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Content Guidance

Blood & Roses is a dark romance series that contains explicit content and heavy themes intended for mature audiences. Readers are strongly encouraged to consider their personal sensitivities.

This book contains: graphic violence, human trafficking, murder, psychological abuse, coercion, child abuse, substance abuse and addiction, and BDSM.
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1

Sloane

When I say I’m a ghost, I’m not being literal. I’m very much alive, or at least some days I hurt just enough to know I’m still clinging onto a heartbeat. No, when I say I’m a ghost, I mean people rarely see me. I’m the girl in the background. The average height, average weight twentysomething people look through instead of at.

I slip silently through the world without smiling. Without having to greet anyone for days at a time. It’s been this way for the last six months. It’s rare that I have to speak to strangers, but when I do it’s perfunctory. Instinctively, people seem to know I’m not primed for small talk. Today is no exception.

“Here’s your room key, Ms. Fredrich.” The receptionist in Downtown Seattle’s Marriott Hotel slides the plastic key card across the marble countertop. Once she’s withdrawn her hand a safe distance, I reach out and palm it.

“Thank you.” Eyes down, the receptionist staples my paperwork together. “So. Business or pleasure?” The warmth in her eyes dies when she looks up at me and registers my void expression—her smile slides away like butter from a hot knife.

“Business,” I say, because nothing has ever been truer.

“Okay, well… I hope you enjoy your stay.” She looks away as soon as she’s done with her front desk script. She doesn’t ask why I’ve turned up at her hotel with no bags or why I’m only booking in for one night. Nor does she ask why I’ve left a spare key card at the front desk for a Mr. Hanson. She isn’t supposed to. Eli’s given me a rundown of how this thing will play out, and so far, everything’s going to plan. I lift my purse from the desk and head to the elevator, straightening my coat.

Twenty-two, twenty-one, twenty, nineteen, eighteen…

I watch the numbers light up one by one. Each disc, the size of a dollar coin, flares and darkens in turn, and the elevator descends while I wait, impatient and unblinking. Others wait for the car to arrive. If this were an office building or a shopping center, I’d take the stairs. Me and closed spaces? We’re not friends. But since this hotel is forty-seven floors high, and I’ve booked a room on the forty-second floor, it looks like I’ll have to tolerate the presence of strangers for a beat.

The doors slide back, and I walk in first, moving to the back of the car. I don’t want the four businessmen who follow brushing past me as they exit. They’re staying somewhere midlevel. It’s easy to label them as midlevel guys. They’re wearing midlevel-guy suits. All four of them have midlevel-guy haircuts. An accounting department booked their accommodation, and accounting departments don’t spring for penthouses. They spring for twin rooms with en suites that have access to the gym and not much else. No mini bar for you, Mr. Corporate.

The lift doors roll closed, and I retreat within myself, pressing my back against the rear wall of the elevator. I close my eyes, exhale down my nose. This will all be over soon, but my heart still dances in my chest all the same. The fear of being trapped, of what I am about to do, is a coiled snake, wreaking havoc on my insides.

“Hey. You okay? You look a little freaked out.”

One of them talks to me. He thinks my nerves are because of the elevator ride, which they are, but only partially. The guy has brown eyes—a warm color that reminds me of melted chocolate. He has dimples, too. Probably twenty-eight or so. Around my age. He looks nice. The kind of nice I might have dated once upon a time, before… well. Before dating became an impossibility.

I force myself to look at him. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Good.” The guy with chocolate eyes smiles. “Deep breathing sometimes helps my sister. She isn’t a fan of elevators, either.”

He’s sweet. Way sweeter than I deserve, considering my purpose here today. I reward him with a watery smile—he grins back—and then the doors open, and the four of them leave. I jam my hands into my pockets to stop them from shaking. I’m alone for eighteen floors (better than being trapped with four strangers, but still not great), and then finally it’s my turn to alight.

This hotel is much like any other I’ve stayed in. The only thing that sets it apart from any other hotel, the thing that will forever define it, is my purpose for coming here today.

I’m about to have sex with a total stranger.

And I’m doing it to find my baby sister.







2

Sloane

By the time I’m inside and I’ve hung my coat on the back of the door, I’m almost ready. I’m wearing what I’ve been told to wear: black lace. Eli, the private investigator I hired to find my sister, wasn’t any more specific than that. He’s the one who set this whole thing up.

“Sometimes money just isn’t enough to buy what you’re looking for, sweetheart. Sometimes it takes a little more… persuasion to procure information like this. I tell you what. I’ll share what I know in return for a little favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

“You spread your legs for a paying customer, and I’ll tell you everything you need to know.” The disgusting pig had actually smiled. The audacity. “Oh, come now, Ms. Romera. Don’t look at me like that. You want to find your sister, don’t you?”

And in the end, I’d agreed. He was right. I do want to find Lex. I want her home, safe and sound, and I’ll do anything to make that happen. Even if I won’t be able to live with myself afterward.

Aside from the lingerie, Eli told me to bring something else with me today. Something hidden in the pocket of my jacket. I take it out and put it on. The mask is black satin, trimmed with bloodred lace edging. It makes me feel a little more disguised, at least. I hit the bathroom light switch and rummage in my purse for my life raft. The bottle of Valium rattles when I pull it out. The thing about being a fifth-year resident at a large hospital is that there’s always someone available to prescribe medication when you need it, no questions asked. The Valium isn’t even in my name. It’ll never appear on my medical record. I pop one—just enough to keep me calm. Not enough to make me drowsy—and then I peer into the mirror, fixing the mask’s band underneath my hair.

You look like shit, Sloane.

I tell myself this every time I look into a mirror these days. Maybe it’s true. Then again, maybe it isn’t. I’ve been staring at myself in mirrors for so long now that my reflection doesn’t make any sense anymore. Lex was always the beautiful one. Oh, sure, I know I have a nice body. Eli said that was the only reason he was willing to do business with me. Because my tits were real and I had a nice ass.

Your height might make some guys uncomfortable, but hey… not a lot you can do about that.

I focus on the dark rings under my eyes, trying to remember that this is all temporary. It isn’t forever. I’m a medical student, after all. The body is just a machine, full of cogs and intricate parts all ticking away, working in harmony to keep you moving. Intercourse is a function of that machine, nothing more.

You can do this, Sloane. You can do this.

And then, not even two seconds later…

Lex wouldn’t want this. She wouldn’t want you used and abused, selling yourself for so little.

I hate that voice inside my head. It makes it so hard to justify going through with this, but I’m not auctioning off my most valuable possession for drugs or money, or even fame and fortune like some girls do. I am doing it out of love. Love for Lex. Any sister would do the same.

It’s been six months and I’m still no closer to finding Alexis. This really does feel like my last resort. And Eli’s smart. He’s given me just enough information to keep my hope alive, but nowhere near enough to risk my backing out of our little arrangement.

Thud, thud, thud.

“Holy shh—” The door. I suck my bottom lip into my mouth, trapping the curse word behind my teeth. It’s go time.

Mr. Hanson will have collected his key from the chirpy concierge downstairs, but I was told to expect the knock. Lets me know the guy I’m going to be sleeping with is here and I have to wait in the bathroom until he comes to get me. I pull the door closed, and for a second, I grapple with a wave of fear. If I lock myself in here and refuse to come out, how long will he wait until he gets pissed off and leaves? I can’t do that, though. Eli will never hold up his end of the bargain, and besides, none of this matters. None of it. This is a means to an end.

An electronic beep sounds as a key card is accepted into the door. The rough catch of the lock sliding back follows. Then silence. The edge of the sink digs into the back of my legs as I lean against it, frozen, before I remember I shouldn’t do that. It’ll mark my body, and that’s against the rules. Even temporary marks like that. My stranger wants me in perfect condition.

Thankfully the drugs begin to kick in as a flat sense of peace washes over me. A good thing, too, because whoever is out there takes their sweet time in making themselves at home. Without it, I’d have been on the verge of making a run for it by the time a knuckle raps against the door. “Come on out. Turn the light off first,” a voice commands. It’s gruff and full of gravel, maybe the voice of a smoker? Fucking great. I’m going to have to spend the next two hours with my tongue down a smoker’s throat, and then I’m gonna have to bleach my mouth out. I turn the light off and open the door, and I’m perplexed by what I see beyond.

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing. The room is pitch-black.

“Couldn’t find the light switch?”

“Don’t touch it. Just come here,” the voice tells me. He sounds young enough, and he’s alone. Not that I was expecting more than one guy, of course. Eli swore it would only be the one guy. And only this one time. I step gingerly into the room, wishing I’d paid more attention to where the furniture was positioned before I’d shut myself in the bathroom. I immediately stub my toe on God only knows what and hiss with pain.

“You okay?” There’s an amused lilt to his voice, which is irritating. Who gets off on a girl breaking her toes?

“Well… I can’t see a thing,” I mutter.

“That’s the point, I’m afraid. Come here.”

If I knew where here was, I’d probably be a little less turned around. I try again, and this time I manage to stumble to the bed without colliding with anything else. The mattress dips as I climb onto it, wondering where the hell he is. I’m not half as scared as I should be. In fact, I feel almost a little giddy.

“Sit in the middle of the bed with your hands behind your back,” he whispers. Is he going to tie me up? That thought should bother me. Would bother me any other time.

“Do you need a name?” Eli said I should ask.

A low rumble, deep and throaty, breaks the silence, and I realize he’s laughing. “Are you offering to tell me your real name?”

“Eli said that’s against the rules.”

“Then, no.” The mattress dips again. He’s moving, coming closer. His hot breath grazes across the skin of my neck when he speaks. “I’m not gonna call you Melody or Candy or some other fake-ass name. We’ll just be strangers for a while. That square with you?”

“Yeah, I—I guess.”

In the darkness, my skin is alive. So are my other senses. My nose keeps on whispering to me, hints of mint and the ocean. Whoever he is, this guy smells incredible. Not a whiff of cigarettes on him at all, which means that voice… that voice is one hundred percent natural. I find myself curious about him in the most detached way.

“You done this before? Like this?” he asks me.

“Never.” My breath actually catches in my throat. I’m so spaced out that I can barely think straight, but the lack of lighting in the room is making my heart race. This guy could be a serial killer. He could still be a serial killer with the lights on, but at least I’d get the opportunity to see it in his eyes and run for my life.

Mystery Guy exhales, sending another warm breath across my chest. My nipples harden even though I’m not cold. I’ve never experienced that before. Never. Probably because I’ve never been this close to a guy before. “Place your hands in your lap,” he tells me.

I do it, and jump a little when I feel his hand touch my leg.

“Scared?”

“No.”

He laughs, and it’s a cruel and wicked thing. His hand gently trails up my leg until he finds my hand, where his fingers curl around my wrist. “You’re braver than most girls.”

“You do this with a lot of girls?”

“Some.”

Well, at least he’s honest. He lifts up my hand, brings it toward himself, and stubble prickles against the sensitive skin on the inside of my wrist.

“You smell like flowers. What perfume do you wear?”

“Afresia,” I tell him.

“It’s clean. Not too heavy. I like it.”

So glad you approve. I feel like giggling. His nose brushes against my wrist and then the soft touch of his lips follows soon after. The kiss is barely even there, soft and gentle, but I can read a lot from it. His lips are full, and he’s gentle with his mouth. That’s unexpected. I fidget on the bed, wondering where this is going. Where his mouth will be going next.

“Have you ever thought about what it would be like to be blind?” he rumbles.

“Why? Are you blind?”

“No. Answer the question.”

“I suppose so. Sometimes.”

He guides my hand upward and takes it in both of his, uncurling my fingers so that my palm is open. He does it slowly, running calloused fingers down the length of my own, and I can’t help but shiver. It’s a simple thing, but the way he does it feels intimate and considered, not just grabbing and touching for the hell of it. I hold my breath as he guides my hand again, until my fingertips meet his hair, and then down to his face.

“Tell me what you think I look like,” he says, his voice a resonating growl. He lets go of my hand, and I have to lean forward to reach him properly. I shimmy closer, tucking my legs under my butt so I can balance properly, and then I raise my other hand to his face, too.

His hair is short, a little stiff from his styling product. His facial features are strong. Pronounced. Jaw’s a little square, nose mostly straight, apart from a slightly flattened part near the ridge of his brow. His eyelashes are surprisingly long, and his lips… I was right. His lips are full and way softer than any guy’s lips have a right to be. Especially a guy with a voice like his. From the tingling pads of my fingers, I can sense this guy has the face of an angel. A barbaric one—maybe like one of those guys who did a lot of smiting back in Babylon.

“What do you think?” he asks.

“You’re probably very attractive,” I admit.

He grunts. “And what about the rest of me?”

He applies a little pressure to my forearms so that they travel down to his chest, where my fingers meet with smooth skin and hard-packed, rippling muscle. His pecs twitch as my hands brush lightly over them, and then downward. I come across three horizontal ridges in his skin that shouldn’t be there, to the right of his abs spaced a couple of inches apart, and my fingers draw circles over them, trying to tease their story from them, trying to figure out where they came from. There’s an untold history of violence here, written in the planes of his formidable body. He twitches a little as I explore him, probing with a featherlight touch until I’ve traced my way across his washboard stomach and up over his obliques. He sucks in a sharp breath and tenses when I do that, and I smile a little. I actually smile. This guy’s ticklish. He doesn’t laugh or tell me not to touch him there, but his body tightens further still when I go over the area one more time to test the theory.

I move up to his shoulders, which are powerful and strong, and I lace my arms around the back of his neck, feeling over his shoulder blades. He’s huge, but I’m not really afraid of him. Of course I should be, yes, but I’m not. The Valium has flattened out my fear, and besides, the way I’d imagined this, the guy was going to come in here and want to lay his hands on me. He’d poke and prod and examine every inch of me, and he’d most definitely want to see what he was paying for. So far, this guy has touched me sparingly, and that was on the hand.

“Well?” he asks.

“Where did the scars come from?”

“I was stabbed.” He just comes right out and says it. Wow.

“Did you nearly die?”

“Yes.”

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes.”

I let my hands fall from his shoulders and find the scars again, one, two, three of them. They feel jagged and terrible under my fingers. “What happened to the person who did this to you?” I almost don’t want to ask. Mystery Man’s been unnervingly candid since we began this interaction five minutes ago, and I’m afraid his answer will finally put the fear of God into me.

“He got what was coming to him,” he says softly. The bedsheets rustle when he moves, his stomach muscles contracting under my hands. When he touches my hair, tangling his fingers into it, I’m still trying to decide whether he means he killed whoever did that to him.

“I’m very particular about what I want. Do what I ask without question and this will go nicely for both of us, okay?” he breathes.

A shot of adrenaline finally lights up my nerve endings—an appropriate reaction to my situation. What the hell have I gotten myself into here? Valium or no Valium, I know that sounded like a threat. I’m in way over my head, but there’s little I can do about it. Besides. Alexis. Always Alexis. “I can do that,” I whisper.

“Good. Lie on your back.”

I let go of him, and suddenly I feel like I’m afloat in the middle of an ocean, drowning, with no way of saving myself. The smart part of my brain—the part still focused on self-preservation—screams that I should get the hell out of here, and for the first time the wrath of Eli almost isn’t enough to keep me pinned to the bed. But the thought of finding Alexis is. My muscles are jumping, ready to explode into action, when the guy gently takes hold of my right ankle.

“Did you touch yourself today?”

“Do… do you mean—” I’m no fool. I know what he means.

“Have you made yourself come today? Have you played with your pussy?”

Heat flares in my cheeks. No one has ever asked me that before. “No. No, I—I haven’t,” I stammer.

“Good. Then you’ll taste so much sweeter.” Rather than hooking his fingers under the waistband of my panties and pulling them down, he draws them to one side. My legs lock up when his hot breath skims over my exposed flesh. What am I supposed to be doing with my hands? This is untrodden ground for me in a very big way. When a guy gives you head, it’s usually because he’s done something very, very bad and needs to make up for it. At least, that’s what Pippa says.

“Do you want me to lick you?” His voice is even deeper now, laden with the promise of sex.

“I want whatever you want,” I gasp. That’s what he’s paying for, after all. That’s what’s going to help me get Lex back. He grips me hard around the top of my leg, squeezing until I cry out.

“We’re not playing that game. Own me, or I’ll own you. And trust me… you don’t want that.”

Shit. “Yes! I want you to lick me.”

He makes a satisfied grunt and moves, pushing his way between my legs. When his tongue darts out and laps at me, my leg muscles tense up. It feels hot and… and good. What the holy hell? I shouldn’t be reacting like this. Embarrassment prickles at my cheeks. What sort of person am I, enjoying a complete stranger giving me head? And under these circumstances? I can’t help it, though. From head to toe, my body feels like it’s being caressed.

His tongue moves expertly, applying a subtle pressure to my clit, stroking up and down in a rhythmic pattern that sends waves of heat crashing through me. I’m on the precipice of letting go, the tension in my arms and legs relaxing, when he stops lapping and sucks.

“Fuck!”

He doesn’t stop. He growls when I push back against him, rocking into his mouth shamelessly. I’ve never felt anything like this before. It feels… incredible. I’m panting and moaning like an animal when he pulls away, running his hands from the very tops of my knees, down the insides of my thighs to my panties. He rips them off in one swift motion.

“How badly do you want me to fuck you?”

I’m not here because I want to fuck him. It’s my job to make him think I do, yet the lines between acting and the truth are so blurred when I murmur, “Really badly. I want you really bad.”

“Spread your legs,” he commands. I spread them, wondering what’s coming next. The room is like a black void, so dark I can’t even make out the shadow of him as he moves around the bed. I hear a zip being undone and then the rattle of metal, like a buckle being unfastened. Sucking my bottom lip into my mouth, I wait for him to do whatever he’s about to do, piqued with worrying curiosity. He restrains my left leg first, strapping something wide and tight around it and then affixing it to the bed. My right leg is next, and then he carefully does the same to my wrists. I’m star-fished on the bed and completely vulnerable. His restraints aren’t the kind for show. They’re the kind made to stop people from getting away, and I’m sure as hell not going anywhere. Six months ago, I might have said a prayer. Now, I whimper, half from fear, half from anticipation.

He climbs up onto the bed, kneeling at my side, his breath playing across me again. I tense when something cold and hard presses against my stomach. “Are you still a brave girl?”

“Yes,” I exhale.

He doesn’t tell me what he’s going to do. The cool, sharp object pressing into my skin travels slowly upward until it’s poised directly under my breasts. I gasp like a fish out of water, trying to keep still, because I know what he’s holding now: It’s a knife. A really fucking sharp one to boot.

He lifts my bra by the underwire in the middle, and then in a single, clean sweep, it springs apart, freeing my breasts. He cut through my bra? Exposed. Terrified. Exhilarated. Confused. I can’t fucking think straight. My Mystery Man straddles me, and the material of his pants, rough, slides against my sides. He lays the flat, cool edge of his knife against my right nipple, sending a bolt of panic through me.

“Don’t move,” he whispers. I don’t. I am the stillest still thing ever. He leans down and touches me, his hand finally finding my breast. “You’re so fucking perfect,” he breathes. “So well behaved.” And then his mouth is on my nipple, licking and sucking, hotter than anything I’ve ever felt before. My back arches up off the bed, and he chuckles. “You want me inside you?”

“Yes.”

“You sure? Be careful what you wish for.”

I wish for death on a daily basis. I wish for pain and suffering and blood and misery upon the heads of those who took my sister. Wishing for this feels just as dangerous but somehow safer than all that at the same time. He wanted me to own him, and despite the fact that he’s tied me up now, I still think that’s what he wants. I brace, hoping this is the right thing, and I demand, “Do it. Fuck me now. Don’t make me wait.”

The knife vanishes. He shifts off the bed, and I hear him undoing his pants, slipping them off. Panic sings through me again when I hear the rattle of another buckle.

“Ready?”

There’s no backing out of it now. “I’m ready.”

And he does something I hadn’t even considered. Not even for a second. He threads a loop of leather over my head—his belt—and cinches it tight.

Oh, fuck. I’m in trouble now.

“Open your mouth.”

“I—”

“Do it.” The tone of his voice is firm yet gentle at the same time. He brushes a hand down the side of my face. It’s designed to be a reassuring gesture—this is scary right now. Trust me. But trust him? I’d be fucking mad to trust him. And yet I do what he tells me to. He pushes forward and guides his cock into my mouth. I have no experience in this arena. God, this is my first time at the fucking circus. What the hell am I supposed to do? He’s rock hard and tastes clean and slightly musky… and he’s massive. He barely fits inside my mouth. I suspect only half of his length slides past my lips before he hits the back of my throat.

“Shit!” He hisses as I suck, forming a vacuum around him. I think I got that part right. His hips rock back, and he draws out of my mouth, causing a wet popping noise. “Still think you want me inside you?” He knows just how big he is. He’s fucking smug about it. This is going to hurt like nothing else, but I don’t want him to realize I’m a virgin. Even Eli doesn’t know that part. I’m sure he would have charged this guy a whole lot more if he did, and that thought turns my stomach.

“Yes,” I tell him. “Yes, I want you.”

“Good. But you’re gonna have to exercise a little patience first. We aren’t done here.” He fists a handful of my hair and lifts my head closer to him, and then he pushes back inside my mouth, thrusting in and out while applying a gentle pressure to the back of my head. I writhe on the bed, surprised by how much this turns me on. I’m floored when he tugs on the belt strap, though.

Floored.

Even in the dark, I see stars. I can’t breathe with my windpipe cut off and his cock pulsing in and out of my mouth. “Stay with me, okay?” he grunts.

Fear and excitement pool in my stomach. It’s the same kind of anticipation I experienced as a child, suspended over the drop of a roller coaster, only a thousand times worse. And a whole lot scarier. Between my legs, my pussy tightens as he works his hips back and forth, keeping just enough tension on the belt strap so that I can drag the tiniest amount of oxygen into my lungs.

He shivers as his erection turns granite hard. If he doesn’t stop now, I think I know what will happen. But he does stop. Breathing heavily, he withdraws and crouches down beside the bed, easing his fingers beneath the belt and loosening it. His face is so close to mine, I can feel the intensity of his gaze as he stares at me in the dark. I still can’t see a thing, but then maybe he has better night vision than I do.

“Your mouth is perfect,” he whispers. And then he does two things that surprise me. First, reverently, he strokes my sweat-soaked skin, sweeping my hair out of my face. Second, he softly kisses my forehead.

“For being such a good girl, I’m going to make you come now,” he breathes. A tremor of anticipation shimmers across my skin, and he chuckles. “You are being a very good girl.”

He climbs up onto the bed and positions himself, hooking his arms underneath my hips, hoisting me up to meet him. The position is awkward with my ankles still bound to the bed, but all thoughts of my discomfort are forgotten when he buries his face between my legs and starts sucking on my clit again.

“Ahh!”

It’s too much. I climb, ascending higher as an unfamiliar, unfathomable feeling builds between my legs. It unfurls in gentle pins and needles throughout my body, growing more and more intense. And then…

I’m screaming. A wordless release. I’d scream for God, but I doubt He would approve of this situation. I have no idea who this guy is, so I can’t scream for him. I scream for myself and for the fireworks going off inside my head, the inferno licking over my skin, burning me out, leaving me hollow and spent. I fall slack, trembling as he continues to sweep his tongue over and over my clit.

“Stop! Oh my God, stop, please, that’s so—sensitive!”

“Mm, so selfish.” He hums into my pussy, making me clench. “Don’t forget. It’s my turn.” He fiddles around for a moment—condom? Fuck, I hope that’s a condom—and then he drops my hips and thrusts into me, hands tight on my pelvis, trapping me.

Oh…

My…

The pain is almost crippling. An uncomfortable feeling, a buildup of pressure and then a stinging release, lets me know that it’s done.

He stops.

“What…?” He inhales deep. Exhales. “You probably shouldn’t have kept that from me,” he says softly. He sighs, then, as though he’s disappointed in me, which is the most messed-up thing ever. “Are you ready?”

I whisper a faint response. “Yes.”

“Try to relax.” He fills me up, stretches me, makes me whole. He starts off slow, gentler than I think he would have done if he hadn’t just deflowered me. After a while, the pain subsides, gradually transforming until I no longer tense with every thrust but lean into it. By the end, he’s fucking me like a freight train—unstoppable and raw with need. He comes so hard, he roars.

I don’t, of course. It’s my first time, and the pain outweighed the pleasure. My mind is too fogged to understand what’s going on as he climbs off me and slides down my body. His lips caress the inside of my thigh, and I shiver as his fingers carefully stroke over my core. The touch isn’t designed to excite me—it’s more of an apology. Moving around in the dark, he unshackles my wrists and my ankles.

“You enjoy that?” The bass of his voice makes my legs press together.

“Yeah, I—I did.” The most startling thing, the thing that makes me most sick, is that I’m telling the truth. What the hell is wrong with me?

He grunts, unthreading his belt from around my neck. The release of pressure makes me feel like I’m floating two feet off the bed.

I lie very still as he packs up his things. I sense him next to me pulling on his clothes. Then, when he’s dressed, he stands beside the bed. He brushes his fingertips against my cheek again, so soft it’s not a touch at all.

“Be seeing you.” He heads for the door, and the light from the hallway nearly splits my skull apart when he opens it. And there my mystery man pauses, and I catch the one and only glimpse of him I ever get. Wearing a worn leather jacket, his back to me, a black duffel bag in his right hand, he tips his head down to his shoulder. He doesn’t look back at me. He hovers there long enough for me to make out the silhouette of his profile, his dark, mussed hair, the bruised pout to his full lips.

And then he goes.

I never find out his name.
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Sloane

Eli isn’t answering his phone. I’ve been calling for three days, and Eli—lying, manipulative, disgusting Eli—isn’t answering his phone. I’ve only been to his PI office once—a dark, depressing studio above a liquor store in Rainier Valley that stank of stale Chinese food. But I’ve been losing my shit since I left that hotel room, and I can’t take it anymore. I’ve skipped rounds at the hospital this morning and trekked all the way across the city to find out what the hell is going on.

You’re a stupid fool. He tricked you. You slept with a complete stranger, gave up a part of yourself you’re never going to get back. Ever. And now what?

And now what? I’ll only have an answer to that question once I speak to Eli.

The stairs up to his office are slick with hard-packed ice. I navigate them with the greatest of care, holding my breath with each step. His piece-of-shit car is parked in the lot below, so I know he’s here. I just don’t know what I’m going to say to him. I can hardly threaten to go to the cops if he doesn’t give me the information he promised me. That wouldn’t work. I have zero proof that I have an arrangement with him, and besides, Eli’s a private investigator. Would the police even take my word over his?

I go straight in, knowing that if I knock, I’ll only chicken out and run. I start talking as soon as I see the man sitting in his chair.

“What the hell, Eli? I’ve been call—” My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth at the same time my brain shorts out. This… this can’t be happening. “Oh… Oh, my God.”

The smell hits me first. Oh God, the smell. I try to breathe in through my nose, but the air stings my sinuses. I cover my face with my hands, trying to process the scene in front of me. Eli was a large man before, but now his distended stomach has bloated to obscene proportions, pressed up against his desk. As an intern, I’ve witnessed the same thing before, primarily in the morgue. Bloating. All of that gas and bacteria wants out, and by the looks of things, it’ll have its way sooner rather than later.

Eli hasn’t been answering my phone calls for the past three days because he’s dead. His office looks like someone went on a rampage in here. Blood covers the walls and his desk. It’s crusted and dried in the stained carpet. Eli’s mouth hangs open in a grim yawn, his eyes rolled back in his head. His skin is a sickly gray color everywhere apart from his hands. They rest on his desk, his fingers tinged purple-black by all of the blood coagulated in his palms.

My tears fall thick and fast, but I regain control of myself enough to enter the room properly and stand in front of the man who cheated me out of my virginity. I’m not crying because I feel bad that Eli’s dead. Call me cold, but I’m glad he’s been stabbed to death with his own letter opener (still sticking out of his chest). I’m crying because he’s dead. Now, he’ll never be able to tell me where Alexis is. I’ll never know if he was telling the truth. If she’s even alive.

But it can’t be over just like that. It can’t. There has to be something here, some way of figuring out whatever he was going to tell me. My mind locks up as I realize what I’m going to have to do. I’ve seen far more horrific things than Eli’s dead body, but it isn’t his appearance that makes me feel like passing out. It’s my anger. I’m so angry, so cheated, so furious that I’m scared of what I might do if I have to go near him. He’s already dead. I couldn’t be arrested for stabbing him again, but still…

I don’t want the dead man’s blood on my hands.

I suck in a lungful of air and hold it, then take a small step forward. I just need to get through this. For Alexis. This is all for Alexis. Maybe Eli kept the information in a file somewhere. That’s something a regular private investigator would do, surely? Eli was more than a PI, though. He was a drug-dealing pimp, too. Admin probably wasn’t very high on his list of priorities. My head spins as I pick my way through the devastation of his office, climbing over an upturned chair to reach the small, three-drawer filing cabinet. It’s unlocked. The top drawer is buckled and dented, as if someone took a crowbar to it. Inside, there are files. My heart soars when I yank open the middle drawer and find one labeled with my sister’s name: Alexis Romera. Missing Person. With trembling fingers I take it out of the cabinet and almost sink to my knees. It’s empty. There’s nothing inside. Not a single sheet of paper.

“No, no, no, come on!”

The other files all have paperwork inside them. Regular information about bail bonds and cheating spouses. Only Lex’s is empty. What the fuck? There are no papers on Eli’s desk and none on the floor either. No hidden drawers that could contain the information I’m looking for. It’s gone. Someone’s taken it, and I have no idea who. I suddenly can’t hold it in anymore. The past three days take their toll at last. I throw up the piece of dry toast I ate for breakfast so violently that it strips my throat raw.

I sob as I leave Eli’s office. I feel useless. Powerless. Weak.

“I’m sorry, Lex. I’m so fucking sorry.” She can’t hear me, but I say the words anyway. Admitting them out loud makes me own them instead of hiding them away, letting them burn me from the inside out. I’ve let her down. All hope of finding her is gone. The very worst part of acknowledging that is the relief. It courses through me like a single exhaled breath, rushing from my head to my feet. There’s nothing more I can do. The responsibility is no longer mine.

I am the very worst of people. I don’t even bother to report Eli’s death.

I leave him there to rot.
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Zeth

Two Years Later

“YOU’RE SCANDALOUS, ZETH MAYFAIR.”

Lacey’s laughter is grating the fuck outta me this morning. She’s been riding me all morning about the two girls she caught me escorting out of the warehouse in the early hours. Cracking bad jokes. Making sly comments. The woman just doesn’t know when to shut the hell up. We’ve been stuck in the car for the past twenty minutes, and sometimes, twenty minutes in an enclosed space with Lacey is tantamount to twenty minutes in hell.

“How ’bout we don’t talk for the next while, huh, Lace?”

“How about you tell me what this guy’s done, and I’ll be quiet? That sounds like a fair trade.”

Lacey’s tiny. She was malnourished as a kid and didn’t get the nutrients she needed to grow, which means her head barely hits me midchest. Her long, blond hair is straight as straight comes. Her eyes are pale cornflower blue. Combined with her fine features and high cheekbones, she looks positively angelic, but I know better. The girl crawled straight out of hell to test me.

I’d have left her at home today, but then again, she’s not a fan of her own company. Bad shit goes down when she’s left to her own devices, and a trip to the hospital is the last thing I need tonight. Not after I’ve done what I’m about to do.

“Matthew’s been bad. That’s all you need to know.”

“When isn’t Matthew bad?” Lace pouts. Apparently, she and Matty fucked a couple of times, back before she showed up at my doorstep like a stray cat and refused to leave. Since then, she’s been focused on more delicate prey, namely the female of the species. Most times, I have to be careful about the chicks I bring back to the warehouse. I let ’em out of my sight for ten minutes, Lace’ll have their panties around their ankles and her face buried between their thighs. The girl knows no bounds.

But anyway, I think she’s still got some sort of grind for Matty. She went quiet for a moment when I told her where we were headed, and that doesn’t happen too often.

“Just don’t cause a scene, okay? Wait in the car like I told you. I’ll be five minutes max.” Truth is, even I don’t have a clue what Matty’s done. All I know is that I’ve been sent to pay him a visit, and that only happens when someone has grade-A fucked up.

Charlie isn’t exactly a lenient man, but he only brings out his most expensive toys for his most expensive problems. Miss a payment on a loan? Charlie sends Sam out to relieve you of a few fingernails. Lose a shipment of coke with the equivalent street value of a five-bedroom house, and you get a visit from me. Horses for courses, that’s what Charlie says.

We pull up outside Stanton Farm Markets, and I slam the gear stick into neutral. It’s raining. Surprise sur-fucking-prise. Welcome to Seattle. The windshield turns opaque, blasted by raindrops as soon as the wipers quit. For a moment, it’s just me and Lace inside our own little messed-up world. “You hear me, right? Stay in the car.”

She gives me the three-finger Boy Scouts salute—the one that means she’s feeling a hundred percent noncompliant but doesn’t want to argue. “Gotcha, Boss Man.”

She’s called me that since the day I started paying her to launder my money for me. I could have hired the Vondys to wash my bills, but everyone hires the Vondys. One family having access to the financials for every crooked organization in the Pacific Northwest has never sat right with me. And besides, Lacey needed a purpose, even if it was an illegal one.

“Be right back.” I jump out of the car, collect the black duffel from the back seat of the Camaro, and head into Stanton’s without looking back. Doubt Lace will disobey me today, actually. The rain’ll wreck her hair.

Inside, Archie Stanton, Matty’s brother, stands behind the counter, double-bagging for an old woman with a stooped back and perfectly styled white hair. Probably a wig. He drops the bag when he sees me, tomatoes bouncing out onto the counter and rolling away.

“Matty ain’t here today, Zeth. He’s outta state with Cindy.”

I ignore the kid. He’s paid (barely) to keep the front-of-store charade respectable, believable, if you will, and that includes running interference when a member of the family’s in trouble.

Looks like I’m expected.

I head straight for the swinging doors to the rear of the store, while Archie scrambles over the counter, green apron thrown over his shoulder. “Zeth, I mean it, man. Matty ain’t here.”

But when I slam through the office door hidden out back, Matty most definitely is here. His beat-up, junkie wife is on her knees, blowing him good. Her black-and-white striped dress is hiked up so high I can see her ass cheeks. The look of surprise on Matty’s face is priceless. He’s so stunned that it takes a second for him to slap Cindy’s shoulder. Another two seconds for her head to stop bobbing.

“Put your dick away, Matty. We’re having words.” The last thing I need to see right after dinner is his fucking cock. I roll my eyes to the ceiling while he zips up. Cindy stands, one hand balancing herself on Matty’s desk, the other hand tugging her dress down. Her eyes are bloodshot, totally vacant. In other words, she’s baked.

“The fuck you think you’re doing, Zeth?” she drawls. “You can’t just barge in here whenever you fucking feel like it.”

Her husband slaps the back of her leg—crack! “Watch it, bitch. Careful how you speak to my business associates.” He might as well have thrown a bucket of water over her. A spark of life reignites in her eyes.

“Well, fuck you, Matty. I got better things to do than stand around defending you all day.”

“You were on your knees if I recall. Now get out of here. Me and Zeth gotta talk.” He either has no idea why I’m here or he’s trying to ingratiate himself to me. It doesn’t matter. There’s no sweet-talking me. No point in brown-nosing. I curl a lip as Cindy storms out of the office. She shoulder barges me, and I raise an eyebrow at Matty.

“Bad attitude,” I tell him.

“Bad everything,” he replies. Matty and Cindy were like Bonnie and Clyde ten years ago, but now he’s a two-bit womanizer and she’s an addict. Matty still has his looks, though—the only reason Lacey looked at him twice. She’s shallow like that. It’s part of her charm. Matty leans back in his leather chair, eyeing me.

“You know why you’ve been given this ticket, Zeth?” he asks.

“Am I supposed to?”

Matty shrugs. “Most times, people know why they’re killing a man.”

So he does know why I’m here. Hardly surprising. You don’t piss off Charlie to this degree without realizing you’re gonna reap the consequences. “I’m not what you’d consider… inner circle. I get an address and a set of instructions, nothing more.”

“And a suitcase full of cash, too, right?”

My turn to shrug. No point in being shy. “Right.”

“Well, how ’bout I offer you two suitcases full’a cash instead, Zeth? Hire you to go right back where you came from and put an end to this once and for all?”

“You want to hire me to kill Charlie?”

“Why not?” Matty is one composed motherfucker. He’s richer than God—the eighties might be long gone, but cocaine is still Seattle’s drug of choice—and I doubt this is the first time he’s offered to buy his way into someone’s good graces. No doubt he’s never had anyone tell him no before, though. See, the thing is, I don’t have good graces. And I don’t need his money. I dump the duffel onto his desk. Unzip it. Pull out my go-to duster.

Matty’s still not blinking. The fucker must have cast-iron balls. “I’m Charlie’s man. You know that, Matt. Now, I have other jobs to get to tonight. Let’s tidy up these loose ends, huh?”

The reason for Matty’s calm appears in hand a split second later. The little shit’s had a gun on me under his desk the whole time. Desert Eagle.50 caliber. Nice. He holds it up at shoulder height, arm straight out. “Shame you won’t just do the job for me. Charlie’s been running this place into the ground for years. Time for him to move on. And time you were leaving, Zeth. Okay?”

I’ve had a lot of guns aimed at me over the years. A man’s intent is always right there, shining in his eyes, easy to read like the pages of a book. Some of them just wanna scare you enough that you back off. Some of them are so desperate to hide their own fear that they forget to make you believe they mean it. You gotta mean it. And some of them are sharks. Stone cold. People who’ve pulled the trigger countless times before and haven’t thought twice.

Matty, the little fuck, is a shark.

I’d never have called it. I clench my fingers around the duster, staring down at my fist. Not much to do about it now. Things will play out the way they’re meant to. “This is where you shoot me, then?”

“I guess,” he answers.

Someone, somewhere, said something I felt compelled to have tattooed onto my chest when I was drunk once: So it goes. I know it was Billy Pilgrim from Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five who said that, but I pretend that I don’t. That would mean admitting I actually read something in high school before I dropped out. But never mind that. As the bullet zips through the air, I realize how absolutely fucking perfect that saying is. So it goes. There’s something so inevitable about me getting shot here tonight. Something so obvious and unavoidable.

Pain ricochets through my body like a hot, white lance. The bullet hits me in the chest, two inches below my collarbone… and suffice it to say, it hurts like a bitch. Matty seems stunned that I’m still standing. If I were him, I’d have already shot me another five times and emptied the clip just to make sure I was dead. Fucker’s gonna wish he had. I launch over the desk and grapple the gun from him, ripping it free from his grip.

“Big mistake, Matty. Big mistake.” I smash my fist into his face with a brutal force. The crunch of metal crushing bone, skin and muscle separating, isn’t something I ever get used to, but on occasions like this I allow myself to enjoy it a little. Just a little. We have to try to enjoy our work, after all, and pain always awakens my dark side.

Matty’s head rolls back as I pound my fist into his face over and over and over again. My hands, T-shirt, jacket, jeans, everything is covered in blood by the time the guy falls slack. I laugh hysterically as blood bubbles form on his lips.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he mumbles. I’ve broken his teeth and his speech is distorted, but I get the gist. “You lock people inside a sealed shipping container for th-three days, they’re gonna d-die, Zeth. How is that my fault?”

The burritos I ate an hour ago churn in my stomach. What the fuck is he talking about? I raise my fist to smash it into his mouth again, but… I can’t. This is just fucking perfect. “What people?”

“The ones Charlie’s been bringing in through the docklands. Girls. Girls in con… containers.”

I let Matty go. Girls in containers? Charlie promised me two years ago that he didn’t deal in girls. Drugs and guns, yeah, but he swore no skin trade. “What’s he moving girls for?” I press my hand to my shoulder, wincing. My own pain is growing now that I’m not inflicting it on someone else.

“Why do you think?” Matty rasps. “He gets twenty grand a pop if he can prove they’re still… still in… intact.” He chokes on the blood welling in his mouth. It runs down his chin, dripping onto his ruined shirt.

“You’re lying.”

“I ain’t,” he says, and I believe him.

Fuck.

Charlie’s the one who’s been lying to me all this time. A part of me wants to believe this is a new development, but I know my boss. He’s got a degree, a master’s and a goddamned doctorate in lying. Especially when it comes to money. No way he’d pass up twenty grand for a nobody kid he could have snatched off the street. My head spins, disoriented from the pain radiating from my shoulder. Through the mist slowing down my mind, I still think it, though. Was I right about the girl, then? Did Charlie take the girl’s sister nearly three years ago?

The first time I saw her, she was working a night shift at the hospital. My sack-of-shit uncle had just been eighty-sixed—badly. The body wasn’t supposed to be found after something like that—and it had been on me to identify the body. Well, what was left of it. I could tell Sloane was a broken bird. Beautiful in an understated way. Luminous brown eyes. Wavy brown hair. It was the fight in her eyes that had captured me, though. Captured and enthralled me in the space of ten seconds flat. We’d stood face-to-face in the corridor as she waited for the elevator, and her eyes had met mine. I felt like I was being gutted stem to sternum, and yet I knew she wasn’t seeing me at all. She was seeing some distant horror that I could only guess at. And I didn’t like guessing.

I’d made it my business to find out everything there was to know about her. That was when I’d discovered her sister had gone missing. Snatched off the side of the road, only twenty-one years old. Sloane’s family were Christian to the core. Promise rings, hymns every Sunday, no cursing, no drinking, the whole nine yards. Except when her sister had been kidnapped, Sloane had stopped going to church. Didn’t wear the cross I knew her mother had given her. She’d given up believing because it was just too hard to keep her faith alive when something so terrible had marred her life.

And then on top of everything else, and in keeping with the truly vile motherfucker that I am, I’d taken her virginity. But that had been a mistake.

I’d found out Eli Harris was bribing her when he’d shown up to pay his dues to Charlie. Like everyone else in Seattle, he owed Holsan protection money. He’d been bragging about the trade he’d made with her as he’d settled his account. The sick bastard thought it was hilarious that he was about to sell Sloane to the highest bidder—a guy I knew from reputation alone. A guy who liked to beat his women black and blue while he screwed them. I’d paid big to take his place. Double Eli’s month’s protection money. Eli had told me she was no stranger to selling her body for information. That she enjoyed it. That she’d been the one who suggested the trade.

And I had no beef with sex workers. It was the most honest trade there was. Only Eli had fucking lied, hadn’t he? Of course he fucking had. The woman had never even been touched by a guy before. Eli had manipulated her into the deal, as he’d manipulated me into believing the arrangement was something it was not, and I had taken Sloane Romera’s virginity as a result.

That was on me. But it had also been on Eli… and, oh boy, he had paid for that lie.

Before he died, I’d made him spill everything he’d known about Alexis Romera’s disappearance. The pimp had said it was Charlie all along. I hadn’t believed him, but I’d still confronted my boss about it. Charlie had been mortally offended that I’d even suggested such a thing.

You know me better than that, son. I’m signed up for some questionable dealings, but I ain’t interested in pussy. Karma on that shit’s too raw, now go on. Get the fuck out of my face.

I’d had my one night with Sloane and then severed all ties. Left her with no way of knowing what Eli was promising to tell her. It had been harsh, yeah, sure, since she’d carried out her end of the bargain and never gotten the lead she was after. But fuck, I’d at least made sure she’d enjoyed it. Made sure she wouldn’t have nightmares about my face every second she closed her eyes. I could have just walked away. Left her in that hotel room still a virgin, unspoiled. But then again, I couldn’t have, could I? I hadn’t known she was a virgin. By the time I’d figured that out, it had been too fucking late.

“You’re sure about this?” I tighten my grip around Matty’s neck, and his eyes damn near bug out of his head.

“Yeah, man! Yeah, I’m sure!”

Screw you, Charlie. I stoop and pick up the piece from off the floor where Matty dropped it. Desert Eagle. I don’t usually kill with guns, but sometimes, for a work of art, you’ve just gotta make an exception.

“Zeth! Zeth, man, don’t! I’m sorry, okay? I’m—I’m sorry I shot you!”

Begging makes me feel queasy. I do it. I pull the trigger and Matty’s head kicks back like a Rock’em Sock’em robot, except there’s blood. A whole lot of blood and fragments of bone, like little pieces of smashed porcelain.

“Why am I right all the time?”

I turn and there is Lacey in the doorway, the heel of her right palm pressed into her sternum. She’s soaked to the skin and panting.

“Lacey—”

“Don’t worry about it,” she tells me. “I already knew.” She stumbles into the room and looks down on Matty, eyebrows banked together, mouth drawn down in a confused pout. I’d like to think this is her first dead body, only I know better. She faces me. Holds her hand out. “Come on. Let’s get you to the hospital.”

I don’t take her hand. “No. Not the hospital. I’m not going there.”

I won’t risk seeing Sloane again. Not until I hear the truth come out of Charlie’s mouth. Even if I have to beat it out of him, I will learn the truth.
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Sloane

“Ten CCS of Epinephrine. Call ahead to the or, Let them know we’re coming up.”

“Yeah, I… I got it.”

I look up and the skinny intern with the bad haircut is still standing there, staring at the guy bleeding out on the gurney in front of him. The guy I’m buried wrist-deep inside. “What are you waiting for? RUN!”

The fresh intake of interns is always a nightmare. They’re so green they’re absolutely no use to anyone, and yet in between the severed limbs, and the gunshot victims, and the world falling down around our heads, we are supposed to teach them how to fix people. I’m supposed to teach them, which is insane because I’ve only just learned how to do all of this myself.

“He’s crashing, Dr. Romera. Adrenaline?” the nurse asks. Adrenaline is the last thing this guy needs. His heart is already near spent as it is. What he needs is the gaping hole in his stomach to be repaired. God knows how many of his internal organs are shredded in there. I’m not going to know until I can open him up properly and clear out all of the blood. Right now, I can’t tell a damn thing other than the fact that this guy is going to die unless we do something. And soon.

“Let’s just get him in the elevator,” I tell the nurse. She nods, unlocks the gurney wheels, and is barking orders at her team without even blinking. Grace is a pro. She’d probably be able to save this guy all on her own if she had to. Half the nurses in this hospital probably could if push came to shove. They’re all massively undervalued, underpaid, overworked.

Bodies hustle as we guide the gurney to the elevator, my hands still lodged inside the patient. I bounce on the balls of my feet while we watch the numbers count down. I’m not fazed by elevators anymore. Too many trips like this have desensitized me to the cramped space. The hospital’s only four stories high, and yet it seems to take an eternity for the damn doors to slide open. Eventually they part and then we’re racing against time again.

“Inside, inside! Move!” The intern I sent to warn the OR, Mikey, I think he’s called, makes it just in time to catch the doors. “They know we’re coming?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s coding, Dr. Romera.” Grace says this as the heart rate and BP monitors start screaming. I pull my hands out of the guy and grab Mikey, shoving him toward the patient.

“Hold him together.”

Mikey looks like a rabbit in the headlights when I gesture to the patient’s wound. “Wh-what do you mean?”

I take both his hands and place them where I need them. “I mean hold this guy’s fucking intestines inside his body!”

Mikey may or may not obey the command. I don’t waste any more time. I lean as far as I can over the patient and start compressing his chest.

One, two, three, four, five…

The powers that be decided a while back that you don’t need to give an arresting patient any breaths. Keeping the heart pumping is the number one priority here. Grace is on it, anyway. She starts bagging him, forcing regular gusts of oxygen into his lungs, and I grunt over my work.

The doors open again.

“Okay, let’s move.” I can’t compress and run at the same time, so I hop up onto the foot rail at the bottom of the gurney and hitch a ride to the OR. I used to see doctors do this back when I was as green as Mikey, and I could never picture myself composed enough to be that person. A lot’s changed over the past four years, though.

Lex’s disappearance, trying to find her, has changed me so dramatically that I’m not the same person I was back then. I’m the kind of person I need to be to excel at this instead. Cold. Calculating. I don’t buckle under pressure. I get things done. It all started back in that hotel room. I traded a part of myself that night. Extinguished the part of myself that would have prevented me from doing what had to be done.

The very first surgery I performed was on myself.
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