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    Content Warning:
This three-book series contains situations of abduction, captivity, bondage, trafficking, and some violence
But don't worry...these women are far more capable than even they realize...just like the rest of us.
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Chapter One
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The place was an inferno. 

Finn was in the shadows, his shoulder braced against the large grey bricks of a townhouse across the street from a blazing fire. He wanted to be closer, but it was impossible to accomplish without risking discovery. A window on the second floor suddenly shattered and flames shot through, leaping for the sky. The growing crowd collectively gasped.

He took mental snapshots of each person, taking note of specific characteristics that might be useful later. A grey-haired abuelita strained to hold her antsy toddler-aged charge who was fascinated with the fire and determined to get closer. A petite red-haired woman came down the street, rushing along the sidewalk toward the fire. She was practically running. A rowdy group of teens was hyped by the drama of the scene, two of whom were recording the event on their cell phones. Material for social media. Two large men in suits stood solemnly in the other direction, keeping their distance but intently observing. No, not observing. They seemed to be waiting for something.

Scowling, he slid his gaze to the reason he was here at all—Leela. He’d known something was up because of the way she’d bolted unexpectedly from the restaurant. She’d been dining with a group of fellow socialites when she’d looked at her phone, quickly excused herself, and nearly run out of the building. She’d even hopped into a nearby taxi instead of waiting for Mickey, her driver. The taxi had headed directly to this house.

Which was on fire. 

Finn shifted his weight and crossed his arms.

She stood way too close to the blazing heat. Her lips were parted and her eyes were wide as she scanned the greystone before her then looked back and forth along the street. She was nearly panicked. He’d never seen her like this. It had him tense.

Why had she come here? 
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Leela desperately searched the shadows of the burning building, looking for a sign of her friend. Where was she? Did she get out? What the hell was happening? She hated not knowing. It made her skin prickly and her stomach heavy. 

“Princess?”

At the hushed word, Leela spun around to look down into a freckled face scrunched with an expression of concern that matched her own.

She nodded. “Annie?” 

“Yeah. This is fucking nanners.” Annie scrolled through her phone frantically. “She hasn’t posted or messaged or anything. Not since...” Her voice trailed off as sirens blared down the street.

“Christ,” Leela exclaimed. “Finally.” 

They scooted back along the sidewalk, giving space for the approaching fire trucks. They settled into a position two houses down and watched as the commotion of arriving emergency vehicles amped up the surrounding tension and Leela’s internal anxiety.

“Where is she?” Annie continued to search her phone. 

Leela took a beat to really look at the woman she’d known for years but was only meeting at this moment. OrphanAnnie—that was her gaming name—was small, petite. She wore fitted, ripped jeans, purple Converse high-top sneakers, and a grey T-shirt that had the logo of a nearby cafe printed over the chest. Riotous red hair haloed her head in a mass of tight curls—hence the OrphanAnnie reference. Well, that and the fact that she was actually an orphan. A red jean jacket was slung over her arm and she impatiently shifted her weight back and forth from one foot to the other.

“Pssst.” 

Both women heard the quiet call, and their heads snapped toward the shadows beside them.

“DeathDealer37?” Annie whispered back.

“Thank fucking God.” It was said with a sigh of relief as a woman stepped forward to meet them. She was gorgeous. Even wearing baggy sweats and a white tank, standing in stockinged feet. Her honey graham hair fell gracefully around her shoulders and her eyes were huge with an expression of sheer terror. She fearfully scanned the street, even though the bright lights of the trucks sent everything beyond into unseeable blackness. 

Leela instinctively wrapped her arms around the woman in a fierce hug. “You’re okay.” She needed to say the words for them to be true. 

Annie joined the hug and they took a collective deep breath. 

“We have to get out of here.” DeathDealer pulled away. “They saw me. They’re going to be looking for me.” She started down the sidewalk, a heavy-looking satchel over her shoulder, bouncing against her backside. She took long strides toward the corner of a well-lit, busy street. 

Annie hurried after her and Leela followed, cursing the stiletto heels she wore. Even Death’s stockinged feet were more appropriate than her red bottoms. When they reached the corner, Annie gestured down the street. A bus was coming. Leela glanced at Death and saw her shivering. They hopped on and Annie paid. Then the three of them settled into the row of seats at the very back of the bus.

Death’s shivers turned to tremors and Leela felt a powerful surge of compassion. She threw her arm around the slightly younger woman while Annie placed her hand on her leg and gently rubbed back and forth, a soothing, comforting touch. 

“Take a deep breath,” Leela cajoled. 

They all breathed in unison.

“You got away. You’re safe.”

“For now,” she interjected, then brought her fingers to her eyes, rubbing in vigorous circles.

“Tell us what happened. We’re together now. We can help,” Annie said with staunch confidence. 

That’s right. Together, they could do anything.

Death took a deep breath and began. “I was in my room on my computer, playing, when I heard voices downstairs. One I didn’t know, but the other I recognized as Jackson. I didn’t want him to know I was home.” She paused and looked up at both Leela and Annie alternately. “I’d lied to him,” she said hesitantly. “I told him I was visiting my mother because I didn’t want to go to his stupid, hobnobbing event.”

Annie nodded encouragingly, and Leela agreed. “Those events are so tedious.”

“So, I went into the closet...with my computer.” She gave a delicate shrug. 

Leela nodded. “I play in my closet all the time.”

Annie snorted at the unintended innuendo and they all burst into a brief but tension-releasing giggle. 

“Yes, that too,” Leela said slyly.

Death seemed a smidge more relaxed as she continued her tale. “I had just settled in behind his suit jackets when I heard my husband’s voice again, but this time he was in the bedroom. He said, ‘I have some of it right here. I can get the rest to you next week.’ There was some shuffling around in the room, and then the other voice said angrily. ‘This is all you give me? Less than ten percent? And what of the artifact?’”

“Artifact?” Annie interrupted, leaning forward, her eyes wide and questioning.

Leela understood her interest. They’d met by solving puzzles of intrigue. Of course, when a real-life mystery fell into their laps, the automatic reaction was one of excitement.

“Right!” Death responded. “My ears definitely perked up at that. My husband hedged, using his business voice, a voice that was sickeningly familiar to me, but the other guy wasn’t buying it. Jack was telling them his wife had everything tucked safely away. His wife! Me!” She paused and looked back and forth between Annie and Leela. 

Leela could see the shock and anger in her gaze. She could feel the sense of betrayal emanating from her friend.

“Anyway, that’s when I started messaging you guys. It was just too crazy! They moved to the front room, Jack’s office, where it seemed he was trying to collect more money or something, all the while trying to smooth talk his way out of it. 

“I decided to get out. I sent you my address and stuffed my laptop into a satchel. I peeked around the bedroom door. Oh, my God, you guys, I was so fucking scared. I thought there had only been one but there were three. Three huge fucking guys. I considered going back into the closet but every nerve in my body was telling me to run. One dude stood at the office doorway but his back was to me. The other two were inside the room, framing Jackson, like hovering over him. I don’t know how he didn’t shit his pants. They looked intimidating as hell.”

Her voice had risen as she spoke and a few bus passengers turned to look back at them. She took a moment to catch her breath and then began again, more quietly. “The stairway was between them and me but I was just a bit closer. So, I took off! One of them saw me and shouted and then the rest is sort of a blur.”

She dropped her head into her hands and circled her fingers over her eyes. 

Leela tightened her hold on the woman’s shoulders and Annie huffed a breath.

“I ran through the kitchen with them following me. I just started grabbing and throwing you know. Whatever was nearby.” Her words grew frantic again. “I threw a cast iron pan. It barely reached the first guy. It only clanged in front of him. But it slowed him down enough for me to notice the gun in his hand. The other two caught up as I headed into the back hallway. When I entered the family room, I had enough time to shut and lock the door. Then I tipped over an antique secretary desk as a barricade. I’d forgotten the oil lamp on the top shelf and it shattered as it fell, splattering kerosene all over the door, wall, and floor.”

Annie had a hand covering her mouth, listening intently. Leela’s whole body was tense in anticipation.

“There was a deck off that room leading to the garden level terrace below. I could hear them banging on the door, shouting. Gunshots rang out, splintering the wood of the door and frame. I think they were trying to shoot through the lock. 

“The kerosene had given me an idea. There was some lighter fluid for the grill on the deck. I squirted that shit all over the family room—Ha! Family!—the carpet, drapes, sofa, everything. Then I lit it and took off.” 

She looked up at Annie and Leela. “I lit my house on fire.” Her skin paled to an unnatural white and she laughed a little maniacally. “I burned my house down. Oh, my God.”

“You escaped some bad mother fuckers is what you did,” Annie said strongly.

Leela nodded in agreement. “You did what you had to do.”

“Oh, my God. What about Jack? I don’t even know if he got out of there! What have I done?” She trembled, shock overwhelming her system. “What do I do now?” 

Leela couldn’t stand the terror she saw in her friend’s eyes. Eyes she’d only first seen less than an hour ago. But they were here together, the three of them, and they would get through this together. 

“Now, we’re going to get away...out of the Chicago...someplace safe where we can figure out what the hell your husband did and what these thugs want,” she said and started looking through her contacts. “I have a friend with a cabin in Lake Geneva, totally obscure, no one would find us there. I’ll reach out to him.” She typed a quick message then looked out the windows making note of their surroundings before she scrolled to another contact. “I’ll have my driver meet us up ahead and he can take us to the airport.” She lifted her eyes to the others. 

“Death, we will figure this out.”

The woman giggled somewhat pathetically. “My name is actually Clara.”

“I’m Leela,” she said smiling. It probably was about time they knew each other’s names in the real.

“Blue.” The red-head shrugged when Leela and Clara both turned to her. “It was my little rebellion. Everyone in the orphanage called me Red, I hated it, so I changed it.”

“Of course you did,” Leela confirmed with a small smile, then turned back to Clara. “Is there anything else you can think of? Anything the men or your husband said that might help point us in some direction?” 

Blue leaned in ready to take in information, categorize it, process it. It was what she did best, seeing the big picture out of a dozen clues. And it was clue time. They knew how to do this. 

Clara’s brows drew together as she wracked her brain trying to remember some tidbit of information that might help them. 

“Do you have a deposit box?” Annie asked the obvious first question.

“No.” Clara shook her head.

“A lockbox, locker, trunk, anything owned by you that could be used for this type of storage?” Leela continued.

“No, and there’s nothing hidden in the house. I know every inch of that place since...well...I spend so much time there.”

“Maybe something digital then,” Annie offered hopefully. 

Clara gave her a sideways look. “All of my digital information is well secured.”

Annie snorted. “Yeah, sorry.” 

Clara actually grinned and Leela got a flash of the smart, capable woman she knew.

“Well, he must have used your name without you knowing. We should be able to find it.” Leela sat straight and looked over their heads, out the bus windows. “Let’s hop out at the next stop. My driver is on his way.”

Once on the curb, Leela noticed an ATM nearby. “I’ll get us some cash so we are a little more liquid.” She checked her phone. “Mickey should be here soon.” She sounded confident, but he was coming from the restaurant downtown. It could take some time for him to get to them.

She withdrew several hundred dollars and was beginning to divide it into thirds as she turned to walk back to Clara and Blue. A drizzle had started, and the night air cooled dramatically. 

It all happened so fast. Leela was frozen in place as the street erupted in commotion. 

A big black SUV skidded to a stop right where Clara and Blue stood. They barely had a chance to turn their heads when two men jumped out and grabbed Clara, swiping her right off her feet. Blue reacted quickly, jumping on the nearest man’s back, pounding his shoulder, chest, and jaw with her fist. But it didn’t stop them. They tossed Clara into the back seat and the man with Blue on his back dove in behind her, carrying his baggage right along with him. Then the dark vehicle sped away. Before she could even cry out, they were gone.

Gone.

Her heart fell into her red bottoms and her stomach twisted painfully. She didn’t even have time to form a sentence in her head when a familiar Ford Mustang Mach 1 screeched to a stop in front of her. 

The passenger door swung open, and the driver leaned over. “Get in.”
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Chapter Two
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Finn was pissed. And terrified. 

The two guys in suits by the fire had turned into three. Then they’d walked around the firetrucks and noticed the three women standing on the sidewalk. His nervous system had shifted into high alert at their reaction. Something wasn’t fucking right. When they’d dashed to a nearby parked SUV, he’d rushed to his own car. When they’d followed the bus, he’d done the same. 

He couldn’t believe Leela was nearly abducted along with the others. What had she gotten herself into this time? And who the fuck were those girls? Why were they kidnapped? He’d never seen them before but Leela obviously knew them well. Finn had too many damn questions.

“Follow them,” she shouted, as she jumped in his car, pointing ahead to the SUV that was racing off, gaining distance.

“I’m taking you home,” he growled as he pulled away from the curb.

“No! Follow them. They’re getting away.” She was frantic, leaning forward, slapping the dash with the flat of her palm.

“You were almost snatched right along with them. They saw you too, you know. I’m not driving you into danger without knowing what the hell is going on. Who are those guys?” He knew he was shouting at her. He couldn’t help it.

“I don’t know, Finn. But they took my friends. We have to follow them!” He heard the desperation in her voice. His gut responded to it, tightening. But he had his orders, his primary objective, and he wasn’t going to compromise that. He needed answers.

“I’m taking you home,” he said again and took a turn, leaving the trail of the SUV, the abductors, and the mysterious friends, and heading toward Leela’s home.

“No,” she cried out, turning to look out the side window, trying to keep the vehicle in sight as long as she could. “Damn it, Finn.” Her voice was tense and anguished.

In a huff, she reached down to unbuckle the straps on her fancy shoes.

“What are you even doing here? Following me? What is the point when you won’t even help me when I need it?” She was angry, angrier than he’d seen her in years. Maybe ever. And it was directed at him. He’d gotten plenty of her ambivalence, her scorn, her derision, but never her anger. 

“I am helping you. I’m keeping you out of danger.” Back to growling. At least he’d gotten that part under control. Still tense with the adrenaline that had rushed through him when he’d realized Leela was actually in danger, his brows were drawn together, teeth clenched. His leg pressed the brake a little too abruptly as they approached a red light. The car stopped with a jolt and his fingers squeezed the steering wheel, his arms locked. 

“Fuck you, Finn.” 

She jumped out of the car and ran back through the rows of stopped traffic, her glittering clutch in one hand, her shoes dangling from the other.

“Fuck.” He slammed the heel of his hand against the wheel. He was stuck, cars stopped on all sides. He could only watch her run farther and farther away into the wet Chicago night.
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Fuck him! 

Just once she wished Finn would take her side and actually help her. But no, even at a time like this, he was following Daddy’s orders, controlling her, caging her. 

Damn it! Now what?

Leela turned a corner, her feet automatically carrying her a somewhat familiar route. That’s when she realized where she was and immediately had a specific destination in mind. If Finn was determined to take her home, then her driver was already given instructions to do the same. She knew they’d be in contact with each other. Mickey wouldn’t be of any assistance either.  

She approached the doorway of a building in the corner of a six-way intersection. Finding the name she was looking for, she pushed the button on the old-fashioned buzzer. The rain came down even harder and she tucked herself farther back into the alcove as a shiver of cold ran through her body. She pushed the buzzer again, holding her finger down longer this time. 

Come on.

Pulling out her phone, she started to scroll through various social media pages, looking for some sign of the girls. Maybe they’d gotten away. Nothing. No sign of them. Ugh! Why had they never exchanged phone numbers? They’d never felt the need, always being connected via their games. Sure would be helpful now, though. 

She pushed the button in an aggressive staccato rhythm. 

“Yo,” a crackly voice drawled over the faulty speakers.

“Zee-Ro, it’s Leela. Let me up.” She nearly pressed her lips against the intercom, she was afraid he wouldn’t hear her through the ancient thing. 

“Leeeeelaaaaa, the master.” He drew out her name. “Come on up.”

The door buzzed and she shoved her way in. After climbing the stairs to the second floor, she found his door which was left ajar to allow her entrance. She stepped into an artist’s work-slash-home loft space. Canvases of various sizes in various degrees of completion were scattered around, leaning on walls and furniture. 

Zee-Ro was in the kitchen space, collecting items from the fridge. His skinny jeans hung low on his hips and his lean though sharply etched torso was bare except for the long locs covering his back. 

Two women lay sprawled on the couch at the other end of the large room. It looked like they were just waking. Either that or they were super stoned.

“Hey, Princess. What brings you here? I haven’t seen you in a minute.” He spoke slowly, a wide grin on his face. His manner was that of a stoner, but Leela knew better. It was just his way. He rarely, if ever, partook in the weed smoking that often happened at his loft. Weed mellowed him out too much. He said that stifled his art. He claimed his creativity came from the tension, aggression, and sharpness within him—which was interesting because his work was so soothing and peaceful with a dreamy quality.

“I just needed a place to think.” Leela half collapsed onto one of the stools across the kitchen island from Zee-Ro. She braced her elbows on the counter and dropped her head into her hands. 

Don’t cry. Don’t freak out. Think.

How was she going to find Clara and Blue? If Finn—damn him—had just followed the vehicle she might have an idea of where they were taken. It had to be the same men that had threatened Jackson and chased Clara. But where did they go?

“Whoa, babe.” Zee-Ro stopped what he was doing and walked around to stand beside her. He placed a light hand on her shoulder. “I’ve never seen you like this. You all right?” His tone was calm and comforting.

She took a deep breath and felt something break within her. Maybe it was because she had a moment to stop. Maybe it was the caring tone of his voice. Maybe it all just finally overtook her. She started to cry. 

Zee-Ro quietly held space as the tears flowed fiercely, her stomach clenched, her lungs squeezed. It was a powerful release and passed swiftly. It wasn’t too long before she was taking long steadying
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