms than that. And I don’t have time to court her
            into saying yes. I don’t have time to be charming or persuasive or anything resembling a decent human being.
         

         
         The truth is simpler and uglier than that: Sara Mitchell is coming home with me tonight whether she wants to or not. Because the alternative is watching Peter’s daughter die the same way he did, and I’ll be damned if I let that happen. 

         
         My thoughts scatter as the apartment building’s front door bangs open and my driver comes stumbling out like he’s been wrestling
            with a tornado. Hans is built like a brick shithouse with the brain of a gentle giant, which makes him perfect for the simple
            tasks I usually give him. The fact that he looks rattled sends alarm bells clanging in my skull.
         

         
         He approaches the car with his massive hands held up in surrender, his usually pristine black suit rumpled but oddly clean—no
            bite marks, no signs of struggle.
         

         
         I roll down the window. “Problem, Hans?”

         
         “Boss . . .” Hans runs his massive hands through his hair, looking like a man who’s just discovered his lottery ticket was
            a fake. “The apartment, it is . . . how do you say . . . completely fucking empty.”
         

         
         My blood turns to ice. “What do you mean empty?”

         
         “I mean empty like a church collection plate after the pastor runs off with the choir director.” Hans gestures helplessly
            toward the building. “No furniture. No belongings. No Sara. Nothing. It’s like someone took a giant eraser and rubbed out
            her entire existence.”
         

         
         The axe hums louder in my grip, steel singing with anticipation of violence. They got to her first. The Crow got to her before
            I could.
         

         
         “You checked every room?”

         
         “Ja, every room. Kitchen, bedroom, bathroom, even looked in the closets in case she was hiding. Nothing but dust bunnies.”
            Hans shakes his head. “Professional job, boss. Clean sweep.”
         

         
         “The Crow,” I say, and it’s not a question. Hans nods grimly.

         
         “Had to be. This is exactly how they work—fast, clean, no witnesses. They probably had her packed and gone within an hour.”
            Hans runs his hand through his hair. “Boss, I’m sorry. If I’d gotten here sooner—”
         

         
         “This isn’t your fault.” The words come out harder than I intend. “I should have moved faster. Should have taken her straight
            from the club instead of giving her time to go home first.”
         

         
         I know exactly who took her. More importantly, I know why they didn’t just put a bullet in her head and leave her body for the police to find. Brutus wants to have some fun first. He wants to play with his food before he eats it. 

         
         The thought makes my vision go red around the edges. I know how Brutus operates because I used to operate the same way. Back
            when I was young and stupid and thought cruelty was the same thing as strength. Back when I claimed the Crow name and called
            Brutus mentor. Before I learned that there’s a difference between killing for survival and killing for pleasure.
         

         
         Before Peter Mitchell showed me a better way.

         
         “Boss?” Hans’s voice cuts through the haze of rage and memory. “What do we do now?”

         
         “Get us to the airport,” I tell Hans, settling back into the passenger seat. “We’re going to Crowshaven.”

         
         He starts the engine, but I can see his massive hands grip the wheel tighter. “Boss, you sure about this? That’s the heart
            of Crow territory. And it’s just the two of us against all of them.”
         

         
         “They stole Sara,” I say, watching the city lights blur past as Hans pulls into traffic. “And I know exactly how to steal
            her back.”
         

         
         “How can you be so sure?”

         
         “Because the Crow won’t be expecting me to come.” I lean back against the leather seat, already planning. “I’ve been retired.
            Murder sober. Word spreads fast in our world, Hans. The fact that I haven’t done anything to the Crow in retaliation for Peter’s
            death tells them everything they need to know—that I won’t.”
         

         
         Hans glances at me in the rearview mirror. “And now?”

         
         “Now they’re about to learn that some things are worth breaking sobriety for.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Five
Saylor

         
         The first thing I notice is the sound of rain.

         
         Heavy, persistent drumming against glass somewhere above me. Like the sky decided to empty itself all at once and won’t stop
            until there’s nothing left.
         

         
         The second thing I notice is that I’m not tied up.

         
         I keep my eyes closed while I take inventory. Wrists free. Ankles free. No gag in my mouth. Either these assholes are incredibly
            stupid, or they think I’m so harmless that restraints would be overkill. Both possibilities piss me off.
         

         
         I’m lying on something that might generously be called a couch, though it feels more like a collection of springs wrapped
            in fabric that gave up hope sometime in the nineties. The smell hits me next—stale cigarettes, spilled beer, and unwashed
            bodies.
         

         
         My father’s compass rests heavy against my throat, and I focus on its weight to keep from hyperventilating. Peter Mitchell
            raised a survivor, not a victim. I will not give these fuckers the satisfaction of seeing Sara Mitchell cower. That scared
            little girl died the night they killed my father. They just don’t know it yet.
         

         
         I crack my eyes open just enough to see through my lashes, keeping my breathing steady and even.

         
         “—should’ve been back by now.” The voice comes from somewhere to my left, rough with impatience. “Caymans job was supposed
            to be simple. In and out.”
         

         
         “Brutus doesn’t do simple.” This voice is younger, casual in a way that makes my skin crawl. “Remember the senator’s wife?
            He was supposed to make it look like an accident. Instead, we had to clean up body parts from three different counties.” A
            laugh follows, like he’s recounting a funny story from college. “Took us all weekend to find her head. Found it in a fucking
            tree, if you can believe that.”
         

         
         “At least he got creative with it,” the rough voice says with what sounds like genuine appreciation. “Better than that boring shit we did in Phoenix. Three bullets, dump the body, collect the check. Where’s the artistry in that?” 

         
         My blood turns to ice water. Fuck them. Fuck them for discussing murder like it’s a weekend hobby.

         
         “That was different. Personal.” A third voice, older, with the weight of authority. “This one’s business. Container manifest
            says the target was skimming from the cartel. Bad for business, bad for everyone involved.”
         

         
         “Still think he’s having too much fun down there. Sun, sand, those little drinks with the umbrellas. Why the hell do we have
            to run operations out of this shithole when we could be somewhere warm,” says the first voice I heard.
         

         
         Through my barely open lashes, I catalog the room. Low ceiling, water stains spreading across yellowed plaster like abstract
            art painted in neglect. Heavy wooden beams that look original to whatever decade this place was built. The windows are small
            and set high, streaked with grime and years of neglect—that’s where the relentless drumming is coming from. The glass is so
            dirty I can barely make out the gray sky beyond.
         

         
         Three men visible from my position. The youngest one is tall and wiry, constantly moving. Tattoos crawl up his neck like black
            ivy. His hands never stop moving—fingers drumming against his thigh, foot tapping a rhythm only he can hear.
         

         
         The second one is built like a linebacker. Massive shoulders, huge hands, and scars crisscrossing his knuckles. He’s cleaning
            his fingernails with a knife, the blade nicked and worn.
         

         
         The third one sits behind a table scattered with papers and photos. Salt-and-pepper hair, expensive watch, tailored suit.
            He carries himself like he’s in charge.
         

         
         “Crowshaven’s perfect for our purposes,” the man in the suit says, not looking up from his paperwork. “Close enough to Seattle
            for contracts, far enough out that nobody asks questions. Coast access for disposal. And the weather keeps the tourists away.”
         

         
         “Still hate the fucking rain,” Twitchy mutters, lighting another cigarette despite the haze that already hangs in the air.
            “Makes my joints ache.”
         

         
         “Your joints ache because you’re getting old,” Granite Hands rumbles without looking up from his knife. “Rain just gives you something to blame it on.” 

         
         The casual way they discuss their work makes my skin crawl. These aren’t desperate men driven to violence by circumstance.
            These are professionals who’ve made murder their business.
         

         
         The man in the suit shuffles through his papers, pulling out what looks like a photo. “Speaking of business, we’ve got another
            contract coming in. Witness protection dropout in Portland. Husband finally tracked her down.”
         

         
         “What’s the timeline?” Granite Hands asks.

         
         “Two weeks. Client wants it to look like a robbery gone wrong. Nothing complicated.” The man in the suit sets the photo aside
            like he’s filing tax returns. “Standard domestic violence cleanup. Thousand down, four thousand on completion.”
         

         
         My hands want to shake with rage, but I force them to stay still. They’re talking about killing a woman who escaped an abusive
            marriage. Discussing her murder with the same tone they’d use to plan a grocery run. Some woman with a name, a life, a family
            who loves her.
         

         
         Someone’s daughter.

         
         “What about this one?” Twitchy nods in my direction, and I squeeze my eyes tighter shut, fighting to keep my breathing even.
            “Sara Mitchell. Pain in the ass to track down, but here she is. What’s the boss want us to do with her?”
         

         
         “That depends on what mood Brutus is in when he gets back.” The man in the suit’s voice carries a note of anticipation that
            makes my stomach turn. “He’s got particular feelings about the Mitchell family. Might want to take his time with this one.”
         

         
         “Lucky girl,” Granite Hands says with a laugh that has no humor in it. “Brutus knows how to make things last.”

         
         “Can’t say I blame him,” Twitchy adds, and I feel his scrutiny on me even through my closed lids. “She’s too pretty to waste
            with a quick bullet. Shame we can’t have a taste first.”
         

         
         “Touch her and lose a hand,” the man in the suit warns without heat. “She’s spoken for until Brutus decides otherwise. You
            know the rules.”
         

         
         Spoken for. Like I’m a piece of property. Like I’m livestock waiting for slaughter. The rage builds in my chest, hot and bright, but I channel it into focus. Into planning. 

         
         I risk another glance through my lashes, scanning for escape routes and weapons.

         
         I map the room in my mind, counting exit points and potential weapons. Two doors—one that probably leads outside based on
            the draft I can feel, another that might connect to interior rooms. The windows are too high and too small to be useful escape
            routes. But there are plenty of things that could be turned into weapons if I’m smart about it.
         

         
         Twitchy’s knife is in a sheath on his belt, easily accessible if I can get close enough. Granite Hands keeps his cleaning
            knife loose in his grip—overconfident, sloppy. The man in the suit has what looks like a gun in a shoulder holster under his
            expensive jacket.
         

         
         The key is making them continue to underestimate me. Let them think I’m still the scared little girl who hid while her father
            died. Let them believe their own assumptions about frightened women and
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