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Prologue
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The paper bag holding her dinner slipped from her cold fingers and fell into a puddle. Blue tucked the six-pack of cheap beer under her arm and reached for the bag. The soggy, disintegrating bottom fell out, dropping her wrapped sandwich into the same damn puddle. 

Great.

Crumpling the wet bag in her hand, she quickly nabbed her sandwich. At least the waxed deli paper provided some protection. She finally got the correct key into the lock and let herself in. After kicking off her soaked sneakers at the door, she shoved the hoodie off her puff of coiled red hair and shook her head to return some of its volume. 

She put the six-pack in the fridge, minus one, and crossed the room. After setting the beer and sandwich on a thrift-store folding TV table, she flopped onto the worn cushions of her seventies-era burnt orange sofa. The remote control was right beside her, right where she’d left it, and she clicked the power button. 

While the TV slowly warmed up, she unwrapped her sandwich—still dry, thank the deli gods for small miracles—and twisted off the beer bottle cap. She took a long swig and then a too big bite as Law and Order SVU filled the screen. A long groan encouraged her aching muscles to relax. She was home.

She took another massive bite and dug into her pockets, pulling out her tips for the day. Blue knew it wouldn’t be a good haul. Not after the walkout. Their bill had to be taken out of her tips—fuckers. Stupid policy. Management defended it saying it incentivized the servers to keep a good eye on their tables. But Blue knew, maybe better than most, if someone wanted to steal, they’d find a way. 

She needed a better job. Ten-hour shifts for piddly tips were not worth putting up with the disrespect from both customers and management.

One good thing about her job was the cook who always brought her a six-pack. She hooked her index finger around the bottleneck and tipped it back. Yeah, he had a crush on her, and yeah, she took advantage of it. But it wouldn’t be for much longer since it was only two more weeks until her twenty-first birthday. Then, she could buy her own damn beer.

The episode of SVU was one she’d seen before, just the other day in fact, so she turned it off and reached for her laptop. She mentally scrolled through her list of favorite games and nothing appealed to her. She just wasn’t in the mood for any of it. After the dicks who walked out on their tab, the dick who made her cover it, and the dicks in the kitchen who she’d dealt with all day, she really wasn’t in the mood to play with a bunch of dicks online. 

She opened YouTube instead... It was an hour and two beers later that she was meandering around old videos from the nineties and early two-thousands. She grew up around that music. It was what the older kids in the orphanage and foster homes used to listen to. She had always hung around the older kids, much more than the others her age. Kids her age had always been so mean.

The video for Where My Girls At was playing and Blue dropped into the text below the video to read the comments and one that had recently been posted immediately caught her attention. 

This is not a game it said, followed by a link. 

As a trailhead, it was not very sophisticated and super obvious. At least it would be to players. And what a random, obscure place to begin a game. Blue went to the kitchen to exchange her empty bottle for a full one. Returning to the sofa, she slumped into the cushions and stared at the link. The song continued to play and something in the hook called out to her.

A rock fell from her heart and landed with a thud in her gut. Most of the time, she appreciated her solitude. She’d always been a loner surrounded by people. She liked it that way. Getting close to people never ended well for her, so she’d given up on it long ago. So why was she clicking the link on what was probably going to be a super lame clue game? 

Not worth analyzing. 

The next stop was a social media post from some aspiring gamer girl influencer. It was becoming more and more common for girls to fake gaming skills to be a part of the culture and sometimes to capitalize on it through sponsorships. It certainly didn’t help to legitimize female gamers in the eyes of the industry or their male counterparts, but for the most part, Blue didn’t pay them much attention. Everyone was entitled to their hustle. 

The post itself didn’t seem to mean anything, but deep in the comment thread was a conversation between someone named DeathDealer37 and someone named MikeDaAxx. MikeDaAxx was hurling typically disgusting insults regarding female gamers and at first glance, it seemed DeathDealer37 agreed with the sentiment but it quickly became clear—at least to Blue—he was actually poking fun at MikeDaAxx, who had absolutely no idea. 

Blue was laughing out loud at Death’s clever digs and the fact that it all went over Mike’s head. Eventually, a third party popped in. Someone going by the name of Princess posted a totally unrelated nursery rhyme. A clue?

That had been ten minutes earlier and since then Mike had been rambling to himself. Death had disappeared. Down the rabbit hole? Blue was hooked. May as well—the hunt for clues began.

Three hours later, Blue was in a private chat space with DeathDealer37 and Princess, who had turned out to be the Puppet Master. Their conversation had started with Blue and Death chatting at each of the clue drops, but eventually, Princess pulled back the curtain—which was rarely done—and joined them. It was a new experience for Blue, to connect with someone so easily. And it was two of them! They eventually decided to just go to a private space and continue their conversation outside of the game.

“Wait. You’re married? How old are you?” Blue as her gamer name, OrphanAnnie, asked. DeathDealer37 turned out to be a female gamer—Blue was surprised she hadn’t guessed it sooner—and had just mentioned her recent wedding. 

“I’m going to be twenty-one in three months, right around Christmas.”

“You got married so young! You couldn’t even drink champagne for your own wedding toast.” This was from Princess. 

“I know! But Jack and I have known each other nearly our whole lives. There was no reason to wait. He’d just finished school and it seemed like the right time.”

Blue could feel the shrug in her words. 

“Well, if you’re happy...” Princess didn’t even try to disguise her skepticism.

Death didn’t respond. 

Blue changed the subject. “So where does this game lead anyway? I think it’s pretty obvious we aren’t going to be finishing.” 

“Nowhere,” Princess answered then paused. After a moment she continued typing. “I’m only here because I was bored and I didn’t want to be alone.”

“Same,” Blue typed.

“Me too,” Death agreed.
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Chapter One
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“Who is she?”

A deep voice permeated the haze of Blue’s awareness. It was unfamiliar and laced with anger. She could feel a brutally hard, flat surface beneath her, and the softness of another body pressed along her side.

A flash of memory. Clara!

She struggled to open her eyes, but it was as if her lids were sewn shut, or weighted with tiny lead balls.

“She jumped Geoffrey when we nabbed the wife. We needed to get away quickly—she had to come with.” This voice was apologetic. Fearful? He was certainly deferential and respectful. Blue could hear it in the careful way he chose his words.

She tried to move her limbs but unsurprisingly, they were also completely paralyzed. She must’ve been sedated. 

Another flash of memory. Wrestling a huge beast of a man and then a needle prick in her neck. Mother fuckers!

She focused on her eyes again and was able to open them with the tiniest crack. It was enough to see Clara lying unconscious beside her. Blue could barely discern a subtle rising and falling of her chest. Thank God! She was alive at least, but a red and purple bruise was forming on her temple. Blue tried to reach out to her but her fingers only barely wiggled. 

“Well, she’s awake now,” the first voice said in irritation.

“Damn,” a third man behind her said. She didn’t have the strength to turn her head and couldn’t see anyone but Clara. 

An indelicate hand gripped her jaw, turning her head and her gaze from her friend to face a beady-eyed, older man with a hook nose who was hovering closely above her.

“Back to sleep, little girl,” he said and she felt the sharp sting in her neck a second time that night. Before darkness took her, a garbled string of words reached her through the heavy fogs.

“Get rid of her.”

#
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Blue woke to a gentle rocking sensation. One side of her body was curled up against a warm though unyielding surface, and she was being rocked. No. She was being walked. Someone was carrying her. Her mind was foggy. Unclear impressions clawed at her awareness but wouldn’t form actual pictures. Her body was languid, heavy. She didn’t want to move, especially because she was so cozy in these arms, against this body. It felt too good. 

Her head fell back a bit as the person carrying her shifted their hold. She cracked her eyes open to see a thickly bearded jaw and full, straight lips. She was so close, she could see the tension working in his jaw muscle. Clench. Unclench. Clench. Unclench.

He smelled like cigar smoke and sandalwood.

“Toss her in.” A high-pitched, anxious voice squeaked behind them.

The man holding her reached out and placed her gently, very gently, onto a roughly carpeted surface. When he pulled away, she caught his gaze briefly and thought she saw concern in the dark depths of his eyes. Then it was gone. And then a door closed between them. 

The fog was beginning to clear and she realized it was a sliding van door, and she was not alone in the vehicle. Weird, old tube lighting ran the circumference of the carpeted floor. Broken and dark in some places, it provided just enough illumination to see the others who shared the space. Three other women were sitting or lying in the open space of the rear of the windowless van. They were completely separated from the cab and she couldn’t see who was driving as it started to roll. 

With clarity of mind, came fear. Where was she? With who? Why? Blue squeezed her eyes shut and tried to focus. 

She’d been with Princess—no, her real name was Leela. And Clara, who she’d known as DeathDealer37. The memories were rushing in. It was about two years ago when the three of them had met in an alternate reality game, a game played out in the real world with clues and leads placed throughout the internet. They’d bonded quickly and had become fast friends. Though only connecting online, they’d shared things with each other none of them had shared with anyone else—maybe because it was online. It wasn’t until last night, when Clara was in danger, that they’d rallied in the real to help her. Was it last night? She couldn’t be sure.

They were the first genuine friends Blue had ever had. She’d learned at an early age not to become attached, not to develop close relationships, because nothing lasted. She’d learned the only person she could really count on was herself. But somehow, these two women had never felt like strangers, their connection had been immediate and had always been easy. 

Blue had been finishing her shift at the cafe when Clara sent a message that she was in trouble and needed help. She’d seemed desperate and scared to death. Blue had arrived at the address Clara had sent to find a townhouse in flames and Leela standing outside. Clara had soon joined them on the sidewalk, having escaped the blaze, just barely. A blaze she’d started. 

Once on a bus and safely moving away from the scene, Clara had shared a terrifying story of a dangerous trio of men with guns in her home, asking her husband for what he’d taken from them—money and some sort of artifact. He’d told them what they were seeking was secured away by his wife. Too bad the wife had no idea what he’d been talking about. Clara had escaped by setting the house on fire and hiding in the shadows until Blue and Leela had arrived. 

The three gangsters had obviously seen them because when they’d gotten off the bus, an SUV had pulled up to the curb and yanked Clara right off her feet. Blue’s instincts had kicked in and she’d leaped onto the nearest man’s back. The next thing she knew she was in the SUV with them, everyone wrestling for control, limbs flying. Then, unconsciousness.

Leela hadn’t been taken because she was several feet away at an ATM, getting cash to help them navigate a way to safety. What was it she had mentioned on the bus? A cabin? Yes, that was it. There was a cabin in Wisconsin where they were going to go hide out for a while until they figured out what was going on.

Ha! So much for safety now. 

Pain pierced through her skull. Too much thinking. Whatever they’d pricked her with was giving her a wicked headache on the comedown. She had no idea how much time had passed but she was sure it must have been several hours. She needed water and food. Her stomach growled in agreement. 

She pushed herself up to a semi-sitting position, leaned back against the wall of the van, and looked around. Two of the other women were awake. One of them was bawling uncontrollably, the other had streaks of dried tears and ruined mascara on her face. Her arm was loosely wrapped around the first as if the gesture of care was unfamiliar though required of her nonetheless. With an attractive face and figure, her age was hard to determine. She could have been anywhere from mid-twenties to late thirties. She was dressed in the kind of outfit you’d wear to a club, short skirt, come-fuck-me heels, slinky top. When she met Blue’s eyes unflinchingly, Blue recognized strength there, the kind of strength she was very familiar with.

“What’s going on?” Blue asked.

“I’m guessing we’re caught in a trafficking ring.” Her tone was very matter of fact.

“Trafficking,” Blue repeated, not as a question, but as an effort to get the meaning of the word to sink into her still-not-right brain.

“It’s the only thing I can figure. None of us know each other.” She gestured to each of them. “Do you know these chicks?”

Blue really looked at each of them, then shook her head. 

The crying woman was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a floral top and seemed to be quite young—early twenties, probably—and she wasn’t handling the situation very well. Blue felt for her. She knew this wasn’t going to get any easier. The woman would have to toughen up quickly.

The third woman was still unconscious and turned away. She couldn’t see her face, but she was also dressed up, similar to the first. 

“It’s common enough.” The woman shrugged. “I’ve heard stories from other girls on the street. Seemed it was my time to get caught up in it.”

“How did you get caught up? Was it your...client?” Blue chose the word intentionally. She didn’t judge. Everybody has a right to survive. Sometimes, it’s the only option a woman has. 

The woman smirked, one side of her mouth lifting. Then she reached across the distance between them. “I’m Daisy. Some guy posed as a john then jabbed me with a needle as soon as I slid into the car seat.”

Blue shook her hand. “Blue.”

“And this is Mariposa, she’s a student, I think. I got that much out of her, but haven’t been able to get much more.” The other woman burst into a fresh torrent of tears at the sound of her own name. “She speaks limited English,” Daisy explained, then tipped her head to the still unconscious form beside them. “That one has been out the whole time, tossed in just before you were. She has the look of a working girl though. I’d guess she was nabbed the same way I was. They have patterns you know, M.O.’s.”

Blue nodded, taking in the information, categorizing it. She needed to see the pattern. She needed to gather as much data as possible if she was going to beat this game. 

Her phone!

She looked all around her and checked her pockets. She was wearing her jacket but all pockets were empty. No phone. No wallet.

“They took all of our stuff before throwing us in here,” Daisy confirmed. “How’d they get you? You don’t seem like the type to have...clients.” She smirked again and it wasn’t unfriendly.

Another memory flashed into the foreground along with another stabbing pain in her brain. Get rid of her. The words surged forward. Whoever had taken Clara had disposed of Blue by giving, or selling, her to this group. 

Fuck!

Blue was used to getting in and out of unexpected jams. It seemed her life was a series of disasters she somehow managed to survive by the skin of her teeth. 

Abandoned in an underground train station at two years old. Pushed through the system—a horrible orphanage, even more horrible foster homes, back to the orphanage where she eventually aged out. Shitty job after shitty job. Shitty boyfriend after shitty boyfriend. She was actually getting to a place in recent years that felt secure, felt kinda good. 

A lot of it had to do with the friendships she’d formed with Leela and Clara. Funny—she’d only just learned their real names tonight. Since they’d met, she’d only known them as Princess and DeathDealer37, their gamer names. 

And now they were all in trouble. Especially Clara. Blue had to help. Somehow, she would find a way out of this mess. She had to. She always had in the past. And Leela would help. She was out there somewhere and if Blue knew her like she thought she knew her, Leela was already plotting.
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Chapter Two
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Day One

The door opened and the bright light of morning sunshine blasted into their dark space, making it temporarily impossible to see. They’d been on the road for a couple of hours at least, maybe three, and then had been stopped for a while. Blue could hear voices outside of the van but only an occasional word was spoken loudly and clearly enough. It wasn’t enough to make out the conversation. 

Blue had only dozed off and on during the ride. She knew she needed to sleep to gather some energy but every major bump in the road or cry from one of the other women kept her from sinking deeply into unconsciousness. So, she was exhausted and cranky as fuck.

Bright sunlight streamed in when the door opened and her eyes hadn’t adjusted yet. Because she was the last one put into the van, she was closest to the doorway and the first one who was grabbed. When a big hand grabbed her ankle, she swung out with a right hook in its general direction. Frustratingly, she didn’t connect with anything and all it earned her was a boisterous, mocking laugh.

Damn.

“The little fox likes to fight.” A dark, broad, shadowed figure leaned into their little space and she got a whiff of cigars and sandalwood. “Hello, little fox.” 

Blue blinked a few times, willing her eyes to adjust. With his body blocking some of the light, she was able to see him more clearly. Dark hair. Dark, trimmed beard. A lopsided grin. And dark, infinite eyes—the same eyes that were full of concern when she’d first woken. The same man who had carried her to the van the night before. Her belly tightened with instant, visceral attraction. Great. A gorgeously sexy kidnapper. 

He reached in to hook his hands under her armpits, then hauled her out like she was a child or a sack of potatoes. She couldn’t decide which was more demeaning. As soon as she was clear of the confinement of the van, she started kicking and swinging.  

He was significantly larger and stronger than she was, but she hoped he was at least having a hard time holding on to her. Even if she wasn’t able to get completely free of his hold, she was damned sure not going to make it easy for him. She’d had a lifetime of practice fighting the grip of grabby hands and made contact a few times. The thought of bruised shins and maybe a few sore spots on his ribcage gave her some small satisfaction. He finally got her into a bear hug, her arms trapped along her sides. His knees, slightly bent, had framed and squeezed hers. They were nose to nose and she starred into those fathomless eyes. 

Another annoying tightening in her belly. Just hunger.

“Shhhhh...” He was actually shushing her and she hated the soothing sound. “You keep fighting and I’ll have to restrain you.” He said it quietly, intimately, for her ears only, his gaze dropping to her lips. “I would enjoy that very much, but I don’t think you would.”

Great, she was being held captive by a gorgeously sexy kidnapper who also happened to be a sexual sadist. 

She narrowed her eyes at him before shifting her gaze to her surroundings. They were out in the middle of nowhere—a country farm, barn and everything. Based on how long they seemed to be driving, Blue figured they were probably somewhere in rural Wisconsin, Illinois, or Indiana. But it was also possible they’d gotten as far as Michigan or Iowa.

There were three other guys, each of them taking one of the women from the van. One of them passed by, holding Mariposa brutally by her upper arm. She was of course on the verge of tears, looking to Blue in silent pleading dismay.

Blue gritted her teeth, her whole body tensed. 

“Stop playing around, Bosco.” It was the squeaky voice she remembered from the night before. “Get her inside.”

“Are you going to behave?” Bosco asked and she swung her gaze back to the man holding her. That stupid lopsided grin pulled at the side of his mouth, revealing straight white teeth.

“No,” she answered directly, cocking her chin to the side, squinting her eyes. 

“It’ll go much better for you if you do.” He lowered his voice and dropped the grin. The words were a warning, of that she was sure, but not in a threatening way. She saw the same concern she’d seen the night before. It was confusing.

He tossed her over his shoulder, keeping her arms trapped to her sides and hooking his other arm across her legs at his chest. She was staring directly at the butt of a gun where it was tucked in the back of his pants. If only she had use of her arms, she could...  She tried to wriggle free with absolutely no results. His arms were like bulgy steel bands. A howl of frustration erupted from her throat. Sack of potatoes it was then.
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She was going to be trouble. In more ways than one. There was always one in each group, a girl who thought she was tough enough or smart enough to challenge her captors. But this one had bigger gulgliones than any other Salvio had seen. She had steel in her eyes and the aggression to match. He almost lost his hold on her several times. She fought like she’d had to do it before, many times. He’d also noticed how she looked around assessingly, taking in each of the men she saw, looking at their location, no doubt looking for an escape route.

It was inevitable, she was going to push limits and end up getting punished for it. 

And he couldn’t ignore how he'd reacted to her. Her soft and pliant body molded against him while he’d carried her to the van the night before, along with her scrappy resistance this morning, stirred both his protective instincts as well as his urge to Dominate. She was the perfect mixture of helplessness and defiance that always heated his blood. And she happened to be fascinatingly beautiful. Red hair and freckles, golden skin, broad nose, slanted eyes, and pillowy lips. Not to mention petite with womanly curves in all the right places. Regardless of how much she tried to cover her feminine body with shapeless, gender-neutral clothing, he’d felt it. He’d felt it when she’d snuggled more deeply into his arms the night before and when she’d fought his hold now.

Uh, maron. He was going to have to be really fucking careful.

He’d never let a captive get in the way of his job before, he wasn’t going to let it happen this time.

He was the last to bring his cargo into the house and found everyone gathered in the front room. The house was not large, only three small bedrooms and one bathroom, with minimal furniture. They didn’t need much for their purposes. 

The three other women had already been dumped onto the floor in the middle of the space and were looking around them with a mixture of fear, confusion, and anger. Salvio added his load to the group, flipping her unceremoniously off his shoulder and onto her butt, earning him a glare. They were five
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