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            PROLOGUE

          

          ROXY

        

      

    

    
      I stroll back to my car, muttering and cursing. Jumping in, I head towards the station and pull into the carpark just as a call comes through on the radio. With nothing better to do while I wait, I tell dispatch that I’ll check it out. As I’m spinning the car round, my phone rings.

      “Whitmore,” I snap, feeling ever so slightly tetchy.

      “I’ve got that location you asked for,” comes a voice down the line.

      “Grand. Send it to me.” I don’t bother with any other niceties or a goodbye. I drive to the warehouse, and my phone pings with a message just as I turn into the carpark.

      When I pull up to the warehouse, there’s no sign of anyone and the alarm has stopped ringing. I quickly check the message with Jess’ location and knowing exactly where she is, I have a quick look around just to be sure. After a walk by of the whole building and no sign of anything suspicious, I turn back towards my car.

      Suddenly, the car park is lit up as headlights switch on from somewhere to the left of me. I can’t see jack shit with them glaring in my face. It’s probably the keyholder for the warehouse having been alerted of the triggered alarm.

      “You mind turning your damn lights off, buddy,” I yell across the carpark as I move forward, trying to step out of the light.

      The squeak of car doors opening and then slamming shut reaches me, and I reach for my phone.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a voice rumbles back to me at the same time as the snick of a gun echoes.

      A feeling of disbelief and shock and something else, which I can’t quite name, shivers down my spine at the sound of the voice.

      It’s a voice I recognise, but one I’ve not heard in almost eleven years.

      Just as I’m wondering if he’s here too and at what point my mouth will form some fucking words to find out, the deep baritone that used to make me weak at the knees and light up my fucking world, booms out over the empty space.

      “Long time no see, Roxanne.” The sound of my name on his lips and the way he rolls the R are like a song you haven’t heard in an age but know every word, every little cadence to. It’s almost enough to eclipse the shock and quickly building anger but not quite.

      “Fuck you, Maddox.” I begin walking to my car, my phone vibrating in my pocket, only to be halted as a gunshot rings out, and the bullet narrowly misses my foot, kicking up dust from the ground. I spin on my heels and march towards them.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, huh?” Another shot, again just missing my feet. I don’t stop. “You going to fucking shoot me, Maddox?” There are no more shots, as I knew there wouldn’t be. If he wanted me dead, I’d be six feet under already.

      Stepping past the beam of the headlights, I get a clear view of two of the most well-known brothers in London. Notorious for their ruthlessness and ability to demand respect, even from those above them in the underworld.

      Maddox and Zachary Lawler.

      I knew this day would come. I’ve been waiting for it.

      But I was not prepared for the two men that now stand in front of me.

      Two men that threaten everything I’ve built.

      The only men that have the power to unravel me.

      “Not going to shoot you, Roxanne, just making sure we have your full attention.” Shoving down my shock at seeing them and the raging river of emotions rushing through me, I take another step forward, turning my undivided attention to Maddox.

      “Well, you’ve got it, so what the fuck can I do for you, do tell?”

      “It’s more of a what we can do for you.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watch as Zak places the gun in a holster inside his suit jacket before stepping around the car and stopping next to Maddox.

      “There’s nothing you can possible do for me, other than continue to leave me the fuck alone. And I need to be somewhere.” I turn from them and begin walking back towards my car.

      “We have some information about your mum, Roxanne.” I stop dead, but I don’t turn around, and Maddox continues, “We need your help, and in return we will tell you what we know.”

      “No thanks.” I’m desperate for answers but not that desperate.

      “You have a month, Roxanne. One month to decide what’s more important, your job or getting those elusive answers.”

      Now I spin around. “You’re blackmailing me? Ten years of nothing, and then you turn up to fucking blackmail me.” I let out a disbelieving laugh. “This would be good if you had anything on me. So again, thanks but no thanks.”

      “We have plenty, but who says you need hard evidence. The rumour mill is a wonderous thing, and in your circle, I imagine it can destroy a career in the blink of an eye. A month, Roxanne. We’ll be in touch.” And with that, they climb back into their car and peel out of here, leaving me standing in a dark, empty car park and wondering what the fuck just happened.
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      I’m bone tired and stressed to high heaven. You wouldn’t think I just spent the last two weeks doing nothing but making a nuisance of myself in the most beautiful location. I’ve been a major cock-block to my best friend Jess and her brash arsehole of a fiancé. Despite the fact he’s an arsehole, he’s the best kind, and I couldn’t be happier for her.

      I’ve also just made the biggest bust in the history of human trafficking. One that has lit a fuse beneath the government, police and courts.

      I haul the bag onto my shoulder as I head to my front door, tensing as my phone pings again. It’s been blowing up since I switched it back on an hour ago.

      One month. That’s all I got to make a decision that could change the course of my life. A decision that will have devastating consequences no matter what I decide.

      My whole life has been one walked on the very edge of right and wrong. Mostly wrong when I was younger. It’s not a surprise when your mother was a junkie and the man who so kindly knocked her up is now the head of the judiciary and president of the courts in England and Wales.

      I dump my bag on the floor in the hall and make straight for the kettle. A shot of caffeine and some toast are at the top of my list right now, closely followed by a steaming hot shower.

      I fill the kettle, and while I wait for it to boil, I find the bread and milk I just bought from the shop. Shoving two slices in the toaster, I stand and tap my fingers against the counter.

      I’m just pouring the water into my cup when the doorbell rings.

      “Fuck’s sake!”

      As I reach the door, I peek through the spyhole and see it’s Mrs Downs from next door. She’s the Dot Cotton of the road. The nosy neighbour who sees and hears everything. Of course, she heads up the neighbourhood watch scheme too.

      Swinging the door open, I greet her with a painted-on smile.

      “Mrs Downs, how lovely to see you. What can I do for you?” I use my telephone voice. You know the one we all have when we want to appear professional and well mannered.

      “Miss Whitmore, you’re back I see.”

      “So it seems.”

      “Yes, well, I thought I saw you arriving and wanted to let you know immediately about some rather unsavoury characters that were hanging around outside your house this past week.”

      “Is that right. And who might these…” I wait for her to fill in the gaps as I know she will. The woman simply can’t help herself. It’s like a compulsion to stick her nose in and gossip endlessly.

      “Well, two men you see. They came by every evening. Only they didn’t stay long. Just seemed to knock, look around and then leave again. I know that in your line of work you must interact with some questionable members of society, although I’ve never seen them at your house before, so I thought it best to let you know. One of them at least had a suit on, but he had tattoos and a piercing in his eyebrow. The other, well, he was kind of angry looking. Tall and broad with a dark head of hair. So vastly different from one another. I found it quite strange, you know.” She trails off, almost wistfully.

      Before I can even think to reply, the fire alarm blares from the kitchen, and the smell of burnt toast wafts down the hall to me.

      “Shit!” I race away from the door, leaving it ajar. Wisps of smoke plume from the toaster, and as I reach it, I flip the switch. The charred remains of my toast pop up. “Fuck my life every which way!”

      A small gasp from behind me has me twisting to see Mrs Downs standing with her hand covering her mouth. And it’s not because of the amount of smoke that’s filled the room.

      “Thanks for letting me know, Mrs Downs,” I say, ushering her back towards the front door. “But as you can see, I have a mess to clean up, so if you don’t mind.” I hold the front door open, almost slamming it shut before she can turn around, but I refrain.

      “Oh, well, yes…I’ll see you later,” she stutters and hurries back down the path.

      I close the door and rush to open the kitchen window, which looks out over my back garden. It’s not much, but in London having any sort of garden is a luxury.

      My phone continues to buzz non-stop while I drink my tea and clear up, but I ignore it. I’m holding on to the last few hours before I need to make my final decision. And I know if I don’t, it will be made for me.

      I’m not usually an indecisive person. In fact, I’ve been accused many a time of making hasty decisions in the heat of the moment. Even so, they’ve always been well thought out.

      I follow my gut. Being a cop means good instincts are a must, and I follow mine always.

      This time, my gut says that either choice is a bad one.

      Dumping my cup in the sink, I grab my phone. Trying to avoid looking at all the messages and missed calls, I quickly find Jess’ number and send her a text to say I’m home safe before hauling my shit upstairs and take a shower.

      

      By the time I reach the station my mood hasn’t improved, and as if to throw another coal onto the burning fire that is my life, my phone pings with another countdown message. An hourly reminder that in four hours my life will implode no matter what my decision.

      I push through the station doors and am met with a symphony of sounds, all of which make my head hurt and emphasise everything I’ve worked my arse off for and will lose by the end of all this. I shake away the thoughts as someone calls out to me.

      “Hey, Sarge, good to have you back. Did you miss me?”

      “Sure, I did, Smithy,” I say all saccharine sweet, patting his cheek as I reach him. I wait for the first hint of a smile before continuing, “About as much as I miss a case of the clap.” Several of the guys closest to us begin to laugh as I walk away, and I can hear them ribbing him mercilessly. It’s all in good humour. Smithy is a good guy and decent cop. We’ve worked a couple of cases before, and he has a way with words that builds an easy rapport with people, both victims and suspects. I’d rather have him at my back over some of the other arseholes that work here.

      I drop down into my chair and stare at the mountain of paperwork sitting on my desk. Taking the top file, I see it’s a case review for a missing person from two years ago. Only now it seems like there’s been a development. Most likely a result of the recent trafficking ring bust. As I go through more of the files, I realise they are all linked in some way to trafficking.

      “Welcome back, Whitmore,” I mutter to myself as I open the file on a murder case from a month ago. This one I remember vividly. Hard to forget finding a dead body with their head missing, and as if that wasn’t enough, when we did discover the head, it was in bed next to the victim’s wife. It might not have been a horse’s head, but the message was clear all the same: You’re dead.

      My life is one long death filled drama show, and it’s not about to improve any.
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      A low moan fills the room, and I swear there’s a hint of pain there too, but I don’t stop. Pulling back, I slam forward as my balls draw up tight, and the bitch I’m buried inside screams out in pleasure or pain, I don’t give a fuck. Tightening my grip on her nape, I pound into her again and again until the familiar feeling of release rushes over me.

      The relief it brings is short lived, and I pull out as quick as I entered her. Releasing her, I dispose of the condom and am just tucking my cock back inside my boxers as the door flies open and in storms Zak.

      “That fucking little weasel Tommy. I’m—ah, fuck, man,” he groans, covering his eyes before turning around.

      Heather yanks her skirt back down over her arse as she rises from her position bent over my desk. She takes a couple of hesitant steps forward, wobbly on her feet from the fucking she just received. When she reaches me and stretches out a hand to my chest, I snatch her wrist away.

      “Hands to yourself, bitch. Now, get the fuck out of here.” Letting her hand go, she glares at me before turning and stomping away. The slamming of my office door is her final fuck you, but it’s barely a blip on my conscience.

      “What’s Tommy done now?” I ask, rounding my desk and sitting down. When Zak doesn’t answer, I raise my head to see him staring at me. “What the fuck’s your problem?”

      “That,” he says, nodding towards the closed door and referring to the chick I was just fucking. “Heather, of all the girls here, you choose her. She’s nasty, man.” His lips turn up in disgust.

      “Fuck you, Zak. When you’re pissed you pump iron, me, I like to pump pussy. So fucking what.”

      “Okay, man, your funeral. But there’s a hint of desperation wafting amongst the sex scented cloud above your fucking head.”

      My eyes narrow at him, and he lets out a deep laugh. “Get to the fucking point of you barging into my office.”

      Zak’s laughter is quickly replaced with a scowl. “The fucker tipped off Rogers. When we arrived, the cunt had already gone.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “No, I’m not fucking sure, but who else would be stupid enough?”

      “And let me guess, no sign of Tommy anywhere, right?” Zak nods, pulling his phone from his pocket as it pings. He’s not telling me anything I don’t already know. I’m expecting a visitor who might be able to shed some light on where Tommy is. I watch as a gratified smile kicks up the corner of Zak’s mouth, and his pierced eyebrow rises with it.

      “What you grinning about?”

      “Oh, you know, just tormenting a certain Detective Sergeant with some hourly reminders.”

      “She said anything yet?” I ask, reaching for a cigarette and lighting it up. The smoke plumes above me as I exhale, and I’m reminded of a time when things were simpler.

      “Not even a fuck you for the last few hours.”

      I take another drag of my cigarette, inhaling deeply, letting the smoke infect my lungs. I can almost feel the black tar as it encases them, shortening my life with every breath. But it won’t be what ends me. No, my death will come by the hands of another, and I’ll almost be grateful for it.

      “You think she’s going to do it?” Zak asks, twisting the bar in his eyebrow. It’s his tell that he’s nervous. One only I and maybe one other person knows about.

      “She doesn’t have a lot of fucking choice, Zak.” His hand drops from his piercing, and he looks right at me.

      “No, she doesn’t, but this is Rox, man. We both know she won’t like being backed into a corner. She’ll come out fighting. Spitting venom with every hit, every word.”

      “Don’t you think I know that, but what else do you want me to do, huh? Besides, she hates us anyway, so what harm is a little more going to do,” I say with a shrug.

      “That what you tell yourself when you’re sticking your dick in all those bitches?”

      “Fuck. You! Fucking hypocrite,” I snap back.

      There’s a sharp rap of knuckles on the door before it opens and Ripley walks in.

      “He’s here, boss.”

      “Good fucking timing.” I discard the rest of my fag in the ashtray and follow Ripley downstairs.

      It’s still early and only a few tables are occupied. Candi is entertaining a couple of old suits on the far stage, and Lila is serving a man who could be eating and drinking through a straw for next six months if he doesn’t have the answers I want.

      Lila’s eyes flick to me, then quickly behind me to where Zak is before focusing back on the man in front of her. She doesn’t say anything, doesn’t give away that we are right behind him.

      I slap my hand down on his back just as he takes a sip of his drink, causing him to spit it out all over the bar.

      “Sammy, Sammy, Sammy,” I taunt, gripping the back of his neck. Lila places an Old Fashioned on the bar in front of me and a straight up shot of Macallan on the rocks for Zak. I give a nod of thanks before she walks back down the bar to serve someone else.

      I pick up my drink, taking a mouthful and tightening my grip on Sammy’s neck when he tries to look my way.

      I bend down close to his ear. “Where the fuck is your brother?”

      A girly squeak escapes at the sound of my voice before he tries to stutter out a reply. “C-c-come on, Maddox, we’re friends, right.”

      “We’re not fucking friends, Sammy,” I bite out, slamming his head into the bar. There’s a loud crack quickly punctuated by a gurgled cry of pain. When I yank his head back up, his nose is spread across his face and blood pours down his chin.

      “I’ll ask you again, Sammy, where is your brother? And before you answer, think very carefully about how much you value the ability to eat and drink normally.”

      “Okay, okay, man. Fuck!” His chest heaves and fear lights his eyes. “Look, I don’t know what he’s done, man, but I haven’t seen him in a couple of days.”

      Releasing my hold on his hair, I spin his stool to face me and snatch hold of his face in a crushing grip.

      “You and I are going to have a serious fucking problem if you’re lying to me,” I say, downing the rest of my drink and slamming the glass on the bar. “If you see your waste of fucking space brother before me, tell him to start running. Because once I get hold of him, the only running he’ll be able to do is in his fucking dreams. That clear?”

      “Yeah, man. I got it,” he croaks, holding his hands out to the side in submission.

      I shove him away from me, and he almost topples off the stool but catches himself on the edge of the bar.

      “Now get the fuck out of here.” He gets to his feet, stumbling as he hurries away. “Fucking pussy,” I mutter as Lila places another Old Fashioned in front of me and leaves a damp towel on the bar for me to clean the blood off my hand.

      “You think he was telling the truth?” Zak asks, taking a seat.

      “Fuck no! I don’t really give a shit. I’ll catch up with him soon enough.” I knock back my second drink of the night. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long fucking one. “Keep’em coming, Lila.”

      And she does. I don’t miss the longing looks she throws my brother’s way every time she serves us another drink, or the way she scowls when Candi sidles up to Zak, scraping her claws down his exposed chest, and looking for a good time. I know he’s been screwing Lila on and off for the past year, and I know it means more to her than it does him. There were even times when we shared her at the start. We’ve shared plenty of women, but none of them are her.

      Roxanne Whitmore.

      I wish I could say what comes next will be pleasant, will be a thrill, will be the making of us all. But it won’t. What comes next has the power to not only destroy everything Roxy’s worked for, but everything we did to get her there in the first place.
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      I watch as the second hand of the clock on the wall opposite my desk counts down the last few seconds to midnight. In another life, if I was another person, I might feel like Cinderella, but if only all I had to worry about was my carriage turning back into a pumpkin and my clothes turning back to rags at the stroke of midnight.

      My worries aren’t born of fairy tales, they are born of fucking nightmares. The work of minds more wickedly dark than the Brothers Grimm.

      At exactly fifteen seconds past midnight, my phone pings with a message. I drop my eyes from the clock to my phone on the desk in front of me and read my final reminder.

      Zak: Tick tock, Rox. Time to make your mind up.

      Snatching my phone off the desk, I shove it in my bag and shut down my computer. Except for Smithy, who is knee deep in paperwork and calls out a weary goodnight to me as I pass, the office is empty.

      Outside the station, I heave in a breath of cold night air, which catches in my lungs and makes me cough. Zak’s message flashes in my mind as I stride across the car park.

      Dropping into the car, I shove the key in the ignition and start the engine before pulling my phone out of my bag. I sit and stare at his message as the car warms and the windows begin to fog up before I type out a reply. My finger hovers over the send button, and I know once I send it there’s no going back.

      A moment later, the blare of a car horn makes me jump, taking my decision away from me as my phone chimes to indicate the message has been sent.

      “Fucking hell!” I curse, dropping my head back against the headrest and banging it several times. With no other choice, I send another message.

      Me: It’s done!

      Noah: You sure about this?

      Me: Too late now. I’ll message you later.

      I delete the message thread before throwing my phone back in my bag and dumping it on the passenger seat, then I slam the car into gear and head towards Brick Lane.

      As I drive, my mind drifts to the last time I saw Maddox and Zak up until a month ago. It was ten years ago, and the night my world fell apart in more ways than one.

      That night plays out in my head as I turn off Brick Lane onto a small side street where Bishop’s Bar is, and it’s almost like I conjured them from my mind to appear in front of me. There they are casually leaning on the wall outside Bishop’s waiting for me.

      Ten years of pent-up emotion swarms me again; anger, grief, betrayal, and even a spark of the love I once felt for them stirs. All those emotions are obliterated by rage and hatred at the fact they are forcing me into a corner; forcing me to give up the one thing that means everything to me, my career.

      Their eyes track me as I drive past, but I don’t look their way once. I park my car at the side of the road several metres away from the bar.

      Grabbing my bag, I dig around to find a mint to settle the nausea swirling up a storm in my stomach. Finally finding a packet, I shove the last two in my mouth and throw the wrapper back in my bag before snatching it up and climbing from the car.

      The soles of my Dr Martens boots thud mutely around the empty street in time with the crunching of the mints in my mouth as I stride towards them.

      Reaching them, I take them in. Maddox dressed in tight fitting black trousers and a leather jacket over a white shirt, open at the top, and I have to raise my head to look at his amber eyes, which narrow at my perusal of him. Zak is wearing a beautifully cut suit that does nothing to hide his well-toned but lean body. His blue eyes spark with something I can’t quite read, and his messy blonde-brown hair is flopped to one side. Zak pushes off the wall and pulls the door to Bishop’s open for me, and I arch a brow at him.

      “Chivalry instead of bullets today. Now there’s a turnaround, and more than a little out of character for you, don’t you think,” I say sarcastically and step through the open door. I feel Maddox as he steps in behind me and ignore the ripple of heat that flashes down my back.

      “Have you forgotten everything we taught you, Roxanne,” Maddox whispers to the back of my neck. I fight the shiver that’s working its way free at his proximity and the heat of his breath on my skin.

      “I haven’t forgotten, Maddox. I know not to turn my back to my enemies. The problem with that is friend or foe, it doesn’t matter, both are capable of inflicting fatal wounds. Maybe it’s you who forgot.” I step round the table, pulling out a chair and sit down. I don’t miss the deep growl that comes from Maddox’s direction, but I ignore it and him.

      Zak pulls out the chair to the left of me, spinning it round before sitting on it, arms folded across the chair back. It’s casual, relaxed. The sort of thing he used to do when we were kids, and it throws me for a second. Then I catch on to what he’s doing. It’s a psychological thing, to set me at ease, make me feel safe. If I were a lesser person, I’d fall for it, maybe even if I were the Roxy they knew before. But I’m not her.

      Maddox on the other hand, sits in the chair directly opposite me. His intimidation tactics hard at play. Or so he thinks.

      I finally take a look around the bar. It’s one I know well, and exactly why I chose it. My eyes skim over the guy sitting in the back right corner, sipping his pint and pretending to read the paper. I keep my surprise at seeing him here locked up tight.

      They have absolutely no idea who I am anymore or what I’m capable of.

      I finally begin to relax, and when the waitress comes over, it’s my turn to shock the shit out of them.

      “Evening, Rox, the usual.”

      “Please, Demi, and can I get an Old Fashioned and Macallan on the rocks too.”

      “Of course. I’ll bring them over.”

      I turn my attention back to the two men in front of me, and a beam of satisfaction lights at the scowl they are both wearing.

      My small victory doesn’t last long though.

      “Get rid of the watchdog, Roxanne, or the deal is off,” Maddox orders, and his scowl from moments earlier morphs into a triumphant smirk.

      “I guess the deal is off then,” I say, rising from my chair. A hand lands on my wrist, stopping me as chair legs scraping across the wooden floor signals others getting to their feet, including Maddox, who I snap my eyes to.

      I hold my free hand up halting my watchdog, as Maddox called him, and give a shake of my head to ensure he understands.

      Locked in a stare off with Maddox, I twist my hand in Zak’s grip, and with a barely there nod from Maddox, Zak releases me.

      Demi chooses that moment to arrive with our drinks and breaks the stalemate as Maddox and I take our seats again.

      Drinks placed on the table, Demi hurries back to the bar, and I see Mitch ease back into his own chair. The fact he’s been rumbled not bothering him in the slightest. It bothers the hell out me though.

      “Looks like you forgot what’s at stake, Roxanne,” Maddox warns.

      I shake my head, quirking a brow at him. “Not at all. I have a choice, even though you seem to be under the impression you have me by the balls.”

      He pitches forward, slamming his fist on the table in front of me. “There is no fucking choice. You do this or you risk losing everything,” he snaps.

      “Bullshit! I’m screwed no matter what I choose. But my choice remains. I just have to decide if it’s me or you that ends my fucking career.” I watch as my words hit home. He knows that either way, my time as a cop is done. After this goes down, I’ll be cast from the force, stripped of everything I worked for, and be number fucking one on the most wanted list of every cop and criminal organisation across the damn country. “And I choose me, Maddox. Every fucking time because that’s all I’ve got.” I regret the vulnerability those words show, but they’re the damn truth, and I’m all about the truth. It’s the only reason I’m even agreeing to this. Allowing them to force my hand.

      My need for truth and justice have been what fuelled me all those years ago. My need for answers to what happened to my mother and my sister have been the single thing to keep me from turning into the female version of the men before me.

      It could so easily have been me sitting where they are, but I chose a different path ten years ago. One that led me to my best friend, Jessica, and helped me control the demon that resides inside me.

      I know that doing this, stepping back into a world I left behind, will have her champing at the bit to be unleashed. I just hope I’m strong enough to prevent her from taking complete control and scorching the earth with her vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          ZAK
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      It’s almost three in the morning by the time my head meets my pillow, and it’s thumping. Tonight was hard fucking work. Maddox is much better at hiding his truth.

      My truth seeps out of me like the blood in my veins when you cut me. Rox might not have been around us for the last ten years, but I felt her eyes on me, searching out my little tells. Maddox is a fucking fool if he thinks she doesn’t know shit about us. Her knowing our poison of choice proves that she’s not as in the dark as we thought.

      I enjoyed toying with her and sending her reminders of the ticking clock, but that was easy because I couldn’t see her face, couldn’t smell the scent of the perfume she’s worn since we were teens wrapping around me. I was shocked as hell that she was still using it when we met her for the first time in the warehouse car park a month ago. The floral notes of lotus and lily and the woodsy scent of cedar and musk hit me almost as hard as leaving her behind did the night everything changed for us all.

      I shake the thoughts from my head as the sound of the door opening downstairs reaches me. I know who it is, and I’m in no mood for it. I slam my eyes shut at the first creak on the stairs and use the time it takes her to climb the stairs to settle my breathing into that of someone lost to sleep.

      Maddox wasn’t wrong when he called me a hypocrite earlier. In fact, he was bang on the fucking money, but at least my choice of pussy to get lost in isn’t scraping the bottom of the barrel.

      I’m all too aware that my days of fucking Lila are at an end. And if I’m honest, I’ve been waiting a long time for this day.

      The click of my door opening echoes through the silent room, bringing a cool breeze from the hall with it. Goosebumps raise on my bared arms as muted footsteps travel over the plush carpet towards the bed.

      When her fingertips meet my skin, I hold back the urge to flinch away from her. I know that I need to distance myself from her. I’ve been doing it subtly for months now.

      “Zak?”

      When I don’t answer, I think she’s got the message, but fuck no, she hasn’t. The rustling of clothes being discarded perks my ears up, and when I feel the sheets lifting, I bolt up, bringing the knife I keep under my pillow with me.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Lila?” I ask, holding the blade beneath her chin, tip pointing upward. Her gasped squeal barely registers, and her wide eyes send a thrill of excitement through my whole body.

      “Fuck, Zak. I thought⁠—”

      “Whatever you thought, unthink it. This is not what we do. Ever.” I see her relax, but she’s crazy if she thinks I won’t hurt her. I push the tip up, just enough for her to know I’m fucking serious. My cock twitches at the whimper that expels from her, but I shove the lick of arousal away.

      “Shit, okay. I’m going.” She inches away from me, edging back out of the bed she stupidly thought she was invited into. Shoving her clothes back on, she grumbles about what a crazy mother fucker I am, and I fight a smile.

      As she turns toward the door, I call out, “Key, Lila. Give me the damn key.”

      She halts, turning back to me before digging into the pocket of her leather hot pants and pulling the key free. She strides towards me, and it feels as though she’s the one brandishing the blade, stabbing through my flesh with every step.

      “You’re a fucking arsehole! I hope she’s worth it,” she fires at me, turning on her heels and walking away.

      I bite back the retort sitting on the tip of my tongue, and only because I don’t have time for clearing up blood and disposing of another body at this ridiculous time of night.

      If it had been Maddox, she would have been dead before the words left her mouth. Not that murdering hapless females is his usual MO, but I think anything goes would have been more accurate after tonight.

      I carefully place the blade back beneath the pillow as the front door slams shut downstairs. Light spills into the room through the now wide-open bedroom door, and I climb from the bed and close it just as a pleasurable scream rattles down the hallway.

      Fucking Maddox.

      I collapse back into my bed, throwing the other pillow over my head to drown out the onslaught of sex noises coming from two doors down. The walls in this place aren’t thick enough for this shit.

      I let my mind wonder back to tonight’s meeting with Rox. I’m not surprised she chose to end her own career her way. She now has just under twenty-four hours to execute it, or shit is going to blow up for her big time. She wouldn’t share details, but she assured us we’d know when it had happened.

      Maddox isn’t happy, but I warned him she would push back. And she has in typical Rox fashion. I’m quietly amused about the whole thing. Anything that pisses Maddox off tickles my warped sense of humour.
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        * * *

      

      I’m in the small gym at our flat above Rogue, pounding the ever-loving shit out of the punch bag the next morning when Maddox bursts through the doors with murderous rage in his eyes and waving a newspaper in the air at me.

      “Is she fucking crazy?” he rages, storming across to me.
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