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Epigraph


 “If you want to know where your heart is, look to where your mind goes when it wanders.” 

—Walt Whitman


Welcome back, readers. I hope you’re ready for The Game. Get snacks. Stay hydrated. Grab some tissues, and enjoy. And wherever your wonderful mind wanders, I hope it always feels like home.

Love, Sadie x
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Content Warning


This book is intended for mature readers and contains topics and events which may be triggering for some people. These include,
            but are not limited to:

         

	Age-gap relationship

	Human trafficking

	Sexual assault (not involving MC or FMC)

	Violence

	Praise and punishment kink



         




Chapter 1



Imogen

It’s eerily quiet in the car, and the small space is almost suffocating with the weight of unspoken words and unasked questions. My grandfather is driving and Larissa sits beside me in the backseat. Neither of them has said a word since we got into the car a little while ago, and perhaps I’ve been in too much of a state of shock to speak, still reeling from the disturbing events of the past few hours. I started the day full of nervous anxiety about my imminent escape attempt, and now I feel an entirely different kind of panic. It’s laced with fear and unease and a growing sense of dread.

I take some time to go over and over the new information that’s come to light, trying to make some kind of sense of it before I ask questions. I make a mental note of all the things I know to be true. Larissa and my grandfather knew that Lincoln was actually my godfather, Killian Wolfe. They also fitted me with some kind of tracker that they said flickered to life last week, which must have been when Lincoln and I went on our picnic. So I guess that must mean his house and grounds are surrounded by some kind of force that blocks such a signal. RooksBlood was always an enigma of a place. The crumbling facade hiding the high-tech interior. I’m reminded of Lincoln’s lair and his armory, and realize I should have asked more questions about all of it. Because what kind of man needs an armory and a fortress?

A man who’s hiding from the world, or one who’s trying to burn it down? A traitor? And if Larissa and my grandfather are so convinced that Lincoln is a traitor, then are they working with the Brotherhood, too? Or do they think he’s only a traitor because he murdered my parents? And if they do, why did they allow him to buy me from that auction the way they did?

Maybe because capturing him has been their plan all along. And if that’s the case, then the inescapable truth is that they used me as bait. They prepared me for that sick auction just to lure him out. Anger and injustice burn through my veins, and I curl my hands into fists until my fingernails cut deep grooves into my palms. The stinging pain reminds me to focus. To keep a lid on my emotions and not show any weakness. Emotions are weakness.

I take a breath and focus, but I refuse to recite the nursery rhyme that Larissa taught me—the one that always used to calm me. She’s no longer any kind of sanctuary for me. Not for now at least. I turn to her, working to keep my voice calm and even.

“Are we going back to the estate?”

She casts me a cursory glance. “Not immediately. We need to get rid of your tracker first.”

Of course. My tracker. They fitted me with it like I’m a goddamn dog or something. Instinctively, I rub a hand over the back of my neck, feeling my nostrils flare as I do all I can to maintain a calm exterior. Could Lincoln, or Killian, as I now know him to be, locate me somehow with this? I have no idea how the things work, nor even more terrifyingly, that I even had one. “How long have I had a tracker?”

“Since the operation,” Larissa replies coldly, referring to one of the worst and most invasive experiences of my life like it was a minor inconvenience. Like it was nothing to have my ability to bear children ripped away from me against my will. 

Still, somehow, I control my temper. “Where is it?”

She offers me no more than a cursory sideways glance. “In your arm, child.”

I had keyhole surgery. I was awake for the whole procedure, but I barely recall them putting various needles in my arm. I assumed it was anesthesia. Bastards! “Do all of the women have them?”

“Don’t be foolish,” she scoffs. Then she turns and gives me her full attention, a hint of kindness in her eyes. “Only the one we wanted back.”

I don’t understand any of this. They used me as bait. Primed me for a life of servitude and pain, yet they wanted me back? Why? And I don’t understand why they lied to Lincoln about me. Am I simply a pawn in their game, or do they think more of me than that?

I don’t say any of that aloud. Accusations won’t do anything to further my cause here, which is to find out what the hell is going on, and then redirect all of my focus and energy on my ultimate goal—the one constant that has never changed. Escape and freedom.

Just like when I first got to RooksBlood, I need to learn the rules of this new game, and fast, if I’m to survive. That means gaining the trust of both Larissa and my grandfather, by any means necessary.

“So Lincoln Knight is actually my godfather, Killian Wolfe? The same man who killed my parents?”

Larissa simply nods.

And you both allowed him to buy me from some fucked-up auction! I scream the accusation in my head, but against all rational reason, I remain outwardly calm.

Wow, I really did learn from the best, didn’t I?

“There is much to discuss as soon as we are home.” My grandfather’s stern voice carries from the driver’s seat. “Do not tire us with your questions now. I’m sure you have a raft of information which will be useful to us. But all in good time.” 

I stare at the back of his head. Useful information? They plan to pump me for intelligence on Lincoln, and the harsh reality sinks in that this information is probably my only use to them. They were all praise and kindness back when they pulled me from Lincoln’s trunk, but now . . . now they are cold and ruthless. Something I suppose they’ve always been. Yet, without any measure of kindness to compare them to, I simply didn’t see it. Now I know kindness and compassion, and the people I once considered my only family do not seem to possess much of it at all.

If they want information, I’ll give them some for sure.






Chapter 2



Lincoln

Edgar keeps driving, expertly maneuvering the car down the dirt roads that lead to RooksBlood. I had hoped I wouldn’t need
               him today, but I knew there was a chance that I’d be driving straight into an ambush. I suspected the Brotherhood would be
               behind it, though, rather than Saul DeMotta—although now it’s becoming painfully clear to me that those two entities are one
               and the same. Is Saul the king I’ve been searching for all this time?

“Does Pierre know to expect us?” Edgar asks me.

I tap him once on the arm to signal yes, so he doesn’t have to take his eyes off the road. I sent Pierre a message as soon
               as I got into Edgar’s car, the tires on mine having been shot to pieces. It’s dangerous to return to RooksBlood, but while
               I’m confident Pierre will be perfectly safe in my basement should anyone show up there and manage to get through the external
               security system, I would never leave him behind.

Edgar’s knuckles are white as his hands grip the wheel. “Good. And then we head straight for the ranch?”

I give him another single tap and then I lean back against the seat, screwing my eyes closed in the vain hope that I might unsee some of what happened today. But immediately I’m assaulted with images of her. My girl. With them. While she appeared as shocked and confused as I was to find her grandfather there today, I can’t discount the fact that they
               were there only because of her. The first opportunity she had to run from me and she took it. Why would she do that if she
               truly cared about me like she said she did? She told me she loved me, and yet she fucking ran. Straight back to her grandfather.
               Has she been playing me all along?

No! I can’t believe it was all a fucking lie. I refuse to believe that everything between us was fake. Nobody is that good
               of an actress. I looked into her eyes and saw the feeling there. The love. The desire. And the way her body responded to mine . . .
               My chest tightens with the burning grief of her loss.

I don’t want to believe that none of what we had was true.

But the facts are inescapable.

She ran from me.

And now she’s back in the hands of monsters.

There’s one question, though, that persists above all others—what if my girl’s a monster, too?


         




Chapter 3



Imogen

The car rolls to a stop outside a house. An ordinary-looking house on an ordinary-looking street where all the facades look
               like carbon copies of each other. Neat, tidy and unassuming. Two storeys of pale wood framing, a concrete driveway that slopes
               upward toward a garage door, and a narrow walkway cutting through the center of a trimmed front lawn. It is unmistakably suburban.
               Nothing like where I expected we’d end up.

“We’re here,” my grandfather says.

“Good. I’ve texted ahead and let them know to expect us,” Larissa replies, glancing out the window.

“And they found a doctor?” he asks.

“Yes. A plastic surgeon who lives in the area.”

Despite the house’s outward inviting appearance, panic bubbles up inside me. “Why do we need a doctor?”

Both Larissa and my grandfather climb out of the car and then Larissa opens the door, signaling I should get out, too. “Why
               is there a doctor here?” I repeat the question, working to keep my voice as calm and steady as possible.

A cell phone rings and Larissa holds it to her ear, preventing her from answering me. My grandfather ignores me completely and walks up the concrete pathway. I fall into step beside Larissa and she immediately switches her phone to her other ear, the one farthest away from me. Still, I listen to her one-sided conversation. 

“No, I have one in place already . . . Unfortunately not . . . When the time is right, yes.”

When the time is right for what? I strain to hear the other person speaking but it’s fruitless.

“Talk soon,” she says before ending the call, by which time we’re standing at an open front door. My grandfather has already
               disappeared inside.

“Where are we?” I ask.

“Just a quick stop off before we move on,” she says, forcing a tight smile. Then she indicates the open doorway like she wants
               me to step in. I do, all the while my eyes dart around, looking for potential dangers—or a way out. The interior of the house
               is as mundane as the outside. Blue carpet is soft on the floor beneath our feet. A mirror hangs above a small table that holds
               a bowl full of pinecones. Light filters in from a room at the end of the hallway that looks to be the kitchen. I’m sure there
               must be a back door, leading to a yard and a possible escape. But I would never use it. Never run from Larissa. Just a few
               hours in her company and all of my trained obedience has kicked in. Instinctively, I know this is how I can survive.

A strange man approaches us, smoothing back a strand of silver-gray hair that falls into his eyes. “It’s an honor to have
               you here, ma’am,” he says.

Ma’am? An honor? What on earth is he talking about? Larissa was always a formidable character, at least to me, but I have never seen her so . . .
               revered before. My grandfather has never shown anything more than a grudging respect for her at best, outright disdain at
               worst. The latter I always assumed was due to his considering a lowly housekeeper to be beneath him.

Now I’m not sure that has ever been their dynamic at all.

“And we are blessed to be here, Abraham,” Larissa replies, with as much warmth as I’ve ever heard her muster.

He nods politely and then his eyes wander to me. I feel the scrutiny of his gaze like an unwelcome touch on my skin, and it
               makes me shudder. Abraham gives me the creeps. “Everything is set up in the basement. Doctor Moone is waiting for you.” I
               notice they still haven’t told me why we need a doctor.

“You are a good man,” Larissa tells him as she guides me to a door, which I assume leads to the basement he just mentioned.
               My heart is racing like a prize stallion. I glance around again, looking for an escape. Larissa must sense my unease because
               she places a comforting hand on my arm. “No one will ever harm you when you are under my protection, child,” she says soothingly.

Do I believe her? Right now, it feels like I have no choice. Even if I do disagree with her assessment of our host being a
               good man. Despite the unassuming and mundane appearance of this house, something about Abraham tells me he is rotten to the
               core.

I descend the basement steps into a room lit only by a bare bulb on the ceiling. It’s bright, though, and illuminates the
               space well, highlighting a single bed in the center of the basement. It looks like a hospital bed, and the tray of surgical
               instruments beside it confirms that theory. Bile burns the back of my throat and I fight the urge to throw up.

My grandfather is already sitting on a chair in one corner of the room, and a nervous-looking man with a shock of red hair
               stands in the opposite corner, shuffling from one foot to the other and looking as nervous as I feel.

“Larissa, what’s happening?” I ask, my voice trembling as much as my legs.

“It’s okay, child. Doctor Moone is only going to remove your tracker. It will be quick and relatively painless.” She guides
               me to lie on the bed.

I assume the red-haired man is Dr. Moone, because he approaches the bed and only now do I see he’s holding a shining scalpel in his right hand. His skin is pale, like candle wax. A bead of sweat melts down his temple before he blinks it away. Most worryingly, though, his hands are trembling. A lot. My eyes dart between him and Larissa. “Why is he shaking?” 

She curses at him in Greek—her native language—and he shrinks back from her.

“You are a renowned surgeon. Man up and get the damn job done so we can get out of here,” my grandfather bellows at him.

Their shouting does nothing to calm the doctor’s nerves, and that only exacerbates mine.

Larissa grabs Dr. Moone’s wrist and pulls him toward her, bringing her face close to his. She speaks in Greek once more, her
               voice dropping to a harsh whisper. I tried to learn Greek when I was younger, if only to understand what she said when she
               spoke it while at my grandfather’s estate. But with no books or other learning aids, and her unwillingness to teach me, I
               was only ever able to remember a few words. She speaks one of them now. Vasílissa—queen.

Who is the queen she speaks of?

The doctor blanches further, his lower lip wobbling when he speaks. “That is precisely why I am cautious, plotárchis.”

I’ve heard her called that word before, by some of my grandfather’s men. I assumed it was a term of respect . . . but the
               way he says it, laced with fear, I’m beginning to wonder if it means something more. “Then you had better get a handle on
               yourself and remove the tracker with minimum damage, hadn’t you?” She roughly pushes him away.

The doctor takes a second to compose himself and then he approaches me again, holding up the shiny scalpel. I’m not afraid of pain, but if he doesn’t stop his hands from trembling, I’m very concerned he’s going to slip and cut a major artery or something. And I refuse to bleed out here in this cold, suburban basement that smells like cigarettes and engine oil. 

Memories of Lincoln stitching up the gash on my finger rush to the surface of my consciousness. I recall his strong, skilled
               fingers and how easily and carefully he tended to the wound. That memory is so closely associated with countless others of
               him that heat begins to bloom deep in my core, unbidden and very unwelcome.

I force those memories aside and concentrate on here and now. On the trembling doctor, who for some reason seems to be terrified
               of operating on me. Dr. Moone is scared. Definitely of Larissa, but also of touching me. But why would he possibly be scared
               to cut me open?

What if . . . ? Pieces of a puzzle I’ve never seen before begin to click into place. Perhaps it’s because something might
               happen to him if he harms me. Does that mean I’m important to somebody somehow? Maybe that’s why I have this damn tracker
               in the first place. And maybe that’s the same reason why my grandfather and Larissa pulled me from that trunk.

Whatever the reason, this whole situation only adds to my list of unanswered questions. Being berated and threatened isn’t
               doing anything to calm the doctor’s nerves, so I try a different approach. I imagine he’s my sweet Pierre instead, whose hands
               also tremble from time to time. He’s riddled with arthritis now, but he was once a skilled surgeon, too. The memory of my
               dear friend soothes me. The gentle, reassuring squeeze of his hand. His melodic voice. His humming.

The doctor takes a few cautious steps toward me and I take a deep breath. “It’s okay, Doctor Moone. I trust you. You’ve got
               this.”

He’s still shaky, but he offers me the faintest of smiles.

“I’m sure you’ve done stuff like this hundreds of times before, right?”

He shakes his head, glancing between Larissa and me. “Not exactly like this, no.”

Panic rises hot and insistent in my chest and I quickly push it back down, because it’s no use to me here. “But how is that
               possible? You are a surgeon, aren’t you? Please tell me you’ve operated on people before.”

He nods eagerly. “Yes. But we usually have anesthesia. Equipment. Good lighting. You know, a hospital.”

Yeah, I suppose a dirty, cold basement isn’t the kind of place a world-renowned surgeon would usually be practicing. I’d sure like to be in a sterile hospital myself, but we’re not. We’re here. “Just pretend that’s
               where we are, then. I’ve been stitched up before in places that weren’t a hospital, and I don’t need any anesthesia. Everything
               will be okay. I promise.” I reach for his free hand and he takes it. Then I give him a reassuring squeeze. “You’ve got this,”
               I say with a confidence I absolutely do not feel, but my options are limited. Boost his ego enough that he doesn’t slice a
               major artery—or have him operate on me a shaking mess and risk him cutting something he shouldn’t and letting me bleed out
               right here.

He gives me a nod and he’s definitely less shaky than he was a few seconds ago, which is good, right?

I convince myself that it is, and then I lie back against the pillow and look away from him. Larissa is watching me intently,
               a curious look on her face. My grandfather doesn’t acknowledge me at all. Instead, he stares into space. It’s hard to believe
               that out of the two of them, he is my family.

“This will be cold,” Dr. Moone says before wiping some alcohol across the top of my arm.

“You don’t have to tell me what you’re going to do. Just do it. And quickly, please,” I tell him, keeping my gaze fixed on
               Larissa.

“Yes, hurry. I want this out of her as soon as possible,” she adds.

I have no idea how trackers work, but I would have thought they aren’t all that easy to track, except by the people responsible for sticking it in me. “Do you think there’s a chance Lincoln could find me with it?” I ask. 

Larissa purses her lips, like she’s thinking. “I would put nothing past Killian Wolfe. He is incredibly skilled when it comes
               to technology. It is why he was recruited by the Brotherhood. And how he managed to evade them for so long.”

The sharp sting of the scalpel pierces my skin. I flinch ever so slightly and the doctor murmurs an apology, but I remain
               focused on Larissa. This conversation is a perfect distraction from the pain, and more importantly, it seems to make Larissa
               more open to answering my questions. Perhaps she thinks I need a distraction to get this done as quickly as possible, but
               whatever the reason I’ll take advantage while I can.

“So, what are you planning to do with it once it’s removed?”

“Destroy it.”

Dr. Moone is digging around inside my flesh now, but I tune out the pain and ask, “What if I’m ever sold again? Or taken?
               How would you find me?”

“You will not be, child.” She says it so resolutely. Like this is a fact rather than her opinion.

“How do you know that, though?”

“You are too valuable to lose for a second time.”

Too valuable. Me? But why, and to whom? I don’t ask those questions right now, knowing that too much too soon is likely to
               make her shut down rather than open up. This is a long game and as impatient as I am to discover the truth, I won’t get that
               in one fell swoop. It will be through hundreds of tiny scraps of information, all woven together to make the final picture.
               Besides, I’m too intrigued by the idea of Lincoln being able to find me using the tracker and the possibilities that might
               hold. Because I’m sure he’s coming for me, just like he threatened to . . . but will he be prepared to rescue me from the
               Brotherhood again, even if he believes I betrayed him?

“What if you used it to trap him instead?”

Larissa’s eyes narrow.

“You still want him, right? Or the Brotherhood does. So why not plant the tracker somewhere and set a trap for him?”

“Because we have no idea if he is capable of even locating its signal, nor how long it would take him. The Brotherhood has
               better things to do than set a trap that might never be fallen into.”

“Grandfather does, though. He has people, right? His drivers?” Drivers like the kind I met today, who carry guns and shoot
               people. “Surely, it would only take a few of them to—”

“I cannot spare any more men,” my grandfather interrupts me. “Especially not on you.”

I glare at him, wishing he could feel even an ounce of my rage, or my frustration. Like I asked for any of this to happen.
               And didn’t Larissa just say I’m too valuable? I either am or I’m not. Or I’m just not valuable to him, which, sadly, doesn’t
               surprise me. “I just think it’s an opportunity for the Brotherhood to set a trap for the man who has eluded them for so long.
               I’m not sure why they would pass that up. That’s all.”

Larissa takes a few steps toward me. “Is that what you truly want, Imogen? Or are you secretly hoping that the trap might
               lead him to you?”

I stare into her brown eyes. She was always so good at reading my emotions, swiftly correcting me when I showed any. She could
               always tell when I was lying, too. “No. I’m hoping that the Brotherhood catches him and makes him pay for murdering my parents.”
               My voice is strong. Filled with conviction.

She studies my face intently before she eventually replies. “Perhaps it would be remiss not to take such an opportunity to
               set such a trap. I will have them look into it.”

“Got it,” the doctor declares, followed by the sound of metal dropping into the little dish beside me.

Larissa leans over me and takes the dish. Then she picks up the tracker from inside, placing it between her thumb and forefinger, not seeming to care that it’s covered in my blood. She holds it up to the light and inspects it. It’s tiny. Just a small round piece of metal. No flashing light. No beacon. How the hell could anyone possibly find me because of that little thing? I agree that if anyone could, though, it would be Lincoln. 

Then she glances down at me again and gives me a single nod of her head. “I think you are right, child. Let’s use this to
               lure the traitor out of his hiding space once more.”

I smile in response. Dr. Moone is stitching my arm now and I concentrate on that pain so that I don’t focus on my racing heart
               or the fact that I’m lying my ass off. Larissa believes me. She should do. I learned from the best after all.

I’m leaving you a breadcrumb, Lincoln. I trust that you’re smarter than they think you are and will see it for the trap it
               is. So for the love of God, please follow it.


         




Chapter 4



Imogen

Larissa made another call while the doctor was dressing my wound, and the fact that she didn’t attempt to hide her conversation
               from me this time made me feel a little more secure. She spoke to someone she appeared familiar with given the detail of her
               conversation, although she didn’t use their name. My grandfather also watched her, wordlessly, while she arranged for the
               person on the other end of the phone to collect the tracker.

“Abraham will be expecting you. Do not mess this up,” she barked before ending the call. Then we left as quickly as we arrived,
               and I was bundled into the car while Larissa had a whispered conversation with Abraham.

So she must trust me a little, not only to go along with my idea but also to discuss it so openly in front of me. Either that
               or she doesn’t intend for me to ever be able to speak to anyone again. Terror claws its way up my throat and makes me want
               to throw myself out of this moving car, which would be impossible seeing as how the doors are locked. I swallow it down and
               focus on my breathing.

In. Out. In. Out. I can no longer rely on the nursery rhyme Larissa taught me, and I’m not a child anymore. I am a strong and capable woman, and I’m as good at hiding my emotions as anyone else in this car. Besides, she said I was valuable . . . right? And while I always believed my worth in the past was directly linked to the auction and the life I was trained for, that cannot be it. Larissa has already told me that I won’t be sold again. In fact, she said that they always intended on getting me back. So exactly who am I valuable to and why? The Brotherhood, perhaps. And if so, what value do I hold now that I’m no longer the prized virgin daughter of the traitor? What if there’s some other use they have in mind for me? Maybe they expect me to join them and work alongside them like my grandfather and Larissa seem to. The idea turns my stomach, but as unsettling as it feels to be valuable to such monsters, at least it will keep me alive. For now. Until Lincoln finds me. 

His threat rings through my head once more and sends a shiver down my spine. I’m coming for you. And while it was full of menace and danger, I think I would rather take my chances with him than the two people currently
               sitting in silence in the front of this car as we drive to who knows where.

That realization startles me. I have known these people all my life, and before my time at RooksBlood, I trusted them implicitly.
               But they lied to me, too. Over and over again. And now I have no idea what is truth and what is false. No idea what to believe,
               or whom.

I peer out the windows, still to no avail. They’re made of thick opaque glass, impossible to see through. I try to gaze out
               the windshield at every opportunity, careful not to appear too curious, but I see little more than dark sky and road beyond
               the headlights. Sitting directly behind my grandfather obscures my vision too much to see anything noteworthy.

“Can you tell me where we’re going now?” I ask, hopeful I have earned enough of their trust to at least be told that.

“Somewhere safe, child,” Larissa says, and there’s a hint of kindness in her tone. But is that real, or am I simply so used to her harshness that anything even mildly less icy feels like warmth? 

I settle back in my seat and my thoughts drift to Lincoln and Pierre. Would Lincoln have gone back to RooksBlood to save his
               friend? Or left him behind to save his own skin? I can’t believe the former because that would break my heart, to think of
               Pierre all alone and scared when a Brotherhood army storms the fortress walls. Lincoln may be a liar, but he loves Pierre
               too much to sacrifice him like that.

A deep, unsettling sadness fills me from my toes to the top of my head. I thought he loved me, too, though, didn’t I? Perhaps
               he did. Or perhaps that was all lies, too. But a person can’t do all the things we did together if none of it was real, can
               they? Bodies can’t feel those kinds of things he made me feel if it was all fake. The memory of his deep, soothing voice washes
               over me and I mentally go through all of our deepest and most emotional conversations. The way he stared into my eyes when
               he told me that he loved me. The way he held me. Possessive yet tender, brutal yet reverent. How safe he made me feel.

But he lied to me, too.

Tears burn behind my eyes and I angrily swat them away. I’m tired and that’s making me emotional and weak. I close my eyes
               and focus on the only thing I know to be true. I can trust no one, and I have to rely only on myself.


         




Chapter 5



Lincoln

As soon as we picked up Pierre, we headed to the nearest airport and flew to Colorado, grabbing a new truck when we landed.
               One with plates that will have no connection to the name of any person living. As the last of the daylight dies the horizon
               becomes a thin line of rose gold bleeding across the sky. We turn off the highway where asphalt blurs into gravel that crunches
               beneath the truck’s tires. It’s a familiar sound, even if I haven’t heard it in a while. I roll down the window to find the
               air laced with the scent of rain and copper, probably from the fences running along the vast fields. Here, where the land
               feels endless and nobody cares about your name.

As we crest a low hill, the lights of Shorehill ranch come into view. A smattering of orange lit up against a quickly darkening
               sky. A thick plume of smoke curls from the chimney of the main house and I can almost taste Ruth’s chicken pot pie.

“We’re here, non?” Pierre asks, waking up from his nap on the backseat. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d actually smelled dinner from the ranch’s edge given his keen sense of smell. Or possibly he’s simply starving like me. Twelve-foot electric wire fences run the perimeter of the ranch’s four acres—maintaining them a full-time job in itself. At least that’s what Ruth always tells me. I own this property, or rather, a company in the Cayman Islands with no traceable links to either Lincoln Knight or Killian Wolfe does, but it’s Ruth Gilligan’s ranch. A safe haven for many lost souls and another base of our operations. 

The large metal gates swing open at our approach. We’re expected. Welcome. This is the only other place other than RooksBlood
               where I can be sure Imogen will be safe—just as soon as I get her back. The pain that lances through my chest almost makes
               it impossible to breathe. But I can’t think about anything except the certainty that I will get her back, because to even
               consider an alternative would render me immobile.

I pull up outside the main door and Ruth is already there waiting for us, her long auburn hair swooped up into a high ponytail
               and a welcoming smile on her face. Pierre, Edgar and I jump out of the truck, our boots hitting the dirt.

Ruth jogs down the steps. “I’m so glad you’re finally here.” She goes to hug me, on instinct, but seems to remember I’m not
               all that great with physical contact.

At least, I never used to be. But a woman with bright green eyes and the kindest heart I’ve ever known changed all that. I
               pull Ruth into the briefest of hugs and it earns me a gasp of surprise followed by a gentle pat on the back.

Edgar claps me on the back, too. “You go inside and I’ll take care of the equipment.”

“No,” Ruth insists. “You all come eat and then you can bring all your equipment in.”

Edgar glances at me for permission not to have to go to dinner, but it’s Pierre who speaks. “Never refuse a good home-cooked
               meal, especially not one made by such talented hands as our host.” He’s never met her before, but Pierre is a gentleman through
               and through and Ruth grins at his compliment.

Edgar rolls his eyes, but the three of us promptly follow Ruth into the house.



As I’d hoped she would, Ruth did make her delicious chicken pot pie for our arrival, and we all have full stomachs before we discuss anything but small talk. She doesn’t know why we’re here, but the mere fact that all three of us are means she senses that something big has happened. 

“So, is everything okay?” she asks pointedly.

Edgar, hating these types of conversations, or any kind of conversation, really, excuses himself and tells me he’ll set up
               our computer equipment in the study.

“Not exactly.”

“Well, I guessed as much when you said you were coming here. Is it something I need to be concerned about?”

“Nobody knows we’re here and—”

“I don’t mean that, Lincoln. This is your ranch. We only have this operation because of you, and God knows we’re more secure
               than Fort Knox out here. I mean is there anything I can do?”

“No. Just keep doing what you’re doing. And we’ll take care of our new problem,” I assure her. Ruth and her team here do what
               she calls outreach. While Edgar brings some of the women we rescue from the auction here, most of the residents here have been brought in by
               Ruth and her team. But all are victims of some kind. It’s fucked up that the world even needs places like this.

“Well, I have all of your cabins ready. Yours is the one by the old barn. Like last time.”

“Thank you, Ruth.”

She nods and I can tell she wants to ask more questions, but I’m grateful when she doesn’t. I’m not sure how to begin to explain
               the whole Imogen situation and honestly, I’m not sure how she’ll respond. We save people. We don’t hold them against their
               will and fall in love with them. Then act stupid enough to let them get taken by a murderous group of psychopaths.

I drop my head into my hands and a second later I sense her standing behind me. “I know it must have been a long day. I’ll leave you all to get settled in and we can talk more tomorrow. Okay?” 

“Yeah. Thanks, Ruth.”



After Ruth left, I showed Pierre to his cabin and then joined Edgar in the study. We have to regroup and come up with a plan
               to get Imogen back as soon as possible, and for that we need privacy—and tech. Most of the women at the ranch live in the
               main house and get introduced to us whenever we stay, so none of them will be threatened by our presence here. Although this
               is Pierre’s first visit, and it will take him a few days to get used to the place. However, never a man to remain idle for
               long, he’s already offered to take over cooking duties for the foreseeable future. An offer that Ruth gratefully accepted.

Edgar had all of our monitors set up by the time I got to the study, and now each of them is showing a different display.
               Every monitor is connected to a drive that runs a different program, from searching keywords connected to the Brotherhood
               to utilizing facial recognition software and monitoring the dark web.

Usually, we’d never engage in so much tracking at one time and draw attention to ourselves, because the Brotherhood is as
               skilled at covering their tracks and identifying breaches as I am. But now we can be more aggressive in our efforts.

There’s no need to be that cautious any longer now that my identity is known. Without the fear of outing our operation, we have nothing to lose. I’ve already lost the most important thing in the whole fucking world—Imogen. And I will kill every single member of the Brotherhood if I have to, and anyone else who stands in my way to have her back with me. 

I drop into the seat beside Edgar and start building another new program.

He nudges my arm. “What are you working on? We have everything set up already.”

“She has a tracker on her, Edgar.”

He frowns. “That’s like finding a needle in a haystack.”

The futility of this plan hasn’t escaped me, but what else can I fucking do but every single thing in my power to find her.
               And if those odds are one in a billion, I’ll still take them. “Then let’s find a needle in a fucking haystack, then.”

He sighs. “The Brotherhood knows that you of all people are capable of finding that signal, Lincoln. If you manage to find it, it will be a trap. You’ll be walking right into the mouth of the fucking lion.”

I shrug, because of course I have also considered this, but I don’t fucking care. I’d gladly walk into the mouth of Hell if
               it brought me closer to getting her back. “Then I guess I’d better go prepared then.”

“We,” he mutters, arms folded across his chest. “Like I’d miss any opportunity to take out some of those evil fuckers.”

“Then we’ll be prepared. What the fuck else am I supposed to do. I lost her, Edgar.” I run my hands through my hair and drop
               my head, staring at my shoes. No, I didn’t lose her; I gave her away. Me and my stupid goddamn ego. I was so sure she’d never
               get away from me. They were likely tracking her the whole time, but my house and the grounds mask any signals, so how the
               fuck did they know we’d be at the spot where they ambushed us?

I look up again so Edgar can read my lips. “The tracker shouldn’t have worked.”

He holds his hands up in confusion. “Why?”

“She was in my car the whole time. It’s plated. No signals get through unless they’re hardwired into the tech like my phone.
               Her tracker emitted a signal when we went on that picnic, when she got out of the car. But she didn’t get out of the car yesterday until we were already there. So how the fuck did they ambush us like
               that?”

“Maybe she disabled the shield on your car?”

I shake my head. “She never had access to it. Nobody does, except me, you and Pierre.”

“Then she must have found a way to get a message to them somehow?” he suggests.

That thought has crossed my mind, too, but there was no way she could have gotten any kind of message out of RooksBlood. “No.
               Impossible. They must have found RooksBlood. If her tracker went off, they would have had ample time to scour the area for
               it.”

This is my fault. RooksBlood was supposed to be our fortress. Impenetrable and invisible. Did I just get too comfortable?
               Too predictable? Sloppy? Since Imogen came into my life my focus hasn’t been on the mission the way it used to be . . . and
               barely on it at all whenever she was in my bed. Fuck, I did get sloppy. And it might have cost me everything.

“I have no doubt they found a crumbling old mansion in the middle of a dilapidated forest. But nobody would see RooksBlood
               as anything other than that. It doesn’t even give off a heat signature,” Edgar says.

That’s true, but maybe making RooksBlood so inconspicuous was its downfall.

“But it’s the only thing that makes any sense to me.”

Edgar’s eyes drift back to the screens and mine follow.

This is it now. We wait. I’ll stare at these screens until my eyes bleed waiting for any kind of information that might lead me to her. Except that I don’t want to wait. My instinct is to get out there and find my fucking girl. 

“There’s nowhere to go until we get some information to follow, Lincoln,” Edgar says, reading my mind while not taking his
               eyes off the monitors. “You have already killed every single person connected to the Brotherhood that we know. Something will
               come up soon.”

Yeah, but while we wait for that something, I need to uncover any possible clues that could lead us to Imogen. I would never
               forgive myself if she was hurt while I was here sitting on my ass.

I can’t fucking do nothing, so I’ll follow the only lead I have for now. I’m going to Saul DeMotta’s estate. It’s highly unlikely
               he’ll have taken her back there, but it might still give me a clue to follow. And it will stop me from going crazy doing nothing.


         




Chapter 6



Imogen

It was well past midnight when we finally stopped driving and the car pulled up at a large gated mansion—surrounded by an
               imposing stone wall. The property was sitting in a small wooded area, and beyond them, open fields that roll out to the horizon
               in every direction. Armed guards stood at the gate, waving the car through into a sweeping circular driveway, one lined with
               old trees whose branches arch overhead. The mansion itself is a pale stone facade with a towering pointed black roof, surrounded
               by manicured lawns that contrast with the wild land beyond.

We entered through an oversize central doorway, wider than a car. I was surprised at the opulence of the house, especially when Larissa told me that my grandfather owned the place, because it is nothing like the sparse and gray estate I grew up on. Even with dust sheets covering most of the furniture, the grandeur of this house is impossible to miss. The walls are filled with art, all colorful splashes of red and gold. Wooden floors of solid oak covered with strategically placed amber, gold and copper rugs line the hallways underfoot, leading to a large white marble staircase. It feels like the place is trying its hardest to be warm and inviting, yet it doesn’t quite get there. There’s something about the chilly air and the eerie silence that makes it all unnerving rather than welcoming. 

We stand in front of the staircase while Larissa and my grandfather discuss sleeping arrangements. I listen intently as she
               confirms that the rooms have been prepared, but my eyes dart around me, trying to take in as much as I can while not making
               it obvious that I’m searching for a way out. More men, armed and dressed in black, stand guard at the front door, and another
               one passes us, giving only a brief nod of acknowledgment to Larissa and my grandfather as he walks by.

“Is this really your house, Grandfather?” I ask when there’s a break in the conversation.

“Yes,” he replies, sounding annoyed, when I have no idea why. It’s not like I asked to be brought here. Not like I asked for
               any of this. He’s always been a man of few words, but other than the moment of overt affection he showed for me back when
               I was pulled from the trunk of Lincoln’s car, my grandfather has barely spoken two words to me. So that was all for show,
               clearly. All for Lincoln’s benefit, so he would believe that I betrayed him. “It’s late and we should all get some sleep and
               talk things over in the morning,” he says, glancing toward the ornate staircase.

“Agreed,” Larissa says. “Follow me, child.”

Dutifully, obediently—for now anyway—I follow her as she leads me upstairs and to a sparsely furnished room. Then she tells
               me we’ll talk after we’ve all had some sleep and quietly leaves.

The door closes softly behind her, no sound of any lock clicking in place to keep me in. Not that I ever needed a lock to
               keep me anywhere before. Obedience was instilled in me from a young age. For as long as I can remember I’ve been conditioned
               to do as I’m told. Speak only when spoken to. Be seen but never heard. That is the Imogen she knows.

There’s something very different about Larissa now, though. She’s no longer subservient to my grandfather in any way, and I have to wonder if she ever truly was, or I was simply led to believe that. Or maybe it’s me who’s different. I’m definitely not the same girl I was when I left my grandfather’s Nebraska estate. It’s been a little less than seven months, but also a lifetime. I made a friend. Felt cared for. Made choices for myself that I was never allowed to make before. I fell in love. Found out my godfather is alive, and that he’s a manipulative, lying asshole, possibly a murderer, and definitely not the reclusive billionaire the world thinks he is. He told me once he was the monster the world painted him as, but I refused to believe him. And now . . . now I have no idea if he is monster or man. But I do know that my heart aches with so much sadness and loss that I can’t help but miss him. Yes, he lied to me, but he was undoubtedly kind and tender, too. He cared for me in his own way. And more than that, he made me believe I am worthy of kindness and love. 

I so desperately want to hate him, but I still love him too much to do that.

I climbed into bed after Larissa left me and snuggled into the surprisingly soft duvet, but still I resisted sleep for as
               long as I could, feeling too unsafe and unsure to let myself relax. However, exhaustion finally claimed me. Then I slept fitfully,
               plagued by dreams of being chased through an endless forest by masked men and faceless monsters.



When I wake, my first thoughts are of Lincoln. Where he is and what he’s doing, and whether he believes that I betrayed him.

Thinking of the latter hurts me so much I can barely breathe. I’m aware I owe him nothing, especially not my loyalty, yet I still can’t forget the look on his face yesterday. That was the purest pain I have ever seen in a man’s eyes. A shiver of fear runs down my spine when I recall the chilling last words he spoke to me. I have no idea where I fit into his schemes, but I still can’t bring myself to believe that everything between us was a lie. Whatever else is true, I know for certain that I never truly knew kindness and compassion until I met Lincoln and Pierre. 

The room is dark, except for a sliver of daylight sneaking through the edge of the curtains, highlighting a thin stream of
               dust motes circling in the air. It’s enough to see the room’s the same as when I fell asleep, and that I’m alone in here.
               I’m still wearing my clothes from yesterday, but my socks and shoes remain in the spot I left them last night.

I climb out of bed, planting my bare feet on the soft carpet. Wiggling my toes against the pile, I take a minute to think.
               I wasn’t told that I couldn’t leave this room, and I don’t think I was locked in, but I wouldn’t be surprised to find a guard
               outside when I do venture out.

I guess the only way to get any answers about anything is to get myself cleaned up and leave this room. With a sense of purpose
               and a determination to get those answers, I jump out of bed and switch on the light. Aside from the bed, the only other furniture
               in here is a white wooden dresser. I slide open the top drawer, pleased to find one change of clothes. Clean underwear, a
               T-shirt and jeans. I glance down at the clothes I’m wearing. The ones that Lincoln chose for me. An intense wave of grief
               washes over me. Taking these off somehow feels like removing my last link to RooksBlood, to Pierre. And to him.

My godfather. The man I fell so hopelessly and completely in love with. The only person in my entire life ever to make me feel like I’m the one person in the world who matters. My eyeballs sting but I fight back the tears. I refuse to waste them on a man who lied to me so blatantly and so cruelly. Tears do me no good now anyway; they’re only hindering me. Curiosity and intuition, logic and reasoning, those are the things I need to focus on, not pointless, debilitating emotion. Because it is debilitating. When I sit in these feelings they overwhelm me, stealing the very breath from my lungs. Maybe Larissa was right after all; emotion is weakness. 

Having changed into the clean clothes provided, I summon the courage to leave the room, shocked to find no guards standing
               at my doorway. There were never guards outside my room as a child, but everything about this situation is different to the
               one I left, and I expected at least some security presence. Wandering down the stairs, I note said presence at the front door:
               two burly men dressed entirely in black and with large guns slung over their shoulders. Their attire is an unwelcome and untimely
               reminder of Lincoln. I push all thoughts of him aside and greet the guards politely as I pass by; I have no idea who could
               become an ally in here, and whether they’re responsible for my safety or my imprisonment, it never hurts to be kind to such
               people.

“Ah, Imogen,” Larissa calls, approaching me from the opposite end of the hallway. Her hair is swept up into the familiar tight,
               neat bun she always wears. Her face is the same as the woman I spent my childhood with, yet she is entirely different from
               the woman I knew. Of that I am certain. “Your grandfather and I are eager to speak with you.”

I’m sure they are, and I’m pretty keen to talk to them, too, but instead of saying any of that I maintain a neutral expression and offer her only a polite nod of compliance before being quickly ushered into a room at the end of the hall and directed to sit on a leather wingback chair. There’s little time to take in my surroundings before a mug of hot tea is placed in my hands. I hold on to it gently, warming my palms, while Larissa and my grandfather sit on the sofa opposite me, their scrutinous gazes never leaving my face while I cast a brief glance around this room, which looks very much like a study. It’s not the kind of room I’ve ever been in before while in my grandfather’s care. The home I was raised in was drab and dour; at least the rooms I was ever allowed in were. Many of them were off-limits to me, and they were the places my grandfather spent most of his time. I wonder if they were rooms much like this, which, like the hallways of this house, is luxurious. Rich velvet cushions on soft leather furniture. Landscapes painted in vibrant colors and encased in gilded frames adorn every wall. And then there’s the plate of cookies sitting on a bone china plate on the table beside me, along with the teapot filled with English breakfast tea. 

They seem to be doing their best to make me feel at ease.

I don’t. Not even a little.

Every single thing about this situation feels very, very wrong, and not only because of the billions of unanswered questions
               racing through my head. Why does it seem like my entire life people have been keeping me in the dark? I may be naive and inexperienced,
               but I am not stupid.

I consider lowering my gaze and feigning deference, but that Imogen is long gone. This game we play is about survival, and as it seems only the strongest survive, it’s about time I showed
               Larissa and my grandfather just how strong I am. I hold their gazes. Firm but not defiant. Respectful but no longer an obedient
               child.

Larissa glances at my grandfather and he clears his throat before speaking. “What did you learn about Lincoln Knight?”

That he’s a liar who made me fall in love with him before he tore out my heart. “A great deal, Grandfather. But most importantly that he is Killian Wolfe, my godfather.”

“A fact we have already established.” He waves his hand dismissively. “What else did you discover?”

A fact you knew before you offered me up to him like a piece of meat! “I discovered a great many things about him, but where would you like me to start?”

His lip curls in a sneer. “Did you just talk back to me, girl?”

This is it, isn’t it? This is the moment that will define my life here in this prison from here on out. So do I acquiesce and apologize for my tone, or do I hold firm? All my life I was obedient and subservient, and yet they still all lied to me and made decisions about my life and my body without any thought for me. While it was that Imogen who helped me to survive my childhood, she was a child. And I am most definitely not. 

I’m a woman who deserves respect.

I take a breath and steel myself for the back of his hand sharply stinging across my cheek, but I will still say what needs
               to be said. “No, Grandfather. I’m simply stating a truth. I discovered a great deal about Lincoln Knight in the six months
               since he bought me and held me captive against my will. Is there any specific information you would like me to provide? I’ll
               do my best to give it to you.”

His left eye twitches, but Larissa’s lips curve at the corners in the faintest hint of a smile. She leans forward in her seat.
               “When did you discover he was your godfather?” she asks, her voice soft and soothing.

“Just a few weeks ago.”

“Is that the only reason you chose to escape?”

I shake my head. “I wanted to escape from the moment I got there. Yesterday was my first opportunity to do so.”

“Why do you think that is, Imogen?” she presses. “Did he know you had discovered his true identity? Do you think he was setting
               a trap for you?”

I consider my answer, because it’s something I’ve thought about frequently since my rescue yesterday. “Perhaps. Although I gave no indication that I knew. But looking back, my escape attempt did appear to present
               itself all too easily.”

“How so, child?” she asks.

I tell her about the keys to the car and how I came to access them. Everything I planned until I climbed into the trunk.

Larissa hums softly, as though satisfied, but my grandfather’s scowl only deepens the more I speak. “Perhaps you were not
               as adept at hiding your emotions as you think, little girl,” he sneers.

His comment is cruel, designed to hurt, but I can’t discount that his assessment might be true, especially given that Lincoln appeared to be prepared for an ambush, even if I wasn’t. “Perhaps, Grandfather.” 

“Did he ever take you anywhere else? Anywhere other than his fortress in the forest?” Larissa asks.

“You know about RooksBlood?” I ask, surprised.

“RooksBlood!” He spits out the word like it’s a poison in his mouth. “Did he ever take you anywhere else?” He repeats Larissa’s
               question, ignoring mine.

But I won’t back down. I have questions just as they do, and if he wants information from me, then I need some, too. “If you
               knew I was there, why didn’t you come for me sooner?”

His lip curls in a sneer and then he seems like he’s going to answer me, but Larissa speaks instead.

“We only discovered Killian’s fortress a few days ago, Imogen. And our scans of the area confirmed our belief that it was
               not an abandoned mansion in the woods, but an impenetrable fortress. Had we attempted to remove you from the house it could
               have put you in danger. But we knew he would have to leave eventually, so we monitored, and we waited.” Her tone is as cool
               as her demeanor, and in stark contrast to my grandfather’s. I can tell he’s trying to maintain his temper, but his body language
               betrays him.

It makes me wonder what Larissa, a woman so dismissive of emotion, thinks of his inability to contain his emotions as effectively
               as she does. But that’s a question for another time. “So, you didn’t know I was in the car yesterday?”

My grandfather’s left eye twitches. “No. That was an additional, albeit pleasant, surprise,” he says, his voice a little softer
               now. If I didn’t know better, I could almost believe that he meant that.

“But you acted like you knew I would be there. And the things you said, to make him believe . . . Why did you want him to
               think I betrayed him?”

Larissa’s eyes narrow and I want to fidget under the intense scrutiny of her gaze, but I remain still. Stoic. “Why would you care what that murderous traitor thinks of you, child?” 

“I don’t,” I lie. “But it does make me curious. There must have been a reason that you wanted him to believe that.”

“I wanted to hurt him the way that he had hurt me,” my grandfather retorts, in an unusual display of unguarded emotion. While
               it’s mostly anger coming through in his tone, which I have witnessed many times before, there’s something else, too—pain.
               “He took my only son.”

Larissa flashes him a look that screams “shut the hell up” before turning her attention to me again. “And it will have angered
               him greatly to think that you, a simple girl, were able to fool him so easily.”

In my mind’s eye, I see myself balling my hands into fists until my fingernails cut deep semicircles into my palms to help
               stop myself from shrieking How dare you! But in reality, I keep my hands loosely clasped on my lap, fighting every instinct that screams at me to defend myself and
               answer back. That will get me nowhere. Despite being a simple girl I am much smarter than either of them realize. And their underestimation of me will be my greatest weapon.

“So you just wanted to make him angry?” I ask, feigning innocence.

“Angry men make reckless decisions, child. And reckless decisions are ill thought out and stupid.” She smirks, like she’s
               superior to all of us.

Definitely not the lowly, if stern, housekeeper she led me to believe she was. Why did she and my grandfather let me assume
               that was who she was when clearly she is so much more? But just what, and who she is, I don’t yet know.

“He’s not stupid enough to return to RooksBlood, so where is he now?” my grandfather asks.

Of course. That’s the information they’re really so desperate to know, and no doubt the reason I had a tracker. They couldn’t get to him at RooksBlood even when they knew where it was, and they assume I must know where he’ll be. I wish that I did, if only that it might lead me back to him. But one thing is clear, and that is their only purpose all along has been to find Lincoln Knight, or Killian Wolfe, or whoever the hell he is. “I have no idea. I only left the house once.” I tell them of the journey to RooksBlood and the warehouse where Lincoln kept his car. Then I recall driving to the picnic spot, and the miles and miles of trees, but I don’t tell them that it was one of the happiest days of my life. If they learned of my affection for Lincoln it would only make them suspicious of me, and I have no doubt they would use it against me in any way they could. Besides any of that, they don’t deserve to know about that part of my life. What happened between Lincoln and me is only for us to know. 

“Useless,” my grandfather mutters.

“Not entirely,” Larissa says. “If he has a warehouse, and if he stays close to RooksBlood, then perhaps he is still close
               by. Somewhere within a few hours’ drive of Westhaven, where we rescued our sweet girl?” She smiles at me, but it’s sickly
               sweet and doesn’t even reach her eyes. As fake as Lincoln Knight’s reclusive billionaire persona.

And did she just say rescued? I suppress a snort of incredulity. Why is she pretending to being so nice to me? Does she truly think I cannot see through
               her facade, or is it even a facade? I’m not sure I trust my own judgment anymore. “Did you always know that it was Killian
               who would buy me when you sent me to that auction?”

My grandfather’s lip curls in disgust, but Larissa regards me with curiosity. Assessing me. Like
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