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It’s easy to stand in the crowd, but it takes courage to stand alone...      Ghandi

MALCOM O’ROURKE DIDN’T want to want the gift his father had given him, but Ivy Clearwater is not someone he can ignore—even if everything inside him warns him to let her go. 

Except Ivy has plans of her own and is ready to fight for Mack. Whatever the cost.

He’s been taken hostage and there is no one else to save him. She ignores the voice telling her to wait for backup and goes into the danger zone to pull him out. She must fight for her life and the live of her captor turned lover. 

Lives are lost and Ivy is left dealing with the aftermath of what she had to do to save Mack’s life. She retreats home, vowing to nurse Mack back to health. But her lover has other ideas. 

Mack’s ready to settle the score with his father, no matter the cost. 
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Ivy

––––––––
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I LOOKED LEFT, RIGHT and then in the rearview mirror, looking for any sign of help. Where was a cop when you needed one? The road was dark, no streetlights, no stoplights—nothing. There was no one around. I had never felt more alone in all my life. I had almost stopped and turned around at least twenty times. 

At war with myself, with everything I knew, I felt like I had a mental tug-o-war happening in my head. I felt truly torn. There was good, bad and a huge pool of grey, which was where I was swimming with no idea of which way to go. 

Mack was my captor. Period. End of story. But he was also the man I had fallen hard for. How could he be both? It wasn’t right. I knew that, but my heart refused to acknowledge it. I couldn’t seem to make myself leave him. 

“You’re crazy, Ivy,” I whispered more to myself than Becker, who was sleeping once again. 

Not sleeping, I reminded myself. Passed out due to excessive blood loss. 

“Yes,” he breathed. 

“What?” I asked, wondering if he was delirious. 

“Yes, you are fucking crazy. You have to stop. Please, will you just stop?”

“I can’t,” I told him again. “I can’t just leave him in their hands. I won’t do it, Becker.”

“Dammit, Ivy. Why are you so fucking stubborn?”

“Shh, you’re wasting your strength. Save your breath, Becker. Literally.”

Becker had guessed where they were taking him a couple miles back. Apparently, the abandoned warehouse was notorious in the bad guy community. It was very cliché in my opinion, but I suppose reality imitated fantasy. The empty warehouse was the perfect place to kill people. It was in the outskirts of the city where no normal person would ever willingly be, especially at night. 

According to him, he’d used it a time or two himself. I didn’t give myself time to think about what that meant. It was hard to think of the Becker I knew as a man that killed people. If I did, I probably would have kicked his bleeding ass out of the SUV and drove straight home to my father. I chose to pretend that part didn’t exist.

“Lights,” he murmured, trying to sit up higher in the seat. 

“What? Where?” I looked left and right, trying to see what he saw.

“Turn off the lights,” he said, through gritted teeth. 

“Oh.” I killed the lights, using the moon and the light pollution spilling over from the city to creep along the road. I had already called my father and told him where we would be. I scanned the area, seeing the car that had taken Mack parked in the shadows. 

“It’s been twenty minutes,” I said to Becker, who was barely staying conscious in the passenger seat. “My dad’s men won’t be here for at least another ten. Maybe longer. I have to go in there.”

“Just wait,” he groaned. 

“I can’t wait. Heaven knows what they’re doing to him in there.”

“You can’t go in there like the lone ranger. You’ll just get yourself killed.”

I had parked the SUV behind a small shed, still able to see the warehouse, but with no idea what was happening inside. “I can’t see anything. I have to get closer.”

“Dammit, Ivy. Stay put.”

He shifted in the seat in obvious pain. I looked at his side, saw the blood seeping through his fingers and immediately felt guilty. Maybe I should have called an ambulance or dropped him off at the hospital before trying to save Mack. It was too late for that now. 

“He needs me,” I whispered. 

“He wants you alive,” he answered. “My job is to keep you alive. I promised him.”

“Your job is to keep him alive,” I retorted. “You’re failing. I have to do this. I can’t sit out here and wait while they are in there with him. What if he’s dying right now? What if he needs immediate help?”

“Are you a doctor now? Do you plan to render some life-saving medical maneuver?”

“No, but I can damn sure get him somewhere that can,” I snapped. 

“Ivy, he may be beyond saving. You have to consider the cost versus the benefit. If he’s gone or close to gone, you sacrificing your own life will serve no purpose. You can still walk away. You can go home and forget all about this.”

I shook my head. “I will never forget any of this and could never live with the guilt. I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t at least try.”

“You might not get a chance to forgive yourself,” he said, his breathing labored. “If you’re dead.”

“I get it, but that doesn’t change my mind,” I said, staring out the window. 

Becker didn’t answer. He had passed out again. I put my hand on his cheek. He was cool to the touch. His eyes were closed and his mouth open. I leaned my ear close to make sure he was still breathing. He was fading in and out. I knew I was on my own. Sitting in the car and doing nothing wasn’t just going to get Mack killed. It would kill Becker as well. 

The sooner I got Mack, the sooner I could get Becker some help. My insides felt like water. My legs were shaking so much I had barely been able to keep my foot on the gas. Going commando wasn’t the same as being one, and I wasn’t. I was very underdressed for a life-saving mission, but it wasn’t like I’d had time to stop and change into a more sensible outfit. 

“I can’t do it, Becker,” I whispered. “I can’t just sit here.”

As I reached for the door handle, Becker’s sticky fingers wrapped around my wrist. “Stay. Please.”

“I can’t. Help is coming. Just stay here.”

“No.”

“Becker, my dad will be here any minute,” I assured him. “Just sit tight.”

“He’ll kill me,” he mumbled. 

“My dad isn’t going to kill you. I told him you needed help.”

He slowly shook his head, his eyes closed. “Mack. Ian.”

“Mack is going to be okay,” I insisted. “I refuse to let him die, and Ian can just fuck off,” I said vehemently.

“He’ll kill me,” he repeated. 

I realized what he was saying. I touched Becker’s hand, pulling his fingers from my arm. “Hey, Mack will be grateful that he’s alive. You two can be mad at each other later. Once you’re all better, you two can duke it out.”

“Ivy, he really cares about you,” he whispered. 

I smiled, the words meaning a great deal to me. “I know. And I care about him, which is why I have to try and help him.”

Moving to get out of the vehicle, I turned back when Becker stopped me again. “Wait, take this.”

Watching him, he pulled the gun from the center console and held it out for me to take. I stared at it. “I don’t know how to shoot.”

He slid his thumb over the safety. “Aim and pull. Simple.”

“Becker, I don’t know,” I hesitated. The rational side of me knew a gun was about the only way I was going to be able to get Mack out of there, but the panicky side of me recoiled at the thought of using it. “I can’t shoot anyone.”

“Shoot or be shot,” he said simply. 

I shook my head. “I can’t shoot someone. I’m not like that.”

“Everyone is like that when their life is on the line. You can’t second-guess this. They will shoot you. Period. If you see anyone except Mack—shoot.”

“What if—”

He shook his head. “No. Shoot them. I guarantee you they are bad. You don’t want to try and talk your way out of it. You can’t use that sharp tongue of yours to talk your way out of a situation with those guys.”

Scowling, I said, “I don’t have a sharp tongue.”

“Dammit Ivy. Seriously? I’m bleeding like a stuck pig, Mack is probably dead, on the verge of dying or wishing he was, and you want to sit here and argue?”

I sensed his anger. He was right. I wasn’t thinking clearly. My head was a mess. I wasn’t used to life or death situations. I couldn’t compartmentalize. “Okay, fine.” 

“Take the gun. Trust me, when one of them comes at you, you’ll want it.” He burst into a fit of coughing. “Ivy wait—don’t let them take you alive.”

My blood ran cold. “What?”

“The men in there, if they capture you—” he left the words hanging. 

“I understand. Don’t get captured.” I took the gun, the weight in my hand more than I expected. 

“Shoot first. Ask questions later. They will kill you after they’ve tortured you. Don’t ask, just shoot. Center mass. Aim for the chest.”

I nodded, ignoring the sick feeling in my stomach at the thought of watching a man drop dead at my own shaking hand. 

“Thank you. Don’t die on me, Becker. Keep pressure on that wound. I’ll be back in no time.”

“Shoot them. Shoot them all.”

I closed the door, hoping like hell the guy didn’t bleed out while I was trying to save Mack. Hell, I hoped I didn’t get shot while trying to save Mack. My heels crunched across the gravel, reminding me of just how ridiculous I must have looked in my little black dress and heels, carrying a gun and attempting to save my captor. 

I paused, surveying the area and trying to come up with a plan. I had no idea what I was doing. Did I burst in through the front door or try to find some secret entrance? Fear paralyzed me for a brief moment. I looked down at the gun in my hand to see Becker’s blood on my arm. I nearly ran away screaming. 

This wasn’t my life. 

I didn’t hold guns. I didn’t save men. I didn’t know how to treat a bullet wound. Panic was bubbling to the surface, threatening to take over. I looked back, seeing the SUV in the shadows and thought about doing what Becker had demanded. I could get in and drive away. I could take him to the hospital and tell my story to the police. 

I could be back home in my own bed by morning. 

Mack. The thought of him dominated all other apprehensions. My biggest fear was that I wouldn’t see Mack again. That was my motivator. I started walking again, more determined than ever. If he was dead, I would kill every man in the warehouse. I felt fierce in that moment, my strides purposeful. 

There was going to be a reckoning, and it was me. They had fucked with the wrong woman’s man. 

I approached the warehouse, saw a side door that was partially open and stopped. It felt a little too easy. I wasn’t an expert in such matters, but it seemed like they should have people on the lookout in case someone happened along. 

Of course, maybe they were that confident in their ability to handle any problems. The warehouse was pretty far off the beaten path. I doubted anybody would ever just happen upon it, which likely gave them confidence that their misdeeds would go unnoticed. 

Wouldn’t they be just a tiny bit worried they would get caught?

I dug deep, trying to find that sixth sense the self-defense guru told me I had. He said we all had it, but women ignored it. Either my sixth sense was broken or there was nothing to worry about. Well, beyond the obvious. 

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” I muttered. 

I held the gun, trying to psyche myself up to use it. I wanted to think I could shoot someone, but I wasn’t sure. I knew there were four men in the car with Mack, which meant there was a good chance those same four men were in the warehouse. 

One gun. 

One me. 

Four men. Armed men, no doubt. 

What the hell was I doing?
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Malcom

––––––––
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THE BOYS WERE GETTING stronger or I was getting weaker. They were taking turns with me. The blows to my face and torso felt like I was getting hit with a brick. My head snapped backwards, pulling me back to the surface. I blinked. Rather, I tried to blink. My eyes were so swollen I couldn’t feel my damn eyelids. 

I knew I was fading in and out of consciousness. I was struggling to keep reality straight from the foggy dreams in my head. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought they said Ivy had followed us. Maybe that was in my head. 

My ears felt swollen and there was a humming sound. Like a swarm of bees. Hell, it felt like a swarm of bees had attacked me. My skin tingled and burned. I tried to take a deep breath and cringed. My ribs were definitely broken. I wasn’t drowning in my own blood though, which meant they hadn’t punctured my lungs—yet. 

I tried to lick my lips. I only tasted more blood. They felt crusty. Dried blood clung to the cuts all over my lips. They were going to beat me to death. The realization was disheartening. I was sure I would have preferred being shot. The beatings were taking a toll. I was losing all sense of self and time. I couldn’t be sure how long I had been in the chair. 

The only shining light in my very dark world was the fact that Ivy wasn’t there. The threats against her had been bullshit. She hadn’t followed. At least I didn’t think so. They would have paraded her in front of me if they had her. They hadn’t done that. 

“We should finish this,” Yosef’s whiny voice cut through the haze of my intense pain. 

I tried to lift my head to see the men. My vision was blurry, but I realized there was light in the warehouse. It had been black earlier. I tried to see where the light was coming from and was blinded when I turned my head to the right. There was a portable work light set up, aimed just behind and to my right. Obviously, they wanted to see my suffering. 

That was okay. I could live with that. Not live, I suppose, because it was very clear they planned on killing me. “Pussy,” I snapped out the word. 

“Oh, he speaks,” one of them said with a laugh. “We thought you were knocked out.”

“Not yet, asshole. You both hit like pussies.”

Another blow to my stomach. The little air I had in my lungs was pushed out as I fell forward, my bound hands keeping me from falling out of the chair. I prayed for death. I was suffering. I was tired of suffering. Maybe I was the pussy. I was ready to beg for mercy. All I could do was keep pissing them off until they got sick of me and killed me. 

Something told me I couldn’t die. Not yet. I needed to know Ivy was going to be okay. The thought of her was pulling me back. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to be with her. I wanted more time with her. I had only just met her. There was so much more I wanted with her. 

“Stop,” Eddard shouted. 

I raised my head, looking up to see Yosef with a gun pointed at me. I grinned. “Do it.”

“No,” Eddard said, putting his hand on the barrel and forcing his brother to lower it. “He begs for death. He is to suffer. Besides, our guest will be arriving soon. We want him around for that.”

Dread filled me. They were still waiting for her. “You’re full of shit,” I spat. 

“Are you full of shit, Yosef?” Eddard asked his brother with a disgusting smile. 

Yosef slowly shook his head. “Nope.”

“You’re the kind of men that have to beat up women to get off,” I sneered. “You’re too weak to fight like real men. You have me tied to a fucking chair. Neither of you can fight me alone. You’re pussies. You will never be able to run your father’s empire. He knew that. He knew you were worthless pieces of shit.”

The butt of Yosef’s gun slammed into my skull, sending me back into the welcoming darkness. It didn’t last long. Or, at least it didn’t feel like it lasted very long. I was hit with a cold blast of what I hoped was water, bringing me back to the painful surface of consciousness. 

“Time to wake up,” Eddard said, slapping my face. 

I blinked and tried to focus on him. In that moment, it looked like there was three of him. I forced my eyes to focus, my battered brain struggling to filter through all the painful sensations slamming into it as well as make sense of what Eddard was saying. 

“What?” I growled, so ready to be done with this part of their game. 

“We’re about to have company. I want you present for every second of this.”

My body had other ideas. I couldn’t keep my eyes open or my head clear. My head lolled forward, my chin resting against my chest. I tried to dig up that fighting spirit, but it was gone. I was resigned to my fate. The beatings had knocked the fight right out of me. 

“Mack?” I heard my name whispered. 

It was in my head. It was my imagination. Please, let it be my mind trying to ease my pain. I opened my eyes and found myself plunged in darkness again. Maybe I was dreaming.

“Mack, are you in here?” I heard the female voice. 

I moaned, shaking my head. It wasn’t my imagination. It was definitely Ivy. I opened my eyes staring in the direction I had heard the sound coming from. I could feel the pregnant pause. No one was saying a word. They were luring her in. 

“Go,” I choked out the word. “Run.”

The area was flooded with light, blinding me. I closed my eyes again only to be hit upside the head. 

“Open your fucking eyes!” one of them shouted. I couldn’t even be sure who it was at that point. The explosion of pain behind my eyes was intense. I heard a sharp gasp. I knew that sound. I had heard it before. My brain was slogged in pain. I didn’t have the strength to look up. My head felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. I couldn’t make out the noises or distinguish the voices. It was like I was submerged underwater and everything was muffled. 

Just when I thought I was going to sink to the bottom of the ocean I felt a hand yank my hair. My head was snapped back, followed by knock across my cheek. The blow reopened a cut that had caked over with dried blood. I spat out the blood. 

“Mack!” I heard Ivy scream. At first, I couldn’t believe my ears. My head was so fucked up I couldn’t trust anything I heard or saw. Nothing was making any sense. I couldn’t discern reality from my own scrambled thoughts.

“Don’t take another step,” I heard Yosef say. 

“Don’t touch him again or I will fucking kill you,” Ivy’s voice cut through the thick fog in my brain. 

I blinked several times, forcing my brain to work. A sound escaped my lips when I saw her standing thirty feet away, looking like an arch angel dressed to kill with the gun hanging in her hand. It was the most beautiful but gut-wrenching sight I had ever seen. 

There was no way I could watch her die. I couldn’t watch her be abused and tortured. I pulled against the restraints again, fighting with everything I had to free myself. I felt my skin splitting open as I yanked and tugged. It was hopeless. I wanted to scream and rage and shout at the devil at my fate. It wasn’t fair! Ivy was innocent. She didn’t deserve to pay for my sins. 

“Don’t move!” she shouted, raising the gun and aiming it at Yosef. 

Even I could see her hands shaking, the gun bouncing in her hand. The four men all burst into laughter at the same time. I winced, knowing she didn’t have a chance in hell of saving me or even herself. She was only going to end up shooting herself in the foot. 

“Ivy,” I whispered, pain making my voice harsh.

“Mack,” she said my name on a horrified breath. 

“Oh, will you look at that,” Yosef sneered. “The lovebirds have been reunited.”

“I see why you like this one Malcom,” Eddard said. “Those legs. I bet you like those legs wrapped around you. I think I might like those legs around me.”

“Shut up!” Ivy shouted. “You filthy pig. No woman would want her legs around you.”

I wanted to smile. That was my girl, full of fire. Not that it mattered. She was only going to make everything worse if she kept provoking them. “Ivy, go home.”

“Look like she wants to party,” Yosef said. “Look at the way she’s dressed.”

“Nah, she’s here to save the day,” Eddard said with a laugh. “What do you think, Yosef, she weighs what, one-ten, one-fifteen? And she’s going to take us all out with that little gun in her hand. A gun she doesn’t even know how to use.”

“Try me, asshole,” Ivy snapped. 

That earned another loud chuckle from the group. “She’s feisty. Is she a screamer, Malcom? I bet she is. I bet she’s the kind that likes it rough.”

“Leave her alone,” I growled. “You have nothing to gain from killing her. She’s not your enemy. Let her walk away.”

“Can’t do that,” Yosef snarled. “Won’t do that. Killing her is going to be good, but I think killing her slowly after we’ve checked out the goods is going to be even better. You killed our father. You destroyed everything we had. You have to pay for that.”

“Oh I’m paying,” I said, trying to look up at him. 

“Physical pain is easy,” Eddard answered. “We want you to know what it is like to suffer a loss. We want you to know the feeling of watching someone you love die.”

I nearly argued, saying I didn’t love her. But I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I didn’t know what love was, but I knew I felt something for her. It was very likely that the both of us were going to die before the sun came up. I wasn’t going to let her die thinking I felt nothing for her. 

“She isn’t a part of this. She didn’t kill your father. She didn’t even know the bastard.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Eddie snapped. “She’s yours. We’re going to take what you have—everything you have. You’ll suffer like we did. Unfortunately, you won’t have to suffer as long as we did.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Ivy stammered, her voice faltering. “Step away from him.”

Eddard clicked his tongue. “So pretty, but so stupid. It’s a shame we have to put a bullet in her pretty little head.” 

“No!” I shouted, mustering up all the energy I could. “Just kill me. Get it over with and let it go. You’ve avenged your father. Congratulations. Just do what you have to do to me. You’ve got my father. You’ve got our security. We’re done. Mission accomplished.”

“Oh, we’re just getting started,” Yosef hissed, bending low to get in my face. 

I nearly vomited. The brain injury I was sure to be suffering combined with the knowledge of my certain death along with Ivy’s torture made me sick. Absolutely sick. If there was a way to kill myself with my hands tied behind my back, I would have done it. I would have done anything to spare Ivy any pain. 

Not just Ivy. Me. I couldn’t watch her be abused or killed. 

I just couldn’t. 
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Ivy

––––––––
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I FELT LIKE AN IDIOT. My hands were shaking so bad I could barely hold the damn gun. They were laughing at me. I was making a fool out of myself and they were loving it. I suppose my dress and heels looked a little ridiculous given the situation, but again, no one told me I was going to be going on some wild mercenary mission when I got dressed for dinner just hours ago.

My eyes roamed the area. The bright spotlight was high, providing enough light for me to see the middle, but not the corners. There could be more men lurking in the shadows. I couldn’t help but notice the dark stains on the cement floor. I didn’t want to let my imagination run wild, but I was convinced the stains were from past murders. 

I looked at the man I had come to save. Mack’s face was a mess. His eyes were swollen and there was blood everywhere. I couldn’t see where the blood was coming from but had a feeling it wasn’t confined to one cut. His shirt was torn and stained with his own blood. The man I was looking at was not the man I had been with just an hour ago. It was killing me to see him so helpless. 

“You’ve got me,” he mumbled. “You got me. Just let her go.”

His speech was slurred, and I could hear the pain in his voice. I was sure he had some major head injuries. Who knew what else was happening inside his body. The urge to go to him was powerful. Part of me wished I would have listened to Becker. I should have waited until I had some backup. I was a lone woman, barely holding onto a gun. I had been naïve to think I could waltz in and save him. Clearly, I had been watching too many movies. 

One of the men standing next to Mack slapped the back of his head. His head bobbed forward and then back. I could see him struggling to hold it up.

I stomped my foot against the concrete. “Hey! Leave him alone. Step away from him or I will kill you.” It wasn’t until after I stomped my foot that I recognized once again just how ridiculous I probably looked. Stomping my foot like I was scolding a bad dog or rotten children. 

There was more of that nasty laughter that made my skin crawl. “Get away from him,” one of them mimicked in falsetto.

“Ivy, go,” Mack mumbled. “Run.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Not without you.”

My heart hurt seeing him in such bad shape. His dark hair was matted. I was terrified he was dying right before my eyes. He could have a severe head injury. Hell, he could have a skull fracture with the amount of blood I was seeing in his hair and on his shirt. I had
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