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      “Roxanne!” I bellow as the two cunt coppers holding me wrestle me to the floor. She turns at hearing her name, our eyes meeting, but they are empty, void of anything. She’s shoved in the back and forced out of the room.

      “Stay the fuck down, Mr Lawler, unless you wish to join your little friend at the station,” one of the cops barks at me, yanking my arm further up my back.

      I drop my head to the floor, relaxing in their hold. Fighting against myself as the need to rip them a-fucking-part tries to win out. Breathing deeply, my mind calms, and raising my head a fraction, I see Zak being held face down over the counter.

      “I’m going to fuck you⁠—”

      “Zak,” I yell, cutting him off before he gets himself arrested. We’ll be no use to Roxanne if we are both locked up too. He stills except for his panting breaths as he too settles his rage.

      Thuds echo down from upstairs, and I hear Maria yelling as cops converge on the house like a swarm of fucking locusts.

      Shiny black brogues step into my limited view, and then I hear the rustle of cloth as someone crouches in front on me. Before I can register what’s happening, I’m tugged up by my arms, my shoulders screaming out in pain, and my back arches as I’m held off the floor enough to come face to face with Noah Shaw.

      “Well, well, how does it feel to be the man practically on his knees? I’m a little disappointed that I didn’t get the trio today, but don’t worry, it’s coming.” He goes to rise to his feet before pausing and leans in, whispering, “Oh, and don’t worry about Roxy. I’ll take good care of her.” I let out a dark snarl, pulling at the hold on my arms, but he only chuckles before standing up and walking away.

      I listen as his shoes clack down the hall, and then the hold on my arms is suddenly released, and I drop to the floor with a thud.

      I push up, jumping to my feet, and ignore the dull aching in my arms. Walking to Zak, who is just righting himself, we watch as the last of the pigs exit, leaving the door wide open.

      I watch as Maria comes from the lounge and closes the front door. It’s barely clicked shut before I let loose the savage roar that’s been trapped inside me.

      “Fuck! Noah fucking Shaw is a dead man walking!”

      “Hey, calm the fuck down, Mad.”

      I baulk at Zak. “Calm down? Did you just fucking hear that? They arrested her for the murder of Theo, Zak.”

      “Course I fucking heard, man, but losing your head ain’t going to help no one.” He slaps me on the back and hands me my phone. “Call Mitch back and find out what the fuck is going on, then we’ll know how we can get Rox out of this shit.”

      I snatch the phone from his hand and stalk from the room. Mitch picks up on the third ring.

      “Maddox, what the fuck happened?”

      “I should be asking you that fucking question, Mitch.” I take a deep breath, knowing that losing my rag with Mitch isn’t going to help either, but I actually want to throttle someone right about now. “They arrested her. That cunt fucking Noah arrested her.”

      Mitch hisses and curses. “On what grounds?”

      “Murder. Of fucking Theo. What do they have on her?”

      “I don’t know, Maddox. They are keeping everything quiet, which makes me wonder if there’s not something else at play.”

      “You bet your fucking arse there’s something else at play. This has Rogers’ name all over it. The son of a bitch has got nothing on us, so now he’s switching tacks and putting Roxanne in the frame.”

      “Give me some time to find out what I can. In the meantime, stay out of trouble.”

      “Fuck off, Mitch. If you think I’m going to sit around and wait for you to pull your dick out of your arse, then you’ve learnt fuck all about who I am.” I end the call before he can argue back. Back out in the hall, I run upstairs to Roxanne’s room. The bastards have been in here and turned it over. It looks like someone burgled the place. I check the rest of the house, and apart from mine and Zak’s rooms, which look just like Roxanne’s, everything else looks untouched. They tossed our rooms just for fucking fun. The wankers. If they’d wanted to find something on us, they would have. Both Zak and I have weapons stashed around this house, but no, they purely did it to fuck with us.

      I find Zak downstairs in the kitchen with Maria. She’s busy cooking, which is her go to when things get fucked up, and Zak is on the phone.

      “We have some shit to deal with here, but we’ll be down there as soon as we can.” Zak ends the call and drops his phone on the counter before taking a seat on the nearest stool. He rubs a hand over his face, and I know just how he’s feeling.

      “Spit it out. What other shit is getting thrown at us today?”

      “That was Ripley. The cops turned over The Scarlett Door too. They questioned the girls about what sort of work they do. Obviously trying to trip them up and admit they fuck the punters for money. Thankfully, there weren’t too many people there, but they arrested a couple of guys who had outstanding warrants. Or so Ripley heard.”

      “It’s no coincidence, huh. The bastards want us on the back foot so we’ll stay out of the way while they stitch Roxy up.”

      “I don’t understand how they have enough to arrest her. She’s never—” Zak’s words come to an abrupt halt, and I look up to see what stopped him. His face is a picture of concentration, and I can almost see his mind working from here.

      “What is it?”

      “The photos.” Before I can ask him what he’s talking about, he’s up and out of his seat and rushing upstairs.

      I hear him curse like a damn sailor when he sees the state his room is in, and then I hear him crashing and banging about for a couple of minutes before thudding back down the stairs. He comes in carrying a box, and I don’t need an explanation, I already know what he keeps in there.

      Flipping the lid off, he pulls out a stack of photos, and at the very top of the pile is a photo of Roxanne holding my gun. The one Theo gifted to me just before we were properly inducted into the family. The one that went missing after a break in at our old flat 4 years ago. And the one that Rogers used to murder his father.

      “What the fuck! I’d forgotten all about these.” I snatch the photo from him. My eyes drift over Roxanne, taking in her stance, what she’s wearing and the look on her face.

      I lift my eyes from Zak, who isn’t paying me any attention as he goes through the whole pile. When he reaches the end, he finally looks up at me.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask, but I know whatever he’s going to say isn’t good.

      “There was another photo, almost identical to this one. I remember because I took it. It showed Rox with a fag dangling from her mouth⁠—”

      “Pretending to light it with the gun. Yes, I remember. But where is it?”

      He raises a pierced brow at me. “Good fucking question!” He points to the picture I’m holding. “I only took two photos of her holding that gun, and neither of us were ever in the shots.”

      I think about that for a second. “If, and it’s a big fucking if, they have the photo, it’s not enough to charge her, even with the gun in their possession. How’d they even get the photo?”

      “The same time they got the gun, Mad. Think about it. The flat had been turned upside-fucking-down, and I remember these pictures were strewn all across the floor. I didn’t think anything of it at the time because we had bigger things to think about.”

      I remember exactly what bigger things he’s talking about. Theo was in the hospital after a failed attempt to take him out. No doubt Rogers’ first attempt, which failed thanks to me. And we were just discovering some pretty fucked up news ourselves.

      If Zak is right, how much of this was premeditated by Rogers? The break-in came only a few days after the first attempt on Theo, and Rogers has always known I had that gun. He was even there the night Theo passed it on to me. However, there is no way he could possibly have known about those photos, is there?

      Maria places a plate in front of each of us and shuts down our protests of not being hungry with nothing more than a look before she disappears off upstairs.

      I manage half a plate of food before I shove it aside and get to my feet.

      “Where you going?” Zak asks around a mouthful of food.

      “The Scarlet Door. I want to check out the damage, and then I’m going hunting.” I storm from the room with Zak following behind and grumbling about not being finished, but I ignore him and continue out the door.  
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        * * *

      

      At The Scarlet Door, things aren’t as bad as we thought. Although, the place is empty, which isn’t a surprise given the cops were crawling all over it not less than two hours ago, everyone is fine. Ripley shows us the warrant that the cop slapped into his chest when they burst through the doors. As my eyes run over it, my anger builds at the reasons listed for why it was issued.

      I screw it up, tossing it on the bar. “This is fucking bullshit!”

      A few of the girls are huddled together in one of the booths chatting while the rest have gone home, and they look up as my voice rises.

      “They’re just trying to rattle us that’s all. And they’ve got nothing.”

      Before I can open my mouth to reply the doors burst open and in walks Rocky, but he’s not alone and is dragging a dishevelled Marchant with him.

      “What the fuck is going on,” I demand as Rocky stops in front of us and ignore the protests spewing from Marchant as he’s forced to his knees in front of me.

      “This little fucker knows where your last shipment went. Seems he’s been doing a little double dealing,” Rocky barks, gripping Marchant’s hair and yanking his head up so I can look at his face.

      Ripley quickly tells the girls to leave and locks the front door as they scurry off out the back.

      I tilt my head. “Is that so,” I say with an air of calmness, but beneath it is a bubbling vat of rage. Every ounce of anger I feel is now being channelled at this snivelling piece of shit before me. I draw my arm back ready to strike, but Zak stops me.

      “Not here, Mad. It’s bad enough that Rocky dragged this fucker in here”—he raises an accusing brow at Rocky, although he couldn’t have known what just went down—“They could still be watching the place.”

      Rocky looks like he wants to say something but thinks better of it when I shake my head at him.

      “I’ll explain later,” Zak tells him before turning back to me. “Let’s get him the fuck out of here, but not to our usual spot either.” Zak is careful not to reveal too much in front of Marchant. You can never be too careful in this world.

      I continue to stare at Marchant for a moment, watching him as he attempts to lift his chin and not look intimidated, but he fails and drops his gaze as mine narrows on him.

      I nod to Rocky, who gives a tug on his hair, and I grasp Marchant’s chin in a firm hold. Bending down, an inch from his face, I say, “I hope you made sure to say goodbye to everyone you love this morning ‘cause the next time they see you, you’ll be wearing concrete fucking boots and minus a tongue.” I shove his face away. “On your fucking feet. You’re going to walk out of this place with a smile and like we’re old friends, right?” He doesn’t answer straight away, so I signal for Rocky to give him some encouragement.

      Taking hold of one of his hands, Rocky bends it behind his back, latching onto his pinkie finger. As he begins to pull it back, Marchant screams. I feel the first lick of excitement at the sound. Feeding the rage, the monster, within me.

      “Fuck! Yes, yes, alright. Please,” he sputters out, and Rocky releases his finger.

      “If I were you, I’d save all that energy and pathetic begging for later ‘cause you’re gonna need it.” Rocky hauls him back to his feet, patting him down and straightening his clothes for him. It’s almost like saying you’re going to your death, so you should at least look respectful.

      “Ripley, shut this place up and go home for the night. Tell the girls they’ll still get paid, and I’ll call you in the morning,” Zak tells him as we make our way out the back.

      Marchant shuffles along behind me with Rocky bringing up the rear. As we near the exit, I hear a sharp inhale of breath, then Rocky whispering to Marchant to behave his-fucking-self and maybe I’ll make it quick. It brings a wicked smirk to my mouth knowing it’s bullshit.

      Marchant picked the wrong person to mess with. And he certainly picked the wrong fucking night to screw up.

      I’m going to enjoy making him fucking sing.
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      My arse went numb several hours ago, and now the cold, hard concrete floor could almost pass for a soft cushion. My head is back, resting against the wall, and my eyes are wide open, staring up at the ceiling.

      The nausea has subsided, but the pain and hurt from Noah’s betrayal still rests like a lead weight in my stomach. I can’t even begin to describe how I feel about Mitch. If Noah’s betrayal is a lead weight, then Mitch’s is a tonne of gold bullion. Nice to look at, pretty and everyone’s dream, but the reality is nothing more than a heavy heart.

      I close my eyes unable to stare another second at the streak lightening crack in the ceiling. That crack is the personification of how my heart looks right now. Only mine bears a hundred of them.

      The guy in the cell next to me starts up his comical rendition of Locked Up by Akon again, and I groan as he begins to tap out the beat on the wall beside me.

      “Hey, prick,” I yell, banging on the wall to my right. If I can hear him—unfortunately—then he can damn well hear me. He cuts off halfway through the chorus.

      “Did I get the words wrong?” he asks, like I didn’t just insult him.

      “Nah, but how about you shut the fuck up.”

      “Fuck you, bitch,” he fires back, finally catching on.

      Despite his snappy retort, he doesn’t start singing again and silence ensues. More time passes, and still I sit here waiting for someone to come and explain to me how the fuck I’m being arrested for Theo’s murder. I haven’t even been offered a phone call. Not that I have anyone to call. Well, Jess, but I really can’t afford for her to go getting arrested, not when she is protecting Axel and Eva.

      I certainly am not calling Mitch. The guy who’s always been there for me. The guy who apparently knows Maddox and Zak enough to have fucking called to warn them the cops were coming.

      How?

      How is this possible?

      My thoughts are interrupted by the clunking of the door as it swings open. I raise my head from the wall to see Smithy standing a step inside the door. Just behind him is another officer, one I’ve only seen a couple of times.

      Smithy offers me a small smile as our eyes meet, and I can see how unhappy he is about whatever he’s here to do. I don’t acknowledge it, not because I don’t appreciate it, but because I can see the officer behind him watching us closely.

      “On your feet. Time to be interviewed.”

      “About fucking time.” I’m aware I’m being a bitch, but it’s all I’ve got left at the moment. This is me. When I’m backed into a corner, the walls come up, locking into place, and the claws come out ready to strike. It’s what holds me together while everything around me falls apart.

      There is so much wrong with this that I just know I’m about to be knocked on my arse again. I get to my feet and step forward. Smithy moves aside to let me through, stepping in behind me, as the other officer takes one more look at me, turning her nose up, before spinning on her heels and walking toward the interview rooms.

      “Don’t turn around and don’t talk. Don’t agree to anything, Sarg. Help is on the way.” My brow furrows at Smithy’s words, trying to work out what the fuck he’s talking about. I fight to not turn around and demand he gives me answers. Outside of the fact I’m being fitted up for something I couldn’t possibly have done, I’m clueless. Nothing makes sense, nothing feels safe. My mind can’t comprehend that a place I’ve felt safe in for years has suddenly turned into a nightmare.

       I’m stopped outside the door to the same interview room I spoke to Noah in the last time I was here, and a shiver ripples over my bare arms.

      Smithy reaches forward to open the door as a booming voice rumbles down the corridor behind us.

      “Hold it.” Turning, I see a man in a crisp black suit and shiny brown brogues stomping towards us, his briefcase swinging to and fro in his grasp. His short brown hair, parted on the left, doesn’t even flutter with his rapid pace “That’s my client,” he announces as he reaches us. “And as is her right, I’ll need to talk to her before she is interviewed.” He scowls at Smithy and the female officer standing at my side.

      “We weren’t aware a solicitor had been appointed.” Her rebuttal is sharp, and I can see his arrival, whoever the fuck he is, has irked her.

      “The pleasure of surprises, Officer Hughes. Now shall we use this room, or do you have somewhere else suitable for us?” I look to Smithy because I’m honestly in no man’s land right now. There’s a spark of humour in his eyes as he answers, “You can use this room.” He turns around, and points to the room one door down on the opposite side of the corridor.

      The guy thanks him and wastes no time in stepping toward the room, holding the door open for me.

      I follow, but before I step inside the room, I turn to Smithy, who gives me a quick wink before he and Officer Hughes move off down the corridor.

      He has his briefcase open on the table by the time I finally join him there. Taking a seat opposite him, I’m about to ask what the hell is going on when he speaks first.

      “Okay, I’m Mr Scott, Ethan Scott, and I’m here to represent you.” He takes out a file before closing his briefcase and placing it on the floor beside his chair.

      “Yeah, I got that bit. But who the fuck are you?” I demand.

      He raises his gaze from the file to me, and I see a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth before he schools it.

      “Well, as I said, I’m here to represent you⁠—”

      “Look, I didn’t request a solicitor, and I certainly didn’t call you, so who sent you?” I narrow my eyes at him, not trusting anything at the moment.

      “Let’s not worry about that for the moment. I think we have more pressing issues to discuss.” Picking up a sheet from the file in front of him, he spins it, lays it on the table, then pushes it across to me. “I don’t need to bore you with the details of what this is.”

      I drop my eyes to the sheet in front of me. They widen as it begins to register in my brain. Before I can formulate any words, Ethan continues.

      “As you can see, this is a fingerprint lifted from the murder weapon. A Sig P210 I believe. Now, this is your fingerprint, which I believe they had on file here, correct?” I nod. “There are significant markers that match this one and yours, but it’s not a one hundred percent match, so we have some room.”

      “Wait. How did you get these? This isn’t in the parameters of disclosure.” He stares at me silently for a moment before continuing on as though I said absolutely nothing at all.

      “Do you have an alibi for the night of Theo Rogers’ murder?” When I don’t answer, he looks up at me, and I simply raise my brows and shrug. “Ah, I see you want to play hard ball with me. I can either help you Miss Whitmore, or I can leave you to rot in a prison cell for the rest of your days. The choice is entirely yours. But please consider the ramifications not only for yourself, but also of the many victims whose perpetrators could walk free if you were convicted of murder.” He pauses, as though waiting for the impact of that little look into my future to hit home. “And, of course, there’s still the question of your sister’s whereabouts.” The words roll off his tongue like he asked me about the weather.

      I launch across the table, snatching hold of his skinny tie before he can register what’s going on. “What the fuck do you know about my sister?” I demand, tugging his tie hard and bringing our faces within inches of each other.

      “I suggest you release me, Miss Whitmore,” he says calmly.

      “And I suggest you start talking, Mr Scott. At this point, I really don’t have a lot to lose, so an assault charge isn’t going to make a whole lot of difference.” If what he’s just presented to me is correct, then I’m fucked already.

      “I meant nothing more than searching for your sister will be extremely difficult from a cell. Even for you.”

      I consider his words, and whilst I don’t believe a fucking word of it, he is right that searching for Star from a cell will be difficult, doubly so if I’m dead, which is a distinct possibility. Slowly, I loosen my hold on his tie and sit back in my seat.  

      He runs a hand down the front of his body, straightening his tie. “Alibi, Miss Whitmore?”

      “Depends on the time of death, Mr Scott.”

      He ruffles through some papers, ignoring my sarcasm, before saying, “The incident took place at just after 9 P.M. on Saturday 21st August 2018. I understand that you were away in Ireland that day, but what time did you return?”

      I don’t show my surprise at him knowing where I was that day. “I arrived back in London at around 7 P.M.”

      “And were you alone, Miss Whitmore?”

      My mind has wondered, and I don’t hear his question as more memories from that day assault me. The unmistakable and putrid smell of death enters my nose, and I’m transported back there again. Cold wraps it’s icy fingers around me as the door to the mortuary cabinet is opened, and the clanking of metal rattles through the empty room as the stretcher is rolled out.

      I remember holding my breath for so long that I almost passed out while I waited to see if the body of the young girl in front of me was my baby sister. When I finally got a look at her and realised it wasn’t Star, the relief was so profound it took the rest of my breath away.

      It’s such a strange thing to feel great relief and disappointment at the same time. Contradicting emotions borne of a deep sadness and years of searching.

      “Miss Whitmore, did you hear me?”

      I shake the thoughts away as Mr Scott’s voice breaks through the crystal-clear image my mind has conjured of that day, that event.

      “I’m sorry. What were you asking?”

      “I asked if you were alone when you returned?”

      “Yes.”

      Lie.

      “Is there anyone that can corroborate your whereabouts for the rest of the evening?”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      Lie.

      “Very well. How…”

      The rest of his words become white noise as I remember exactly what I was doing and with who that night. Revealing I was screwing Noah doesn’t seem very smart just now. Given he was the one who arrested me knowing full well there’s no way I could have murdered Theo and be bouncing up and down on his dick at the same time tells me I can’t rely on him for an alibi. 

      The question is why?

      Meeting Noah four years ago was a chance encounter that turned out to be mutually beneficial in more than one way. Neither of us were aware we were working on the same case but with different targets. After that we kept in touch, deciding to use one another for intel among other things.

      He’s been integral in several of my cases, but it seems my trust of him has been severely misplaced. When I approached him after Maddox and Zak cornered me in that car park all those weeks ago, he was sceptical about getting involved, but the idea of taking down Rogers was enough to persuade him.

      I’m now questioning everything.

      I block all my questions around Noah out as Ethan Scott continues to explain the evidence against me. With no alibi and a fingerprint with a significant number of matched ridges, which an expert could easily confirm as an ident, it doesn’t look like I’ll be going anywhere soon.

      The biggest question in all of this is how the fuck did my fingerprint get on Maddox’s gun?
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      “Arrrgh!” Another scream from Marchant echoes around the empty room, raising the hairs on my arms and a spike of adrenaline rushes through me as my blade carves into his skin again.

      I’ll give the wanker some credit. He’s holding out better than I thought he would. Aside from the screams of pain, he’s given us nothing.

      It doesn’t matter either way, Rocky has been keeping tabs on him since the last deal.

      A rivulet of blood trickles down his torso following the path of my knife. His body jerks, yanking at the cuffs around his wrists and causing the chains to clink and clunk.

      His once well-toned and untouched torso is now adorned with an array of slashes, and he has a long slice down the underside of each arm.

      His face remains untouched, for now at least. My fingers twitch as they grip the handle of my knife, desperate to inflict more pain, but I hold back while Maddox moves in front of me.

      Taking Marchant’s chin in his grasp, so hard his flesh turns white, Maddox says, “How’s your sister? I hear she’s getting out of London. Wouldn’t it be an awful fucking shame if she⁠—”

      “Leave—” Maddox squeezes his face harder, cutting off his words.

      Maddox lets out a dark chuckle, dropping his head for a second. Snapping his head back up, his eyes almost black, he says, “I’ll feed her and the rest of your fucking family to the wolves if you don’t start talking, Marchant. You wanted to play with the big boys, and now you face the consequences of your choices.”

      Maddox holds onto him a second longer before releasing him and stepping back. With a small nod to me, I step forward again, ready to continue.

      Raising my hand, the silver blade glinting in the fading light, I take Marchant’s chin in my own grasp. He fights, attempting to pull his face free as the tip of the blade meets the corner of his mouth. Slipping the cold blood covered steel inside his mouth, he stills instantly. But my body comes a-fucking-live with the prospect of spilling more of his blood. My own blood rushes through my veins, and my dick hardens beneath my jeans.

      Fuck! I fight the need to adjust myself and focus on the wide-eyed, terror-filled face of Marchant as I press a little harder into the side of his mouth, drawing the first bead of blood there.

      A gurgled plea whispers from Marchant, and I pause.

      “Something you want to say?” Drawing the knife away enough for him to speak, he swallows thickly.

      “You think you’re the first to threaten my sister, use her against me?” He huffs out a deep breath before continuing, “I’ll tell you everything, but you need to promise to protect my sister.”

      “You seem to have mistaken me for someone that gives a shit, Marchant,” Maddox says.

      “Not at all, but I know you care about Roxanne Whitmore, so if you want to see her again, then you’ll agree.”

      Maddox springs forward, landing a punch to Marchant’s cheek. A loud crack rings out followed by a grunt of pain.

      “Don’t fucking say her name, you little fucking cunt!” Maddox grits out between clenched teeth. I know for a fact the only thing keeping Marchant alive right now is the possibility he has something that will help Rox. Maddox drives his fist into Marchant’s gut. “What do you fucking know about Roxanne?”

      Marchant pants, trying to catch his breath before speaking. “I know that she’s locked up. Rogers has a cop on the inside who provided him with enough evidence to convict her of Theo’s murder.” He pauses, taking a deep breath. “I need your word that you’ll help my sister.”

      Maddox looks to me, and I nod letting him know I’m with him. “I’ll ensure she gets out of London alive, but after that, she’s on her fucking own. Now, fucking spill it, Marchant.”

      Marchant nods. “Rogers still has all your gear. He’s got it stashed at a warehouse in Surrey.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I overheard him talking to a guy with an Irish accent. They were making some kind of deal.”

      “About?” Maddox demands, stepping forward into Marchant’s face.

      “I don’t—” The air rushes from him as Maddox lands an uppercut to his ribs. “Ooomph!”

      “Bullshit, Marchant! Tell me what you fucking know, or you’re going to die slow and fucking painfully.”

      Marchant hisses as he tries to suck air back into his lungs. “Rogers promised him your territory and an arms deal with the Bratva in exchange for his help in getting rid of you. That’s it. I don’t know anything else.”

      “Very well.” Spinning to face me, he says, “He’s all yours, Zak.” Maddox strides from the room, and I take his place in front of him.

      Marchant raises his chin to me as the door slams shut behind Maddox. Resolve clear as day in his eyes. I don’t doubt for one second that he ever thought he’d leave here alive. It’s why he asked us to take care of his sister.

      “Any last wishes, Marchant,” I ask.

      He contemplates it for a moment before answering. “Not my face. Anything else but leave my face untouched.”

      I give a nod, then land a punch to his torso forcing his head forward. Drawing my blade out from my back pocket, I glide it over a fresh and untouched area on his side, running it down to his hip and marvelling at the deep shade of red that follows like a shadow.

      I do the same on the other side, ignoring the lust stirring in my gut. I’ve given up questioning my dark desires and instead embrace them.

      I carve into Merchant’s skin until there isn’t an area that hasn’t been touched by my blade and isn’t dripping with blood.

      When I’ve finally satisfied my blood lust, I push his head back so that I can see his eyes. They are already beginning to dull from blood loss and not feeling the need to make him suffer anymore, I flick my wrist out, slicing across his jugular.

      I watch as the skin whitens before blood blooms forth like a waterfall, gushing from the wound and tumbling down his body to pool at his feet.

      As he gurgles his last breath, I turn and walk away.
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        * * *

      

      The sun is just rising as we make it back to the house, and I head straight for the shower. My dick has been as hard as fucking rock since I pulled my knife out to play. As the water starts to run clear, I take myself in my hand, giving a tug as an image of Rox riding Maddox’s face comes into mind. I’m behind her, pushing into her tight little hole with my knife against her throat… I come in a matter of minutes and curse my imagination for conjuring something that seems impossible any time soon, reminding me exactly where Rox is.

      I head for the office where I can hear Maddox crashing around. When I enter, he’s pulling papers from drawers and files are spread all over the desk.

      “What are you looking for?” He doesn’t answer, so I ask again, “Maddox, what the fuck are you looking for?”

      “Dammit!” His fist comes down on the desk making everything jump. He slumps into his chair, huffing out a tired sigh. His eyes come to mine then move to something behind me.

      Spinning in my chair, I see Mitch standing there and holding a thick folder. He steps forward, dropping the file on the desk and taking a seat beside me.

      “Before you ask, she’s fine.”

      “What is all this,” I ask, picking up the file and opening it.

      “Roxy asked me to get her a copy of her mother’s file, and the rest is details on all the leads we’ve followed over the years searching for Star.”

      My eyes skim over the pages of missing girls, all of them could have been her. There’s even an artist’s impression of how she could look now.

      “This is all fucking great, but I don’t give a flying shit about this right now. I want to know what’s happening with Roxanne,” Maddox snaps.

      “I told you, she’s fine.”

      “Fine? What does fine look like when she’s locked up facing a murder charge, Mitch?”

      “Fine is not having been charged with anything. Look, I’m just as much out of the loop on this one as you. Noah made sure it’s all been kept under wraps.”

       “Course he fucking did! Double crossing cunt.”

      We all nod at that assessment. I never liked the guy, even before she started screwing him. My lip curls at the thought of him touching what doesn’t belong to him. She might have been fucking him, but she isn’t and never will be his. 

      “I’m assuming you arranged a solicitor for her?” Mitch asks.

      Maddox rolls his eyes at the question, and Mitch accepts that as answer enough, and I go back to scanning the leads on Star.

      A name jumps out at me, and I skip back to the start of the report. Once I’ve read it all the way through, I turn to Maddox.

      “Looks like I found the reason Rox was so protective of Eva.” I hand the sheet to Maddox’s outstretched hand. “Did you know about this?” I direct to Mitch.

      “If you mean Eva Trent, then, yeah, I knew.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell us?” I ask, my tone slipping into pissed off.

      “Why would I?” he asks, slightly baffled. Then before I can say anything more, he says, “How do you know Eva?” A deep frown appears between his eyes.

      “You spoke to Rox in the last couple of days?” He shakes his head. “Rox just helped Eva and her boyfriend leave town.”

      “Leave town? What do you mean?” His eyes flick between me and Maddox, and I sense concern in his tone. I also sense that he’s unsure of how much to share with us.

      “We know who she really is, Mitch?” At my words his eyes widen in surprise. “There are other things at play, namely Axel, and Rox told us while demanding that Eva was unharmed. This”—I wave the sheet in the air—“explains why. The question is are these two incidents connected or purely coincidence?”

      Mitch lets out a heavy sigh and runs a hand through his hair. “We’ve never been able to find a connection between the two, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one. What does A…” He pauses, realisation finally dawning. “He’s the boyfriend,” he states gruffly.

      I nod in answer and drop the papers to the desk. Whilst finding Star has always been important, currently, getting Rox out is top priority.

      “It seems that not only has Axel been sticking it to the enemy’s daughter, one he knows fuck all about, he’s been blackmailed into outing us based on that little fucking secret,” I tell Mitch.

      “I’m going to guess Rogers has something to do with it.”

      “Got it in one,” Maddox says. “What doesn’t add up is why Bonner would come to me with evidence of Axel and Rogers meeting.”

      “He could be playing you off against each other,” Mitch suggests.

      “Yeah, I considered that, but this is Bonner we are talking about. The only reason he’s still breathing is because of who he knows and certainly not because he’s a smart businessman. There has to be something else.” Maddox nods his agreement, knowing full well that Bonner isn’t smart enough to pull a double bluff.

      Whatever is going down, I know it involves all the moving parts of the underworld.

      Rogers has been after Maddox and me since we first made moves to join up with his father, and at first, we thought it was out of jealousy.

      When we first met Rogers, he was slumming it over on our estate, somewhere his father would never have allowed him to be. As Theo’s only son and heir, he should have been by his father’s side, learning the ropes of the family business. Instead, Rogers was hanging out in the underpass and creating his own little empire with us.

      The problem was that when you deal on another man’s turf word soon gets back to them. And when that man you’re screwing over happens to not only be the head of one of the biggest crime families in London but also your father, there’s only one way it can end.

      The very first time we met Theo was the night he paid his son a visit to the underpass on our estate where Rogers was cutting a deal with some scrawny little maggot from the next estate.

      The kid took one look at Theo and his two henchmen and scarpered. The thought even crossed my mind when I first realised who he was. We all knew who Theo Rogers was, and if you knew what was good for you, you stayed away. We didn’t get that chance as Rogers had never mentioned his father’s name once, and we’d had no fucking clue who he was when we started dealing on the estate with him.  

      Neither of us expected to see the next day, so imagine our surprise when Theo introduced himself, offering his hand, and then invited us to accompany him to his house for dinner.

      My evocative thoughts are interrupted by Maddox’s voice and the mention of Kavanagh’s name.

      “What do you know about Aidan Kavanagh?” he asks Mitch.

      “Kavanagh, as in the eldest son of Darragh Kavanagh, the head of the Irish mob?” Mitch questions.

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know much to be honest. I’ve heard his name a few times, but never had any dealings with him or the family. Why do you ask?”

      “See what you can dig up on him. The whole family actually.” Mitch nods, but I can see he’s not happy about being left hanging.

      Our knowledge of the Kavanagh family is also limited, and we are only aware that years ago Theo and Darragh used to be close. As far as we know, a Kavanagh hasn’t stepped foot in London in years. It seems that’s no longer the case, and I wonder why now.

      Mitch leaves, and Maddox and I move to the kitchen to pour over the file he brought round. There’s nothing in it that we don’t already know. In fact, there are things we know that the police report doesn’t mention at all.

      “You know we need to tell her when she finally comes home, right?”

      Maddox grunts his disapproval, and I understand why. “You think I don’t know that?”

      “I’m just saying that we can’t keep it from her any longer.”

      “Well don’t just say anything. It’s not fucking helpful.”

      Maria comes into the kitchen, tutting about the mess all over the counter. We start to collect all the papers together and move to the table so that she can do whatever she needs to.

      Despite having had no sleep last night, I know I won’t be able to sleep yet, so I leave Maria making dinner and Maddox torturing himself more by pouring over the missing person files.
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      Instead of being interviewed as I had expected following my chat with Ethan, I’m led back to my cell. It’s unusual, and the only reason I can think of is that whoever was interviewing me, Noah I suspect, has been called away or caught up with another case.

      It’s dark by the time I hear the unmistakable clink of the cell door being unlocked. When the door is pulled open, despite having no clue who to expect, the person standing there is far from who I could have ever imagined.

      The lean and well-trimmed man with salt and pepper hair and wearing a striking three-piece suit and long trench coat steps forward, darkening the doorway with his tall frame. A pungent waft of Old Spice aftershave permeates the air of the cell, and I can’t hide how my nose turns up at the smell.

      “Roxanne, no hug for your father,” he drawls, his tone dripping with sarcasm. I ignore his petty jibe and refuse to let him get a rise from me. He continues without concern. “No matter, daughter.” He chuckles at the unbidden scowl that forms on my face at him calling me daughter. “Perhaps we can help one another. I’m sure you’re almost desperate to get out here. Even more so to never make it to Bronzefield where I’ve no doubt you’d receive quite the welcoming party.”

      “I don’t need your help or intend on helping you. If that means I go to prison, so fucking be it, James.” The scowl on his face, which now mirrors mine from moments ago, isn’t because I called him James and not father. No, it’s the lack of respect I showed by not calling him Your Honour. “You and I both know you’ll never make what you have stick.”

      “Now, that’s where you’re wrong, I’m afraid. But, come now, it’s not you I wish to lock up. You’re purely the vessel to the real target of my ire. If you were the only thing I had to worry about, I’d have had you gone years ago, my dear daughter.”

      “I don’t give two fucks about your ire, and I’m not as easy to get rid of as my mother was, so whatever bribe or blackmail you’re about to try to sell me on, you can go to hell.”

      His eyes narrow, and whether at my crass words, the mention of my mother or just my flat-out refusal before he’s laid it out for me, I don’t know or care.

      He suddenly barks out a laugh, deepening the crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. “I didn’t kill Tracey, Roxanne. I may have made her life not worth living, or a living hell if you like, but I didn’t end her. Am I to assume from your accusation that you’re no closer to finding your mother’s killer? Because that surprises me. The great Roxanne Whitmore can’t solve a murder, of her own mother, no less, when the responsible party is right under her very nose. Kind of makes a mockery of your faultless reputation.” He stops, and I think he’s done, but of course, he’s not. “Oh, hold on, no, I’ve got that wrong. Burning your own career to the ground for the sake of two bit-part brothers is what ruined your reputation.” I don’t have time to think about what I’m doing before I’m on my feet, standing toe to toe with James Whitmore, and my fist poised ready to strike.

      “Now, now, dear daughter, I don’t think you want to do that. I imagine a discredited, disgraced ex detective facing a murder charge will have the book thrown at them for assaulting a judiciary of the courts, one of the highest order too. Perhaps you should sit your arse down and listen to what I have to say, if only to humour me some more.” James’ eyes burn like hot coals, and I see a small tic at his right temple. “Sit, Roxanne.” It’s a demand not a request and very aware of my already precarious situation, I lower my fist and step back. My fingers remain curled tightly into a fist, nails digging into my flesh as I take a seat once more.

      “Much better,” James says condescendingly, tucking his hands inside the pockets of his dark grey coat. “I believe that we are fighting for the same cause, of course, my motives are far from similar to yours, but the end result will benefit us both. Provided, that is, you agree to my terms. As you can see from your current predicament, I’m skilled in ensuring I get the very best level of cooperation.”

      “I wasn’t aware the judicial oath was open to interpretation. Or did I miss the part that says I will take a bribe, falsify evidence and blackmail all manner of people without conscience?”

      “Don’t get smart with me, daughter. You’re not above such indiscretions.” He gives me a knowing look before continuing, “The Lawlers aren’t much use outside of hired guns for Theo Rogers when he was alive, or so it appears to anyone without the means or ability to look a little deeper. But, alas, I must admit they seem to have an aptitude for business. And as a businessman myself”—I let out a derisive scoff, which he chooses to ignore—“I feel perhaps, given the right…incentive, they may wish to assist me.”

      “If this incentive you’re referring to is me, then I’m afraid you’re fresh out of luck.”

      “Please don’t flatter yourself, Roxanne. Even the sweetest cunt isn’t enough to go to jail for. No, no, I have something much sweeter at stake for them.”

      My lip curls up in disgust. “I wondered how long it would be before the veil dropped and the true colours of James Whitmore were revealed. Whatever you have, or think you have, won’t be enough to force them to join you. As you said, they have an aptitude for business, not self-sabotage.” 

      James chuckles, his coat fluttering open as he splays his still pocketed hands in a shrug. “What I have is enough to bury the both of them, or even just one, for the rest of their lives. Assuming they live that long.”

      I slowly rise to my feet again, but before I can reply, the echo of footsteps in the corridor stops me. James hears them too and stands a little taller, the tic at his temple pulsing again, as he slips the Right Honourable Judge Whitmore mask back in place.

      “Your Honour, I think it’s best you leave now.” It’s Officer Hughes, who was with Smithy earlier, but from the doe-eyed look in her eyes, I get the impression her words are less of an order and more a warning to James.

      With a nod of acknowledgment that he’s heard her, he turns to me. “Think about what I said, Roxanne. I’ll see you again very soon.” And with that, he turns and saunters from the room.

       Officer Hughes follows behind, casting a disapproving look my way before shutting and locking the cell door.

      I listen for the faint tip tap of her footsteps as she gets further away, and as soon as they can no longer be heard, I let out a roar of frustration.

      From a young age, I learnt that in this world doing the right thing doesn’t always mean you do well in life. More often than not, it puts you in a category of people that work their whole lives and never achieve their dreams. They never receive any gratitude or even a simple acknowledgment of their hard work and input into the world, the community.

      You would think given that lesson that I would have been more prepared, less surprised, to learn that an establishment I dedicated my life to was as corrupt as the criminals they claim to lock up.

      My only excuse, and it is an excuse, is that I wanted so much to believe I could do some good in this world. That joining the force would allow me some comfort, the opportunity to search for my sister and my mother’s killer and the chance to belong again, to be a part of a family once more. Don’t get me wrong, it did that and so much more, but now those protective walls I encased myself inside, blindly threw my coveted trust into, are now being smashed apart.

      The arrival of Maddox and Zak back in my life has not only brought back memories and emotions I had buried but with it an unwelcome, yet necessary, reality check. 

      I pace my cell, up and down a well-trod path, for what seems like an age. Time has no meaning inside these four walls. By the time I’ve worn myself out enough that I slump down onto the poor excuse for a bed, which I’m expected to sleep on, a quick glance at my watch reveals it’s approaching midnight.

      I bring my knees up, resting my arms on them, hands dangling between, and drop my head back to the cold wall behind me. I let my eyes slip closed in the hope I can hold back the tears that are right there, waiting to break free. The thought of breaking down, becoming an emotional mess, only adds to the fury zip lining up and down my body. I refuse to let the tears fall. I refuse to be broken by betrayal. I refuse to let the anger consume me. What I will do is allow it a small corner of my soul alongside hate and misery for company and let it fuel my vengeance.

      My vengeance will be ruthless.
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        * * *

      

      I’m startled awake by the clanking of metal and sit up just as the cell door is opened. Smithy strides in carrying a tray of food and a much-appreciated cup of tea.

      As he places the tray at the foot of my bed and hands me the tea, he whispers, “Noah is planning on interviewing you this morning before your solicitor can get here. If everything goes to plan, you’ll be out of here
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